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Abstract 

The present review sought to clarify and synthesise the existing research of the role parental 

harshness and parental warmth have on children and adolescents with callous unemotional 

traits by comparing research across different study designs and study samples in a systematic 

review. The systematic review search rendered in 16 publications which revealed that callous 

unemotional traits moderate the relationship between parental harshness as well as parental 

warmth and behaviour problems in children and adolescents. The moderation effect was 

directed by the level of callous unemotional trait in the child or adolescent where those with 

low levels exhibited the most negative effects when exposed to parental harshness. 

Conversely, children or adolescents with elevated levels exhibited the most positive effects 

when being exposed to parental warmth. Furthermore, the review revealed that both forms of 

parenting predict changes in callous unemotional traits over time, where parental harshness 

increased traits and parental warmth decreased traits. These results are further discussed in 

relation to the contextual theories of Lykken’s parental competence and socialisation model as 

well as Kochanska’s conceptual model of conscience development. 
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The Role of Parental Harshness and Parental Warmth in the Development of Callous 

Unemotional Traits in Children and Adolescents <18: A Systematic Review 

The lack of treatment programmes for children and adolescents with psychopathic 

traits has put parenting in the focus as a possible source of influence to change child 

behaviour. A subgroup of children and adolescents with conduct problems also have callous 

unemotional (CU) traits (Frick, Cornell, Barry, Bodin & Dane, 2003; Viding, Blair, Moffitt, 

& Plomin, 2005) which is a core feature of psychopathy (Frick, 2009). Although not all 

children and adolescents with CU traits grow up to become psychopaths, they are at greater 

risk of developing psychopathy (Fontain, McCrory, Boivin, Moffitt & Viding, 2011) which 

can set off a lifelong trajectory of anguish and crime. Indeed, Lynam (1996) captured this 

problem when he noted that “tomorrow’s antisocial adults are found among today’s antisocial 

children” (p.210). Evidence supporting this argument has been found in research showing that 

youths with CU traits share the same characteristics as adult psychopaths (Frick, 2009).  It is 

therefore of great importance not only for the children with CU traits, but also for society to 

prevent a negative trajectory by treating the psychopathic traits at an early stage. However, 

treatment programmes for children and adolescents with CU traits are today scarce (Da Silva, 

Rijo & Salekin, 2013; Hawes, Dadds, Brennan, Rhodes & Cauchi, 2013; Farrington, Ullrich 

& Salekin, 2010), and this puts a lot of emphasis directly onto the parents themselves. The 

parental influence on the trajectory of children and adolescents with CU traits is not only of 

interest for preventative means, but it also serves as a concrete knowledge base for the 

parents. If research can answer how the children and adolescents respond to certain parental 

socialising efforts, it can give parents the necessary tools they need in supporting a child or an 

adolescent with CU traits to avoid a development of a trajectory of conduct problems and 

antisocial behaviour. So, is it possible for parents to affect the child and youth trajectory 

driven by CU traits with negative or positive parenting?  
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The present systematic review aims to present evidence of the specific effect parental 

harshness and parental warmth have on children and adolescents with CU traits.   

Even if psychopathy is considered to be a personality disorder consisting of different 

factor structures, CU traits are related to the affective personality side of the construct (Hare, 

1997) and it is this side that has received most attention in research. Children and youths with 

CU traits exhibit symptoms such as a lack of empathy, a manipulating nature, lack of emotion 

and lack of remorse (Hare, 1997). Between the years of 2008 to 2013, the research in the area 

of youth with psychopathic traits mainly focused on CU traits (e.g. Andershed, 2010; Blair, 

2013; Frick, 2009; Salekin, 2002). The results of this research suggest that psychopathic traits 

can be measured in children from the age of three (Colins et al., 2013) and that comorbidity 

such as Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder, (ADHD), and early conduct problems are 

common (Andershed & Andershed, 2005; Frick, 2009; Feilhauer & Cima, 2013; Kotler & 

McMahon, 2005). In addition, children and adolescents with CU traits appear to have a more 

aggressive and stable trajectory of antisocial behaviour than those without these traits (Frick, 

2009). Thus, it is not difficult to see that raising a child who exhibits signs of CU traits can be 

a challenging task for any parent, which will most certainly require a lot of socialisation 

efforts and attention from the parents.   

There is an ongoing debate amongst researchers on how to assess children and 

adolescents with psychopathic traits and which instrument that has the best accuracy (Kotler 

& McMahon, 2005; Da Silva, Rijo & Salekin, 2013) resulting in that there is no consensus in 

how to assess children with psychopathic traits. Observational studies are often used to 

measure the parent-child interaction, and there are a number of age specific instruments to 

choose from when trying to assess CU traits in children and adolescents that use different 

measurements. Instruments such as the Antisocial Process Screening Device (APSD) (Frick & 

Hare, 2001) and The Inventory of Callous-Unemotional Traits (ICU) (Frick, 2003) rely on 
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multiple parent, teacher-ratings and self-reports to measure CU traits in children from the age 

of four. Other instruments rely solely on one measurement, e.g. the Child Problematic Traits 

Inventory (CPTI) which use teacher-ratings to assess CU traits in children from age three 

(Colins et al., 2013) or the Youth Psychopathic Traits Inventory (YPI) (Andershed, Kerr, 

Stattin & Levander, 2002) which measure youth self-reports from the age of twelve. Robert 

Hare and colleagues, developed one of the more common instruments to measure 

psychopathic traits in youths, the Psychopathic Checklist: Youth Version, PCL: YV (Forth, 

Kosson, & Hare, 2003) which rely on trained experts to assess CU traits in adolescents from 

age thirteen. Consequently, despite the discrepancy in how to best measure CU traits in youth, 

measuring CU traits in young children and adolescents is dependent on the age of the youth 

and what type of rating instrument the researcher use. 

Hare (1997) argues in his research that children with CU traits are without a doubt 

difficult to socialise and that parents usually are aware of this difficulty long before the child 

reaches school age.  However, while parents can affect the trajectory of the CU traits, they are 

not the cause of the traits. Hare (1997) further explains that the difficulty in socialisation 

stems from the fact that children and youths with CU traits often are less susceptible to 

instructions and rules, are hostile and can be difficult to handle. Hence, they have problems 

connecting and getting close to other people, with the result that they have trouble making 

friends. Also, these children and youths seem to have a tendency to frequently test the 

tolerance level of both society and their parents (Hare, 1997). With these combined attributes, 

it can be difficult for the parents to know how to handle these children and youths and the 

question remains as to what works best harsh discipline or a warm approach.  

Previous studies concerning parental harshness and warmth have been conducted on 

older youths and adults. Some review studies regarding the biology of CU traits (Blair, 2013) 

and its treatment (Frick & White, 2008; Salekin, 2002) have shown a relationship between 
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low parental warmth and high CU traits in youths. On the other hand, using harsh punishment 

on youths with CU traits has been found to enhance the traits in intervention studies (Bayliss 

et al., 2010). A challenge that makes it difficult to compare results between studies is that 

several of the studies use different samples consisting of youths and adults, or the studies 

measure many combined forms of parenting. Also, despite the extensive research about CU 

traits, very little is known about how these traits work as moderators between children’s 

behavioural problems and parenting practices (Kochanska, Kim, Boldt & Yoon, 2013), which 

is causing a gap in the research field. Waller, Gardner and Hyde, (2013) have conducted the 

only review regarding moderators in relation to parenting and CU traits in youth. Waller and 

colleagues performed a systematic review that contained five research question all relating to 

the associations between parenting, CU traits in youths, and the effects on antisocial 

behaviour. Although their review was extensive, the authors included various forms of 

parenting, including harsh discipline, poor monitoring, child-parent communication, positive 

reinforcement, and solely relied on antisocial behavior as the outcome variable (Waller et al., 

2013). Hence, there is a need to gather the existing evidence on specifically negative and 

positive aspects of parenting in relation to the role CU traits have on children and adolescents 

by expanding the outcome variable to include other behaviours than just antisocial behaviour. 

Therefore, this review will exclusively focus on parental harshness and warmth towards 

children and adolescents up to the age of 18, where CU traits are tested either as a potential 

moderator between behavioural problems and parenting, or where parental harshness and 

warmth are tested as predictors of CU traits.   

Neurobiological Roots of CU Traits  

From a neurobiological standpoint, brain image studies have shown that children with 

high CU traits seem to differ in their brain structure compared to their normally developing 

peers (Viding et al., 2010). Children with CU traits seem specifically to have deficits in their 
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prefrontal cortex relating to their decision-making, making them more impulsive as a result 

(Blair, 2013). Brain scans have shown signs of decreased amygdala responsiveness in 

children with CU traits, which can explain the lack of empathy and reduced response to 

emotional expressions (Blair, 2013). Studies have for example shown that children with high 

levels of CU traits are substantially poorer at recognising fearful faces than children without 

CU traits (Sylvers, Brennan & Lilienfeld, 2011; Woodworth & Waschbusch, 2008; Dadds et 

al., 2006). The face recognition impairment is likely to affect the children’s social interactions 

and their socialisation, since they do not learn what actions cause pain and harm in others 

when they cannot interpret other people’s facial expressions sufficiently. Emerging evidence 

has also been published relating to eye contact, which is critical for the normal development 

of empathy and conscience (Dadds, Jambrak, Pasalich, Hawes & Brennan, 2011). It seems 

that children with high levels of CU traits have less eye contact with their parents, and that 

fathers of sons with high CU traits have less eye contact with their children. This is an 

indication that the fathers could have the same eye contact impairment or have CU traits 

themselves (Dadds et al., 2011; Dadds et al., 2012). Genetic research has supported this 

argument by showing a fairly strong genetic influence for CU traits with a heritability of 

around 60 percent (Bezdjian, Raine, Baker & Lynam, 2011; Viding et al., 2005). Thus, the 

heritability can affect how parents act when socialising the children and adolescents but it can 

also affect how the children and adolescents respond to the parents.  

While not yet empirically confirmed, researchers speculate that a disruption takes 

place in the development of the prefrontal cortex and the amygdala in the brains of children 

and youths with CU traits (Blair, 2013). The amygdala is among other things critical for the 

development of association, which is important for socialisation. Environmental factors such 

as parenting can influence this development (Blair, 2013) making the amygdala a central 

component in the origins of CU traits. To summarise, neurobiological research points to 
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deficits in prefrontal cortex and the amygdala for children with CU traits, which can have an 

influence on how children that later become adolescents perceive other people’s emotions and 

respond to socialisation efforts.  

Contextual Roots of Parental Socialisation for Children with Psychopathic Traits 

Lykken’s parental competence and socialisation model.  

David Lykken has formed some of the more influential ideas regarding the role 

parents should have when socialising children with risk of developing psychopathic traits 

(Lykken, 1995). According to the author, socialising a child is dependent on two factors that 

affect each other, namely type of parenting and the child’s innate personality. Innate 

personality can include traits such as impulsiveness or fearlessness that can make the child 

more difficult to socialise compared to one who does not have these traits. For example, 

fearless children seem to have deficits in their conscience development, making them less 

constrained by guilt and fear, and this can affect their inner restraining force, resulting in the 

child not being afraid of consequences (Lykken, 2006). Lykken has named this the “low fear 

hypothesis”, constituting a group of individuals with psychopathic traits who do not respond 

to typical parenting due to their insensitivity towards punishment. Research on adult 

psychopaths has confirmed this hypothesis and has shown that psychopaths have in general 

low levels of instinctive fear along with deficits in passive avoidance learning, making them 

insensitive to punishment (Dadds & Salmon, 2003; Lykken, 1995). Positive parenting can 

guide and influence the child away from antisocial activity and foster pro-social values in the 

child, which is especially important for one with these traits. On the other hand, negative 

parenting such as harsh discipline can enforce the fearless trait in the child, making him or her 

even more difficult to socialise, which in turn can result in the child seeking out its own 

antisocial peers to emerge on a trajectory of psychopathy (Lykken, 2006). Thus, according to 
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Lykken, different types of parenting can have an impact on a child with psychopathic traits. 

The next question concerns the extent to which parents can affect this trajectory.  

Lykken explains how the development of psychopathic traits occurs in a model of 

what he calls parental competence and socialisation. A child who is born with a “hard to 

socialise genotype”, e.g. fearlessness, requires more socialisation incentives such as devoted 

parents who exhibit a high degree of parental competence, otherwise the child is at risk of 

becoming a psychopath (Lykken, 1995). Other than skillful parents, these children also 

benefit from an environment of well-adapted peers and a good neighbourhood that can help 

socialise the child. Despite these measures, Lykken highlights how difficult it is to socialise 

this group of children with psychopathic traits, since the reason for this inability lies not so 

much with the parents, but with the child’s own innate characteristics. On the other hand, a 

child that has an “easily socialized genotype”, e.g. loving nature, can be socialised by parents 

who have low parental competence and still grow up to be a law abiding citizen (Lykken, 

1995). This is because these children tend find their own socialised peers and role models 

outside their home. The most common group, children who are born with an “average 

genotype”, will have a normal socialisation trajectory as long as he/she is reared in a good 

environment with parents who exhibit average parental competence. However, if the child is 

reared in an environment with parents with low parental competence, he/she is at risk of 

embarking on a life of crime. In sum, Lykken’s model shows that type of parental competence 

in combination with how prone the child is to socialisation affects the outcome. Hence, 

children are at most risk of developing psychopathic traits if the parents exhibit low parental 

competence in combination with the child being hard to socialise.  

Kochanska’s conceptual model of conscience development.  

Grazyna Kochanska is another researcher who has contributed greatly in how we 

today understand the developing mechanisms of endorsing empathy and conscience in 
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fearless children.  Her empirical research has produced a model of how conscience is 

developed with the influences of parental socialisation combined with child temperament 

(Kochanska, 1993). The model consists of two components that need to be in place in order 

for a successful conscience development to occur (Kochanska, 1991). First, the development 

is dependent on the child’s own ability to feel remorse in connection to misconduct or bad 

behaviour, also known as “the affective process”. Secondly, the conscience development is 

dependent on the child’s own ability to overcome a forbidden impulse and to carry out the 

wanted act by the parents, a form of behaviour control which the child learns internally. 

Kochanska argues that parental socialisation can foremost affect the first component of the 

model, the child’s ability to feel remorse and guilt in connection to bad behaviour 

(Kochanska, 1991). It is accomplished by parents using discipline who do not put emphasis 

on power when correcting a child with a fearless temperament. In her longitudinal studies of 

conscience development in 8-10 year olds, Kochanska found that children developed a 

stronger conscience and felt more remorse if their parents used discipline without power to 

correct them (Kochanska, 1991). When studying parents who did use discipline with power, 

she saw that the children with a fearless temperament did not respond to discipline with 

discomfort like most children would (Kochanska, 1997); instead these children responded 

more to parental warmth. She concludes that fearless children need to have a positive and 

cooperative relationship with their parents in order to have a successful conscience 

development (Kochanska, 1993). In this way the child accepts and commits to the parental 

values that parental socialisation is meant to bring. Longitudinal studies on 2.5-5 year olds 

(Kochanska, 1997) and toddlers (Kochanska, 1995) confirm these results and show that 

positive motivation, parental warmth and a secure attachment to the mother predicts 

conscience best in fearless children at 4-5 years old. In conclusion, Kochanska’s empirical 

research has shown that fearless children develop an internalised conscience most effectively 
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with positive parental warmth and a mutually cooperative relationship with the parents. 

Discipline that has an emphasis on power is less effective when socialising fearless children. 

The Current Study and Research Questions 

Since previous reviews (Waller et al., 2013) have focused on only one form of 

outcome behavior, it is unclear if the same results can be found in other child and adolescent 

behavior. This review is therefore contributing in expanding the understanding of dimensions 

of parenting in relation to CU traits in youth with a bigger scope of outcome behaviours. 

Furthermore, many studies regarding CU traits in children and adolescents have used a cross-

sectional design on a sample of boys (Dadds et al., 2006; Hipwell et al., 2007; Waller, 

Gardner & Hyde, 2013), which can make it hard to generalise the findings beyond a specific 

research study or sample. By comparing evidence from longitudinal studies, review articles 

and cross-sectional studies with mixed samples, this systematic review provides an overview 

of the existing literature which in turn can aid in interpreting whether the results are consistent 

regardless of research design and study sample. Therefore, this systematic review is based on 

two research questions, namely 1) do CU traits moderate the relationship between parental 

harshness or warmth and child and adolescent behavioural problems? And 2) does parental 

harshness or warmth predict changes in CU traits? 

Method 

Inclusion Criteria 

In order to be included in the review each study had to meet two conditions. 1) The 

participants in the studies had to be children or adolescents up to 18 years old. 2) The 

association between parental harshness or warmth and CU traits had to be tested. The age 

limit was set at 18 based on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) 

which defines a child as any individual below the age of 18 years old. This definition thus 

incorporates two developmental periods, namely the childhood and the adolescence and the 
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focus of this thesis have therefore been on both children and adolescents. The second 

condition could be met either by using CU traits as a moderator between parental harshness or 

warmth and child behaviour problems, or using parental harshness or warmth as a predictor of 

changes in CU traits. Parental harshness and warmth are both dimensions of negative and 

positive parenting and studies were incorporated if they had a specific measure for either 

harsh or warm parenting behaviour. Parental warmth pertains to the affectional quality of the 

bond between parent and child, and is often conceptualised as expressions of both physical or 

verbal parental affection and behaviour (Rohner, Khaleque & Cournoyer, 2005).  I defined 

parental warmth as positive affect (e.g. the parent’s thoughts and attitude towards the child), 

verbal and physical positive expressions (e.g. praise and hugs), and studies were included that 

had a measure for either one of these. Harsh parenting is often conceptualised as forms of 

corporal punishment or coercive parenting (Pakalniskiene, 2008) and can be seen as the 

opposite to parental warmth.  I thus defined harsh parenting as actions of harsh discipline, 

harsh punishment or negative affect, where the measure of negative affect comprised verbal 

expressions (e.g. negative comments and harsh interaction). Studies were incorporated that 

had included and operationalised any of these measures. Child and adolescent behaviour 

problems were operationalised as negative behaviour and were expressed in the included 

studies as antisocial behaviour, aggression, or conduct problems.  

Exclusion Criteria 

The most common reason for a study being excluded from the review was that it did 

not meet the age requirement of the participants’ of 0-18 years old. A few studies found in the 

literature search were based on participants between 0-19 years old, but since this is a 

systematic review they were excluded on the basis that the age of 18 was the limit for the 

study. Other studies were excluded if they only described their participants as being youths or 

juveniles without specifying the exact ages of the participants.  
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Identification of studies 

The literature search was conducted using the following seven data bases: PsycINFO, 

PubMED, Medline, DiVA, Summon, The Open Grey database and The Social Science 

Research Network. Three of the data bases (DiVA, The Open Grey database and The Social 

Science Research Network) were specifically chosen to search for unpublished literature. No 

publication, language or date restrictions were used. Search terms were employed that 

combined dimensions of parenting along with CU traits in youth. An example of a search 

term used was: parenting AND CU traits AND youth. For a full list of search terms used see 

Box 1. In total the literature search resulted in 1142 studies of which the headlines where read 

and thereafter the abstracts, in order to see how many studies matched the inclusion criteria. 

After this initial screening, 16 studies met all criteria and were included in the systematic 

review. For a full overview of the included studies see Table 2. The 16 studies were peer- 

reviewed recurrent studies that could be found in multiple data bases. The majority of the 

included studies came from the USA, except for two that came from Australia (Hawes, 

Dadds, Frost & Hasking, 2011; Pasalich, Dadds, Hawes &  Brennan, 2011) and two from the 

UK (Barker, Oliver, Viding, Salekin & Maughan, 2011; Viding, Fontaine, Oliver & Plomin, 

2009). In order to better assess the methodological strength of the included studies and to 

minimise publication bias, each study was scrutinised after 1) significant findings 2) the 

internal consistency of the measures and 3) how parental harshness, warmth and CU traits 

were measured. A review of the methodological limitations for each study can be found in  

Evidence of CU traits moderating the relationship between parental harshness and child 

and adolescent behavioural problems  

Five cross-sectional studies from the USA were found in the review that attempted to 

demonstrate whether CU traits in children and adolescents operate as a moderator between 

parental harshness and behavioural problems. 
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Table 1. Keywords and number of hits in database search. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Findings 

 

First, Wootton, Frick, Shelton & Silverthorn (1997) conducted one of the first studies 

on the subject using a sample of 6-13 year old (N=166) male clinic-referred children with 

behavioural problems, including a smaller community-based sample. Several negative 

parental socialisation practices including parent-ratings of harsh and inconsistent discipline 

were incorporated into the study to see if any of these correlated with conduct problems in the 

presence of teacher and parent-ratings of CU traits. Parental harshness was operationalised 

through the Alabama Parenting Questionnaire (APQ) (Frick, 1991) which incorporates items 

assessing parenting constructs such as corporal punishment and consistency and degree of 

discipline. Multiple regression analyses found significant relationships in three out of six 

interactions. Significant relationships were found between CU traits and harsh and 

inconsistent discipline where children with high levels of CU traits had conduct problems 

regardless of the level of harsh or inconsistent discipline. Reverse results were found for 

PsycINFO: parenting AND CU traits= 47 hits  
                   negative parenting AND callous unemotional= 13 hits  
                   parenting AND moderate AND psychopathic trait= 5 hits  
                   parenting AND predict AND CU= 4 hits  
                   positive parenting AND callous unemotional OR CU= 10 hits  
Medline:    CU AND parent= 57 hits  
                   child OR boy OR girl OR toddler AND father OR mother OR parent AND 

psychopathy OR callous OR CU trait= 100 hits  
                   parental harshness AND callous unemotional OR CU= 6 hits  
DiVA:        CU traits= 21 hits 
PubMED:  warm OR harsh AND parenting AND CU trait OR callous OR psychopathic 

trait AND child= 254  
Summon:   parenting AND CU traits AND youth= 609 hits 
The Open Grey database: psychopathy= 14 hits 
The Social Science Research Network: CU traits= 2 hits 

Box 1. Search terms used in each data base with number of hits. Date of conducted 
literature search: 2014-04-17. 
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children with low levels of CU traits where the higher the level of harsh and inconsistent 

parenting they were exposed to, the more conduct problems they exhibited. The study by 

Wootton et al. (1997) thus supports the notion that CU traits work as a moderator between 

parental harshness and conduct problems for children with low levels of CU traits but not for 

children with high levels. 

Second, Oxford, Cavell & Hughes (2003) attempted to replicate these results in a new 

larger sample (N=243) of aggressive children aged 6-8 by using an extended measuring 

method to assess CU traits. Two different scales were used to measure CU traits, one with 

dichotomised scores from an original subscale and one with continuous scores from a 

subscale. The role of CU traits was tested in relation to ineffective parenting where ineffective 

parenting was operationalised by combining various scales and questionnaires including the 

APQ. Within these scales, measures of harsh parenting and use of discipline were included.  

Teacher and parent-ratings of externalising problems were performed that included a peer 

questionnaire measuring child aggression. For the dichotomised CU scale, ineffective 

parenting and CU traits significantly predicted peer nominated aggression. For the continuous 

CU scale, a combined measure of teacher and peer-ratings of aggression was the only 

interaction that had a significant relationship to ineffective parenting and CU traits, but this 

result was only significant for children with low CU traits. The authors argue that this result 

partly replicates the Wootton et al. (1997) study.  

Moreover, the studies of Wootton et al. (1997) and Oxford et al. (2003) were further 

tested by Edens, Skopp & Cahill, (2008) who set out to test the generalisability of the 

previous findings by testing whether psychopathic traits moderated the relationship between 

harsh inconsistent parental discipline and antisocial behaviour. The sample consisted of 13-17 

year old male juvenile offenders (N=76) with pre-existing behavioural problems from a 

correction facility. Harsh inconsistent discipline was operationalised through questionnaires 
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that included questions regarding harsh and inconsistent punishment and discipline. Parental 

discipline and antisocial behavior was measured through youth self-reports.  Multiple 

regression analyses showed a significant relationship between harsh inconsistent discipline 

and antisocial behaviour for juveniles who scored low in the affective deficit construct of the 

PCL: YV. A reversed pattern could be seen for juveniles who scored high in the interpersonal 

subscale of the PCL: YV, with a significant relationship between high levels of harsh 

inconsistent discipline and conduct problems. According to the authors, their results concur 

with the previous two studies showing that adolescents with psychopathic traits are indifferent 

to discipline and harsh discipline in particular (Edens et al., 2008).  

Fourth, Hipwell et al. (2007) studied the relationship between CU traits, behavioural 

problems and parenting practices specifically in girls, controlling for parent and teacher-

ratings of conduct problems and demographics using parenting as the outcome variable. The 

study consisted of a community sample (N=990) of 7-8 year old girls. Harsh punishment was 

operationalised as parent-ratings of verbal aggression and physical harsh punishment e.g. 

spanking. Low parental warmth was operationalised through a parental questionnaire and 

included questions regarding the parent’s thoughts and feelings about their daughter. 

Correlation and regression analyses showed that the relationship between CU traits and 

conduct problems was significant in relation to harsh punishment and low parental warmth, 

but harsh punishment and low parental warmth were not directly associated with conduct 

problems for girls with CU traits. The association was significantly stronger however, for girls 

with low or non-existent levels of CU traits where the strength of the relationship was reduced 

when the level of CU traits was higher (Hipwell et al., 2007).  

Finally, instead of solely studying negative aspects of parenting by combining these 

dimensions into one index, Yeh, Chen, Raine, Baker & Jacobson, (2011) studied the 

relationship between both negative and positive parental affect on children with CU traits. 
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Child self-reports of reactive and proactive aggression was used as an outcome variable on a 

community-based sample (N=1158) of 9-10 year old twins (Yeh et al., 2011).  Negative and 

positive parental affect was measured by child self-reports and were operationalised as verbal 

parental expressions e.g. how often the child would receive verbal criticism or praise from the 

parents. Results of the twin study showed that the level of CU traits moderated the strength of 

the relationship between parental affect and aggression where parental negative affect and 

reactive aggression were stronger for children low in CU traits. CU traits were also found to 

moderate the relationship between positive parental affect and reactive aggression with a 

significant negative association between the two for children with low levels of CU traits. For 

children with high levels of CU traits, the level of reactive aggression was the same regardless 

of level of positive parental affect. Children with high levels of CU traits also showed that 

increased proactive aggression was associated with higher levels of negative parental affect, 

but no association was found between CU traits and proactive aggression and positive 

parental affect (Yeh et al., 2011). The authors argue that their results concerning reactive 

aggression confirm previous studies that harsh discipline has no effect on children with high 

levels of CU traits but their results concerning proactive aggression need to be further 

replicated in order to be properly understood. 

To summarise, evidence from five cross-sectional studies based on different samples 

indicates that the level of CU traits is a moderator between parental harshness and child and 

adolescent behaviour problems. Parental harshness does not seem to have as big of an effect 

on children and adolescents with high levels of CU traits as on those without these traits.  

Evidence of parental harshness predicting changes in CU traits 

Four studies were found in the literature search that pertained to parental harshness 

predicting changes in child and adolescent CU traits: three longitudinal studies and one 
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systematic review. All studies except one (Viding et al., 2009) measured the effects of both 

harsh parenting and parental warmth. 

The first longitudinal study examined predictors of CU traits, such as parental 

harshness and warmth, in a 14 year-long longitudinal study of British children and 

adolescents (N=6673) from a community sample (Barker et al., 2011). Harsh parenting was 

operationalised as verbal aggression or physical punishment and was answered by maternal 

questionnaire. Parental warmth was operationalised as positive affect e.g. questions regarding 

how much the mother interacted with the child and how much love the mother felt for the 

child which also was answered also by maternal questionnaire. The results indicated that 

fearless temperament at age 2 predicted increased levels of parent-rated parental harshness at 

age 4 for both boys and girls. In turn, parental harshness at age 4 predicted increased levels of 

CU traits in boys at age 13. Parental warmth had very little effect on CU traits, although a 

slight decrease could be seen in the levels for girls (Barker et al., 2011). 

Similar results could be seen in the second longitudinal study by Waller et al. (2012), 

who for two years studied harsh and positive parenting predictors of CU traits in 2-4 year old 

high risk children (N=731). The children were participants in a parenting intervention 

programme in the USA. Harsh parenting was operationalised as physical harsh discipline and 

verbal aggression through parent-reports. Observed parental harshness was also used as a 

measure where the authors measured level of harsh interaction between the parent and child 

as well as negative verbal comments toward the child. Positive parenting was operationalised 

as verbal speech towards the child e.g. praise and physical affection e.g. hugs and physical 

contact. Correlation and regression analyses showed that both parental reports and observed 

parental harshness at age 2 predicted CU traits at age 3 and 4. Positive parenting was found 

not to significantly predict CU traits. The authors speculate that the lack of significant 

associations with positive parenting could mean that young children with CU traits are not as 
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affected by positive dimensions of parenting as they are by parental harshness (Waller et al., 

2012). 

Contradicting results were found in an older sample when parental harshness, in the 

form of negative parental discipline, was studied in a longitudinal study by Viding et al. 

(2009) in a community sample (N=2254) of British twins aged 7-12 years old. The effects of 

parental discipline on CU traits and conduct problems were studied for five years and 

analysed through a monozygotic twin differences design. Negative parental harsh discipline 

was operationalised as physical e.g. restraining or verbal e.g. shouting, though parental 

questionnaires. The results showed that the twin who had been exposed to higher levels of 

negative parental reported discipline at age 7 had higher levels of  parent and teacher-rated 

conduct problems but not CU traits at age 12, when controlling for CU traits at age 7 (Viding 

et al., 2009). Hence, parental harshness at age 7 did not predict teacher or parent-ratings of 

CU traits at age 12. 

Lastly, Waller et al.  (2013) conducted a systematic review study that included 30 

publications which had all covered the relationships between various forms of parenting, CU 

traits and antisocial behaviour in children under the age of 18. The included publications 

showed consistent evidence of parenting increasing CU traits at all ages. Negative parenting 

including parental harshness, negative discipline and harsh punishment predicted an increase 

in CU traits. Positive parenting in the form of parental warmth and positive affect reduced 

levels of antisocial behaviour for youths with CU traits. Also, parenting interventions that had 

a focus on parental warmth were found to reduce CU traits (Waller et al., 2013). 

Thus, results from the majority of the included studies showed that parental harshness 

in the younger years longitudinally predicted more CU traits in later years. 

Evidence of CU traits moderating the relationship between parental warmth and child 

and adolescent behavioural problems  
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Two cross-sectional studies from Australia and the USA, and three longitudinal 

studies from the USA investigated the associations between parental warmth and behavioural 

problems with CU traits as the moderator. The five included studies combined measures of 

both parental warmth and aspects of parental harshness. 

The first cross-sectional study tested whether CU traits moderated the relationship 

between positive parenting, corporal punishment and conduct problems in a sample of  6-9 

year old American children (N=208) with and without Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder 

(ADHD) (Falk & Lee, 2012). Positive parenting and corporal punishment was operationalised 

using the APQ which incorporated items measuring degree and consistency of punishment, 

involvement and positive affect between parent and child. Corporal punishment was found not 

significant but the findings suggested that parent-rated positive parenting in the form of 

positive affect negatively predicted parent-rated conduct problem levels in children low in CU 

traits, regardless of the presence of ADHD. The same association was not found for children 

with high levels of CU traits, suggesting that CU traits moderate the relationship between 

positive affect and conduct problems for children with low levels of CU traits (Falk & Lee, 

2012).   

The second cross-sectional study tested whether CU traits moderated the relationship 

between parental warmth and harshness and conduct problems in a sample of 4-12 year old 

clinic-referred Australian boys (N=95) with pre-existing conduct problems (Pasalich et al., 

2011). Parental warmth was operationalised as the parent’s attitude, affect and thoughts about 

their child and was measured in a five minute speech sample.  Parental harshness was 

measured through observations where the authors’ studied the parent-child interaction and 

operationalised harshness as parental physical discipline and verbal negative comments e.g. 

threats and criticism. The findings showed a significant correlation between both maternal and 

paternal observed harsh parenting and conduct problems for boys with low levels of CU traits. 
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Significant correlations were also found for boys with high levels of CU traits and low 

parental warmth. Further hierarchical multiple regression analyses revealed that both maternal 

and paternal warmth negatively correlated with conduct problems in children with high levels 

of CU traits, although the relationship to paternal warmth was not significant (Pasalich et al., 

2011). The authors argue that their findings show that CU traits moderate the relationship 

between both parental warmth and harshness and conduct problems. 

Two longitudinal studies sought to replicate parts of the findings from the Pasalish et 

al. (2011) study. First, Kochanska et al. (2013) tested whether CU traits operated as a 

moderator between Kochanska’s own developed construct of “Mutually Responsive 

Orientation” and shared positive affect and parent-rated child externalising problems. 

Mutually Responsive Orientation emphasises that the parent and child should have a mutually 

warm and close relationship with each other and thereby works as a measure of parental 

warmth. This was measured by observations were the authors’ operationalised parental 

warmth as positive verbal communication and affection. The study was conducted on a 

community sample (N=102) of American children of 3-8 years old who were followed over 

five and a half years. Hierarchical multiple regressions analyses showed a negative correlation 

between parental warmth and future behavioural problems for children with CU traits 

(Kochanska et al., 2013). A shared positive affect between father and child at preschool age 

and a stable Mutually Responsive Orientation between the child and mother predicted a 

significant drop in problem behaviour at school age, but this relationship was only significant 

for children with high levels of CU traits. Kochanska et al. (2013) argues that by using a 

community based sample, their study replicates and extends the results from the Pasalich et al. 

(2011) study regarding parental warmth, which was based on a clinic-referred sample.  

The second longitudinal study that attempted to replicate the findings from the 

Pasalich et al. (2011) study was performed by Waller et al. (2014). In this case, 2-4 year old 
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American high risk children (N=364) were followed for two years. The aim was to analyse 

the moderating role of CU traits in association between parental harshness and warmth and 

child behaviour problems, where the authors measured the children twice, at age three and at 

age four. Parental warmth was operationalised as expressed positive affection for the child 

and positive thoughts and feelings for the child, and was measured through a five minute 

speech sample and parent-reports. Parental harshness was operationalised as verbal e.g. 

negative comments and physical e.g. harsh negative behaviour towards the child, and was 

measured through observations and parent-reports. At age three, CU traits significantly 

moderated the association between both parent-reported and observed warmth in relation to 

behavioural problems (Waller et al., 2014). Higher levels of parent-reported and observed 

warmth were associated with fewer behavioural problems in children with higher levels of CU 

traits. These results were not found at age four, and the authors argue that this is an indication 

that CU traits were no longer a moderator at this age. At both ages, high levels of parent-

reported and observed parental harshness were positively related to behavioural problems for 

children with both low and high levels of CU traits, although in the cross-sectional and 

longitudinal analyses, CU traits did not moderate this relationship (Waller et al., 2014). The 

authors conclude that their cross-sectional analyses of parental warmth replicates the results 

of the Pasalich et al. (2011) study regarding parental warmth but not regarding parental 

harshness.  

Lastly, Kroneman, Hipwell, Loeber, Koot & Pardini (2011) conducted another 

longitudinal investigation regarding the potential moderating role of CU traits in relation to 

contextual risk factors, including parental harshness and warmth as well as conduct problems 

and Opposition Defiant Disorder (ODD). The community sample consisted of 7-12 year old 

American girls (N=1233) who were measured annually for a period of five years (Kroneman 

et al., 2011). Parental harshness was operationalised as harsh punishment and was measured 
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through parent-reports where parents were asked to rate the degree of physical and verbal 

punishment and level of aggression. Parental warmth included a scale for low parental 

warmth and was operationalised as how close the parent felt towards the child and was 

measured through parent-ratings. Growth curve analyses showed that CU traits moderated the 

relationship between low parental warmth and conduct problems and ODD symptoms for 

girls with high levels of CU traits. Specifically, girls with high levels of CU traits and low 

levels of parental warmth had increasing levels of conduct problems and ODD symptoms the 

older they became. However, this relationship was not significant at age 12 or for girls with 

low levels of CU traits. The associations to parental harshness were not significant 

(Kroneman et al., 2011). According to the study results, CU traits operated as a moderator 

between low parental warmth and conduct problems/ODD symptoms at the girls younger ages 

but not as they grew older. 

Overall, studies that have included measures of both parental harshness and warmth 

show consistent evidence of CU traits moderating the relationship between parental warmth 

and behaviour problems, whilst parental harshness show more inconsistent results due to more 

non-significant associations.  

Evidence of parental warmth predicting changes in CU traits 

Two studies were found in the review that specifically tested whether parental warmth 

predicted changes in child and adolescent CU traits: one longitudinal study from the USA and 

one cross-sectional study from Australia. 

In the longitudinal study Pardini, Lochman & Powell (2007) tested whether a warm 

and involved relationship between child-parent as well as corporal punishment predicted 

changes in CU traits in a sample of moderate to highly aggressive 9-12 year old children 

(N=120) over one year. Aggression was measured through teacher-reports and included both 

reactive and proactive aggression. Parental warmth was operationalised through items from 
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the APQ where children answered questions regarding how they viewed their relationship 

with their parents in terms of affection and warmth. Corporal punishment was operationalised 

through the APQ and was measured through parent-reports of how often parents used physical 

discipline. Linear and hierarchical regression models indicated that low levels of child-

reported parental warmth and high levels of parent-reported corporal punishment significantly 

predicted increased levels of CU traits after one year, when controlling for antisocial 

behaviour. Low levels of corporal punishment predicted a decrease in CU traits over time. 

The authors argue that their study show that children who view their parents as warm and who 

are subjected to low levels of corporal punishment can reduce their levels of CU traits. 

These results were the basis of a longitudinal study by Hawes et al. (2011), who 

attempted to see if the findings from the Pardini et al. (2007) study could be replicated in a 

younger sample containing 3-10 year old Australian school children (N=1008) who were 

followed over one year’s time. Parental harshness and warmth were operationalised using the 

APQ that included items for parental involvement, discipline, punishment and positive affect 

and was measured using parent-reports. The results showed that the findings were partly 

replicated and the relationship between parental warmth and level of CU traits was moderated 

by gender. A decrease in CU traits could be seen for girls who were subjected to high levels 

of parental warmth, while high levels of parental involvement predicted a lower level of CU 

traits for boys. Corporal punishment was found not significant. Hawes et al. (2011) argue that 

their results partly replicate the findings from the Pardini et al. (2007) study when parental 

warmth predicted a decrease in the level of CU traits, but not corporal punishment. The 

divergent result regarding corporal punishment, the authors argue was the result of sample 

differences in the two studies.  
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Consequently, the two studies pertaining to parental warmth predicting CU traits 

showed that parental warmth and involvement does predict CU traits at young ages as well as 

in pre-adolescents.   

Discussion 

The purpose of this systematic review was to gather the existing evidence of the role 

which harsh parenting and parental warmth have on CU traits in children and adolescents up 

to the age of 18. The underlining research questions were whether CU traits moderate the 

relationship between parental harshness or warmth and child and adolescent behavioural 

problems and whether parental harshness or warmth predicts changes in CU traits.  

The result of the review show relatively consistent evidence of CU traits working as a 

moderator for both harsh parenting and parental warmth and child and adolescent behaviour 

problems, although the direction and strength of this moderating effect differed somewhat 

between harsh parenting and parental warmth. Parental harshness was found to have a 

stronger impact on children and adolescents without or with low levels of CU traits, who had 

more elevated behaviour problems when exposed to this form of parenting. The same result 

was found in different study samples, including twins (Yeh et al., 2011), girls (Hipwell et al., 

2007), clinic-refereed children (Wootton et al., 1997; Oxford et al., 2003) and juvenile 

offenders (Edens et al., 2008). The opposite results were found for children and adolescents 

with high levels of CU traits who exhibited the same amount of externalising problems 

regardless of exposure to parental harshness or not. This is an interesting result, suggesting 

that there could be underlining neurobiological deficits present making these youths less 

affected by parenting, much like Blair (2013) suggested in his research. A relatively strong 

moderating link was also found for children and pre-adolescents with high levels of CU who 

were exposed to parental warmth. Four of five studies (Pasalich et al., 2011; Kochanska et al., 

2013; Waller et al., 2014; Kroneman et al., 2011) showed that children and pre-adolescents 
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with high levels of CU traits had fewer behavioural problems when subjected to parental 

warmth. The fifth study (Falk & Lee 2012) also showed a moderating link but only for 

children with low levels of CU traits. These results can be put into context by comparing 

study designs, where Falk & Lee (2012) used a cross-sectional design and the other studies 

were mainly based on longitudinal designs (Kochanska et al., 2013; Waller et al., 2014; 

Kroneman et al., 2011). The longitudinal studies showed that parental warmth especially 

seems to have an influence on younger children, indicating that it is perhaps more important 

in young ages before the traits have a chance to stabilise. Even if this review did not 

investigate how stable CU traits are in the childhood, one can speculate that a possible 

development could be that the traits are stabilised as the child grows older and becomes less 

affected by parenting in late adolescence and adulthood. All in all, the evidence across 

different studies shows consistent results: children and adolescents with low-level CU traits 

are more negatively affected by parental harshness whilst high-level children and pre-

adolescents are more positively affected by parental warmth. 

An important strength to this study in relation to previous reviews that have focused 

on negative and positive aspects of parenting (e.g. Waller et al., 2013), is that new research is 

being published frequently and this review can present up to date evidence of the state of the 

research area today. Newly published studies have been included in this systematic review 

that were not available for the Waller et al. (2013) study. Also, by including conduct problems 

and aggression as additional outcome variables instead of solely focusing on antisocial 

behaviour, the results of this review show that CU traits moderate the relationship between 

harsh parenting and parental warmth beyond solely antisocial behaviour, since the association 

was valid for both aggression and conduct problems.  

When it comes to whether or not parental harshness or warmth predict change in CU 

traits, the results point towards similar conclusions for both parenting practices. Longitudinal 
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studies (Barker et al., 2011; Waller et al., 2012) showed evidence of parental harshness 

predicting increased levels of CU traits. These results were supported by the systematic 

review by Waller et al. (2013). All studies but one (Viding et al., 2009) showed that parental 

harshness at a toddler age predicted increased CU traits in later ages. It should be pointed out 

that Viding et al. (2009) used a fairly new epigenetic study design that could affect their 

results. When comparing these results to previous systematic reviews (Waller et al., 2013) and 

intervention review studies (Bayliss et al., 2010), this review concurs with previous evidence 

of parental harshness having a negative effect on youths with CU traits predicting an increase 

longitudinally.   

In comparison, evidence from previous reviews regarding the biology of CU traits 

(Blair, 2013) and its treatment (Frick & White, 2008; Salekin, 2002) that have indicated that 

parental warmth could lead to a decrease in CU traits, was confirmed by the evidence in this 

review. Three studies found a significant relationship between parental warmth and CU traits 

(Pardini et al., 2007; Hawes et al., 2011; Barker et al., 2011). Interestingly, two of these 

studies (Barker et al., 2011; Hawes et al., 2011) found a decrease in CU traits uniquely for 

girls that could indicate that girls with high levels of CU traits benefit especially from parental 

warmth. Nonetheless, these results, along with the systematic review by Waller et al. (2013) 

and the evidence of the strong moderating role of CU traits between parental warmth and 

behavioural problems, corroborate with Kochanska’s theoretical approach to children with 

elaborated CU traits. Kochanska (1997) argued that children with CU traits do not respond to 

discipline with discomfort like most children do, but they do respond to parental warmth. 

Parental warmth was associated with a decrease in CU traits in this review, which strongly 

indicates that the trajectory for children and adolescents with CU traits is rather malleable and 

that parental warmth can influence this direction into a positive route when parents 

incorporate warmth into the socialisation practice. Parental harshness consistently showed an 
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increase in CU traits and thus seems to be a factor that can have a negative effect on the 

children’s and adolescent’s trajectories. Lykken (2006) explained this by his “low fear 

hypothesis”, which stated that children with CU traits do not respond to parental harshness 

and that the traits can be enforced as a result of the harsh discipline, making the children more 

difficult to socialise. Overall, evidence from this review confirms previous research that 

parental harshness predicts increased levels of CU traits over time, while parental warmth 

decreases them. 

Limitations and future directions 

As with most scientific research, this review is not without limitations. Firstly, no 

unpublished research was found in the systematic literature search which could mean that all 

available research has not been found and covered in the research area. There is for example a 

possibility that doctoral dissertations or institutional reports concerning the parental effect on 

children with CU traits exist that contradict the results that can be found in the scientific 

research. A systematic search that included a search for unpublished literature was conducted 

in this review, reducing the risk of missing important unpublished material, but this does not 

rule out the possibility that it could still exist. It is therefore important that future literature 

studies continue to search for unpublished research in order to keep up to date, particularly 

since new material such as dissertations are published regularly. Bringing the unpublished 

literature closer to the published literature will benefit the research domain by broadening the 

research field of children and adolescents with CU traits.  

Secondly, since the studies use different outcome variables for child and adolescent 

behaviour problems such as conduct problems, aggression and antisocial behaviour, the 

findings can be difficult to generalise. Yet, when studying very young children, this can be 

difficult to avoid. Children and adolescents are individuals who are likely to react differently 

to parenting practices, and this reaction is likely to differ between ages. For example, it is 
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likely that a two year old child with CU traits will react with aggression, whilst an adolescent 

could also react with conduct problems or antisocial behaviour, depending on the context. 

Antisocial behaviour is difficult if not impossible to measure in very young children and 

studies therefore need a more age appropriate outcome variable. Another limitation relating to 

the generalisability of the findings is that no meta-analytic assessments were performed in this 

review. This was not possible due to the fact that parental harshness and warmth have been 

measured rather differently in the included studies, making it impossible to meta-analyse the 

results. Future studies in children and adolescents with psychopathic traits should however 

focus on this task since meta-analytic reviews are greatly lacking in the field.  Despite the fact 

that studies used different outcome variables and that no statistical analyses was performed, 

the included studies largely pointed towards the same conclusions regardless of the outcome 

variable or study design. Due to the inclusion of longitudinal studies, causal relationships 

were also made possible regarding parenting predicting future CU traits. All in all, the 

consistency of the results and the inclusion of various study designs show proof of good 

reliability and that generalisation is achievable.  

Thirdly, since there is no consensus on how to measure CU traits in children and 

adolescents, problems can arise when researchers use different measurement tools. Only 

relying on self-reports carries the risk of false or deliberately misleading answers from the 

child or adolescent, especially since manipulation is a feature of CU traits. Parent-ratings have 

the risk of biased answers since parents might not be aware of the CU traits in the child or the 

extent of the traits which can lead to an under or over estimation. The fairly high heritability 

factor can also affect how parents rate their child’s CU traits. Teacher-ratings seem to be a 

promising measurement with the benefit that children and adolescents spend a lot of time in 

school, where teachers have the ability to compare children against their peers. Nevertheless, 

to minimise the possible risks of solely using one measurement, I would argue that secure 
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results can be obtained by using multiple measurements by for example, combining parent 

and teacher-ratings with self-reports. The scope of the CU traits becomes wider, and studies in 

this review confirm that researchers seem to prefer this method since ten of the 16 studies 

either used the APSD or the ICU which both use multiple measurements. Future research 

should focus on coming to an agreement in establishing what instrument is the best and most 

accurate to use on children and adolescents. This would greatly improve the construct validity 

and the external validity of studies (Shadish, Cook & Campbell, 2002). 

Finally, there should be a note regarding the internal consistency of the included 

studies. Four of the 16 studies (Edens et al., 2008; Kroneman et al., 2011; Waller et al., 2014; 

Viding et al., 2009) had low Cronbach’s alpha values for the scales measuring CU traits. 

Pardini et al. (2007) also had a low Cronbach’s alpha value of .29 for the scale measuring 

corporal punishment. Having a low alpha value raises the question of whether or not the 

scales really measured the same construct (Pallant, 2010), which can make the reader question 

the internal consistency of the study. Even if the low alpha value was a probable result of the 

scales being short with few items, Pallant (2010) argues that a better approach for studies 

having short scales is to report the mean inter-item correlation instead of the alpha value. 

Future studies should therefore address this limitation and when necessary report the inter-

item correlation between scales.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, this systematic review has presented evidence that parents can influence 

the trajectory of children and adolescents with CU traits, which gives hope for future 

treatment possibilities for children and youths with psychopathic traits. Comprehensive 

treatment programmes for children and adolescents with CU traits should incorporate family-

based interventions, where parents are taught the importance of showing warmth towards their 

child. Parents in these programmes should also be given practical incentives in how to 
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socialise their child that leaves out harsh discipline and instead focuses on more positive 

aspects. Furthermore, studies show that different parenting practices have an effect on 

children and adolescents with elevated CU traits, which is important for parents to be aware 

of. The parental effect has been shown to be somewhat modest on children and adolescents 

with elevated traits compared to those with lower levels, which indicates that high-level 

children and adolescents require more socialisation efforts. Nevertheless, the trajectory is 

malleable and it seems to be affected by both outside factors such as parenting practices and 

also by pre-existing neurobiological deficits within the youth. One can say that “nature” and 

“nurture” are both important components in this complex network, and perhaps we do not 

hold all the knowledge on exactly how much one component affects the other. However, 

research on children’s and adolescent’s psychopathic traits is emerging and this systematic 

review provides an important overview of this existing research, which in turn contributes to 

bringing successful treatments for children and adolescents with CU traits one step closer.  
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Table 2. Included studies presented according to research question and study result. 
 
1) Do CU traits moderate the relationship between harsh parenting or parental warmth and behavioural problems? 

Study Setting Sample Age 
range 

(years) 

Design Measured 
Variables 

Result related to the review Methodological limitations 

 
Edens, Skopp & 

Cahill (2008) 

 
USA 

 
76 juvenile 

male 
offenders 

with 
behavioural 

problems 

 
13-17 

 
Cross- 

sectional 
study 

 
Measured CU 
traits by the 
PCL:YV, 
parental 

harshness and 
antisocial 
behaviour 
measured 

through youth 
self-reports   

 

 
• Harsh and inconsistent 

discipline and increased 
antisocial behaviour was 
moderated by CU traits  

• High levels of CU traits 
moderated the relationship 
between high levels of 
harsh and inconsistent 
discipline and conduct 
problems 
 

 
Low alpha for the subscales of 
the PCL: YV (α =.49) 
 
Only relied on youth self-reports 
to measure antisocial behavior 
and parental harshness 

 
Falk & Lee 

(2012) 

 
USA 

 
208 children 

with and 
without 
ADHD 

 
6-9 

 
Cross- 

sectional 
study 

 
Measured CU 
traits by the 

APSD, parenting 
behaviour by 

parenting 
questionnaire, 

ADHD and 
conduct 

disorders though 
interviews and 
questionnaire 

 

 
• CU traits moderated the 

relationship between 
positive affect and conduct 
problems for children with 
low levels of CU traits 

 
Corporal punishment not 
significant 

 
 

Hipwell,  
Pardini, Loeber,  

Sembower,  
Keenan & 

 
 

USA 

 
 

990 girls from 
a community 
based sample 

 
 

7-8 

 
 

Cross- 
sectional 

study 

 
 

Measured CU 
traits by a 

modified version 
of  the APSD, 

 
 

• CU traits moderated the 
relationship between low 
parental warmth/harsh 

 
 

CU traits not significantly 
related to harsh punishment after 
controlling for demographics 
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Stouthamer-
Loeber (2007) 

behaviour 
problems, 

depression and 
negative 

emotionality by 
parent and 

teacher reports, 
anxiety and harsh 

punishment 
through parent 

report, low 
parental warmth 

through scale 
 

punishment and conduct 
problems but only for girls 
with low levels of CU 
traits 

 
 

CU traits not significantly 
related to harsh punishment or 
low parental warmth in the 
regression analyses 

 
Kochanska, 

Kim, Boldt & 
Yoon (2013) 

 
 

USA 

 
102 children 

from a 
community 

sample 

 
3-8 

 
5,5 year 

longitudin
al study 

 
Measured CU 

traits through the 
Inventory of 

Callous 
Unemotional 
traits, (ICU) 
externalizing 

behaviour 
problems 

through scale, 
parent-child 
interaction 

through 
observations 

 
• CU traits moderated the 

relationship between 
parental warmth and future 
behaviour problems  

• Shared positive affect 
between father and child at 
preschool predicted a 
significant drop in 
behaviour problems at 
school age 

• The same drop was seen in 
children if they had  an 
improved warm and 
cooperative relationship 
with the mother at 
preschool age 
 

 
The sample had very low levels 
of CU traits and externalising 
problems from start which 
makes it difficult to interpret 
change over time 
 
No significant associations for 
children with low levels of CU 
traits 

 
 

Kroneman, 
Hipwell, Loeber, 
Koot & Pardini 

(2011) 

 
 

USA 

 
 

1233 girls 
from a 

community 
sample 

 
 

7-12 

 
 

5 year 
longitudin
al study 

 
 

Measured 
demographics, 
ODD severity, 

harsh 
punishment, low 

 
 

• CU traits operated as a 
moderator between low 
parental warmth and 
conduct problems/ODD 
symptoms for girls at age 

 
 
Low alpha for the CU measure 
(α =.60) 
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parental warmth 
and 

neighbourhood 
risk by parental 

reports, CU traits 
measured by the 
APSD and peer 
delinquency by 

self- report 
 

7 but not at age 12 

 
Oxford , Cavell 

& Hughes 
(2003) 

 
USA 

 
243 children 

with 
aggression 
problems 

 
6-8 

 
Cross- 

sectional 
study 

 
Measured CU 
traits by the 

APSD, 
externalising 
problems and 

ineffective 
parenting 

through parent 
and teacher 

questionnaires, 
peer ratings 
measured 
aggression 

 

 
• CU traits moderated the 

relationship between harsh 
parenting and 
peer/teacher- ratings of 
aggression 

• No association found 
between externalising 
problems and harsh 
parenting for children high 
in CU traits 
 

 
Parent and teacher-ratings were 
not significant when used 
separately  

 

 
Pasalich, Dadds, 

Hawes &  
Brennan (2011) 

 
Australi

a 

 
95 clinic- 

referred boys 
with conduct 

problems 

 
4-12 

 
Cross- 

sectional 
study 

 
CU traits 

measured by the 
APSD, conduct 

problems 
measured 
through 

questionnaire 
and parental 

warmth through 
interview 

 

 
• CU traits moderated the 

relationship between 
parental warmth and 
conduct problems 
 

 
Parental warmth only measured 
though a 5 minute talk with the 
parents about their child 
 
 Paternal warmth not significant 
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Waller, Gardner, 
Shaw, Dishion, 
Wilson & Hyde 

(2014) 

USA 364 high risk 
children 

2-4 2 year 
longitudin
al study 

Measured CU 
traits through a 

composed scale, 
parental 

harshness 
through 

observation, 
parent reported 

harshness, 
parental warmth 
through scales, 
parent reported 

warmth and 
behaviour 
problems 

through scales 
 

• CU traits moderated the 
association between both 
parent reported and 
observed warmth in 
relation to behavioural 
problems at age 3 but not 
at age 4 

Low alphas for parent reported 
harshness (α = .58). and CU 
traits (α = .64). 

 
Wootton, Frick, 

Shelton 
&  Silverthorn 

 (1997) 

 
USA 

 
166 children 

where half the 
group was 

clinic- 
referred 

children and 
the other half 
community 

based 
children 

 
6-13 

 
Cross- 

sectional 
study 

 
Interviews 
measuring ODD 
and conduct 
problems. The 
Psychopathy 
Screening 
Device, (PSD), 
measuring CU 
traits. 
Questionnaire 
and telephone 
interviews 
measuring 
parental 
involvement 
 
 

 
• CU traits moderated the 

associations between 
parental harshness and 
conduct problems for 
children without CU traits 

• For children with high 
levels of CU traits there 
was no moderating link 

 
Differences between the number 
of participants in the two groups: 
clinic-referred group (N=136), 
volunteer group (N=30) 
 
Only three out of six 
associations significant 

 
Yeh, Chen, 

Raine, Baker & 

 
USA 

 
1158 twin 

children from 
a community 

 
9-10 

 
Cross- 

sectional 
study 

 
Reactive and 

proactive 
aggression 

 
• Level of CU traits 

moderated the relationship 
between parental affect 

 
Positive and negative affect 
measured differently: positive 
affect measured through a 25 
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Jacobson, (2011) 
 

based sample measured 
through self- 

report 
questionnaire, 
psychopathic 
traits by the 

Child 
Psychopathy 
Scale, (CPS), 
positive and 

negative affect 
through scales 

 

and aggression. 
• Negative parental affect 

and positive parental affect 
and CU traits were 
positively correlated with 
reactive aggression. 

• Parental negative affect 
and positive parental affect 
and reactive aggression 
were stronger for children 
low in CU traits. 
 

item scale and negative affect 
through a 5 item scale. 

2) Does harsh parenting or parental warmth predict changes in CU traits? 

 
Study Setting Sample Age 

range 
(years) 

Design Measured 
Variables 

Result relating to the review Methodological limitations 

 
Barker, Oliver, 
Viding, Salekin 

& Maughan 
(2011) 

 
United 
Kingdo

m 

 
6673 children 

from a 
community 

sample 

 
0-14 

 
14 year 

longitudin
al study 

 
Measured 
fearless 

temperament and 
prenatal risk 

through scales. 
Harsh parenting 

and parental 
warmth, conduct 
problems and CU 

traits through 
maternal 

questionnaires 

 
• Parental harshness at age 4 

predicted increased levels 
of CU traits in boys at age 
13 

• Parental warmth had very 
little effect on CU traits, 
although a slight positive 
effect could be seen in 
girls with CU traits 
 

 
Relied only on maternal self- 
reports to measure harsh 
parenting, parental warmth and 
CU traits 

 
 

Hawes,  Dadds, 
Frost & Hasking 

(2011) 

 
 

Australi
a 

 
 

1008 school 
children 

 
 

3-10 

 
 

1 year 
longitudin
al study 

 
 

CU traits 
measured by the 
APSD, conduct 

problems 

 
 

• Positive parenting but not 
negative parenting 
predicted changes in CU 
traits 

 
 
Only used parent questionnaires 
to measure aspects of parenting 
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through 
questionnaire, 

positive 
parenting, 

depression, 
inconsistent 

discipline, poor 
monitoring, 

parental 
involvement and  

punishment 
measured by 

parent!
questionnaire 

 

• High levels of parental 
warmth predicted a 
decrease in CU traits for 
girls 

• High levels of parental 
involvement predicted a 
decrease in CU traits for 
boys. 

 
Pardini , 

Lochman & 
Powell (2007) 

 
USA 

 
120 moderate 

to highly 
aggressive 
children 

 
9-12 

 
1 year 

longitudin
al study 

 
Measuring 
aggressiveness 
through teacher- 
ratings, 
demographics 
through parental 
questionnaire, 
CU traits through 
the APSD, 
antisocial 
behaviour 
through parental 
and teacher- 
ratings, parenting 
practices and 
child anxiety 
through 
questionnaires 
and affective 
dysregulation 
through self-
reports 
 

 
• Low levels of child 

reported warmth and high 
levels of parent-reported 
corporal punishment 
significantly predicted 
increased levels of CU 
traits after one year 

!
Very low alpha for the corporal 
punishment scale (α =.29) 
 
Parent reported warmth did not 
significantly predict CU traits 
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!
Viding, 

Fontaine, Oliver!
& Plomin (2009) 

 
United 
Kingdo

m 

 
2254 twin 

pairs from a 
community 

sample 

 
7-12 

 
5 year 

longitudin
al study 

 
Negative 
discipline 

measured by 
questionnaire, 

conduct 
problems 
through 

questionnaire, 
CU traits 

measured by a 
combined scale 

of items from the 
questionnaire 
and the APSD 

 

 
• Parental harshness at 

age 7 did not predict 
teacher or parent-ratings 
of CU traits at age 12. 

 
Low alpha for CU traits, age 7 (α 
= 0.46) and age 12 (α = 0.54) 

 
Waller, Gardner, 

Hyde, Shaw, 
Dishion &  

Wilson (2012) 

 
USA 

 
731 high risk 
children from 

a family 
check-Up 

(FCU) 
parenting 

intervention 

 
2-4 

 
2 year 

longitudin
al study 

 
Constructed 

scale measuring 
CU traits, parent 

reported 
harshness, 
observed 
parental 

harshness and 
observed positive 

parenting 
 

 
• Early parental harshness 

predicted CU traits in 
later years 

• Positive parenting did 
not predict CU traits 

 
Positive parenting relied only on 
observations 

 
Waller, Gardner 
& Hyde (2013) 

  
Children 

 
3-18 

 
Literature 

review 

 
Review of 30 

publications that 
studied the 

relationships 
between 

parenting, CU 
traits and 
antisocial 
behaviour 

 
• Parental harshness, 

negative discipline and 
harsh punishment 
predicted an increase in 
CU traits 

• Parental warmth and 
positive affect predicted 
a decrease in levels of 
antisocial behaviour for 
youths with CU traits.  
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• Parenting interventions 
that had a focus on 
parental warmth was 
found to reduce CU traits 
 

 


