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Shame coping and psychopathy: A replication and extension in a sample of 
male incarcerated offenders 
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a Department of Developmental Psychology, Tilburg University, the Netherlands 
b Department of Dynamic and Clinical Psychology, and Health Studies, Sapienza University of Rome, Italy   
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A B S T R A C T   

Purpose: To extend current knowledge on the role of emotion regulation in psychopathy, the present study sought 
to examine relationships between maladaptive (Attack Self, Attack Others, Avoidance, Withdrawal) and adaptive 
shame coping styles and psychopathic traits (interpersonal, affective, lifestyle, antisocial) in incarcerated violent 
offenders. 
Methods: A sample of 266 men incarcerated for violent offenses in Italian prisons (Mage = 37.42, SD = 11.85) 
completed self-reported measures of shame coping styles, psychopathic traits, and emotion dysregulation. A path 
analysis was conducted to examine multivariate relationships between shame coping styles and psychopathic 
traits while controlling for levels of emotion dysregulation. 
Results: Externalizing shame coping styles (Avoidance, Attack Others) were positively related to psychopathic 
traits across domains. In addition, internalizing shame coping styles were negatively related to the interpersonal 
and affective traits (Attack Self) and the antisocial traits of psychopathy (Withdrawal). Finally, affective traits of 
psychopathy had a negative association with adaptive shame coping style. 
Conclusions: Findings highlight that, beyond general problems with regulating negative emotional states, psy-
chopathic individuals may use maladaptive strategies to cope with shame-eliciting situations, which could at the 
same time protect the self from the painful experience of shame while contributing to externalizing behavior.   

1. Introduction 

Psychopathy is a form of personality pathology characterized by a 
distinctive pattern of interpersonal (e.g., manipulation, grandiosity), 
affective (e.g., callousness, lack of empathy), lifestyle (e.g., irresponsi-
bility, lack of planfulness), and antisocial (e.g., aggression, delinquency) 
features (Hare and Neumann, 2008). In spite of different conceptuali-
zations of psychopathy, there is general consensus that the interper-
sonal, affective, and behavioral (including both lifestyle and antisocial 
traits) components of psychopathy have different etiological precursors 
and are embedded in partly overlapping but distinct nomological net-
works (Garofalo et al., 2020a; Hare and Neumann, 2008; Patrick and 
Drislane, 2015). In addition elevations in these domains can occur in 
different combinations, characterizing different profiles or subtypes of 
psychopathic individuals (Driessen et al., 2018; Gillespie et al., 2021; 
Mokros et al., 2015). In the realm of individual differences, psychopathy 
is arguably the construct with the greatest relevance for forensic psy-
chology and criminal justice, largely due to its associations with 

offending (DeLisi, 2009; DeLisi and Vaughn, 2015; Neumann et al., 
2015; Reidy et al., 2015). Extensive scholarly attention has been devoted 
to identify the distinctive emotional dysfunctions associated with psy-
chopathy – and especially its purportedly “core” interpersonal and af-
fective features – that may explain the callous and aggressive tendencies 
that characterize psychopathic individuals (Blair, 2006; Garofalo et al., 
2019; Herpertz and Sass, 2000; Kosson et al., 2016; Munoz Centifanti 
et al., 2013; Patrick et al., 1993). Contrasting early assumptions that 
portrayed psychopathic individuals as devoid of emotional experience, 
accumulating findings suggest that psychopathy is (a) differentially 
linked to the experience of specific emotions, and (b) associated with 
problems in emotion regulation (Garofalo and Neumann, 2018; Kosson 
et al., 2016). Building on these premises, the present investigation 
sought to examine links between psychopathy and coping styles to 
regulate the experience of shame, an emotion that is consequential for 
aggression or otherwise destructive behavior (Elison et al., 2014; Gilli-
gan, 1996; Tangney et al., 2007; Velotti et al., 2014). 
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1.1. Shame and psychopathy 

Negative emotions, and shame in particular, are of great relevance 
for theory and clinical work in forensic psychology and criminal justice, 
as they have been linked – theoretically and empirically – with aggres-
sion and antisociality, including recidivism (Baumeister and Lobbestael, 
2011; DeLisi and Vaughn, 2014; Garofalo and Velotti, 2017; Tangney 
et al., 2011a; Tangney et al., 2011b; Tangney et al., 2014). Shame is 
defined as a self-conscious emotion arising from an individual's 
perception that something indecorous, dishonorable, and essentially 
wrong characterizes the self (e.g., “I am a bad person”; see Tangney 
et al., 2007). From a developmental perspective, shame proneness has 
been connected with the early experience of abuse and neglect 
(Schimmenti, 2012), which in turn have been linked to psychopathic 
traits (Blonigen et al., 2012; Craparo et al., 2013; Dargis et al., 2015). In 
contrast to the long-standing belief that psychopathic individuals are 
devoid of emotions, accumulating empirical evidence suggests that 
psychopathic traits are in fact related with increased levels of some 
negative emotions (most notably, anger and contempt) as well as with 
reduced experience of positive emotions, such as happiness (Garofalo 
et al., 2019; Hoppenbrouwers et al., 2016; Kosson et al., 2016; Spanti-
daki Kyriazi et al., 2021). 

With regard to shame, early accounts posited that psychopathy is 
characterized by attenuated experience of shame (Cleckley, 1941; 
McCord and McCord, 1964; Meloy, 1988; Millon, 1981). Cleckley 
(1941), for example, wrote that “Whether judged in the light of his 
conduct, of his attitude, or of material elicited in psychiatric examina-
tion, he shows almost no sense of shame” (p. 389). This assumption 
rested on indirect or anecdotal evidence, that is, on the basis of the 
callous, manipulative, and aggressive behavior that would be difficult to 
reconcile with the experience of shame. Yet, the previously cited liter-
ature that has accumulated linking shame and externalizing behavior 
broadly construed challenges this traditional view. While it is plausible 
that psychopathic individuals do not experience shame in response to 
their criminal or otherwise antisocial behavior (e.g., Mossière et al., 
2020), extending this to assume that psychopathic individuals do not 
experience shame at all may not be warranted. Indeed, the empirical 
evidence linking psychopathy and the experience of shame has been 
mixed, with more consistent, positive associations between the behav-
ioral (lifestyle and antisocial) traits of psychopathy and shame, and less 
consistent associations in different directions between the interpersonal 
and affective traits of psychopathy and shame (Lanciano and Curci, 
2019; Lyons, 2015; Morrison and Gilbert, 2001; Spice et al., 2015). 

In addition, recent theorizing has suggested that psychopathy may be 
linked to unacknowledged (that is, barred for conscious awareness) 
shame –– which in turn is associated with a range of externalizing be-
haviors (Elison et al., 2014; Heinze, 2017; Velotti et al., 2014). 
Accordingly, one previous study has linked psychopathy with lower 
consciousness of shame feelings, with relatively stronger effect sizes for 
behavioral (lifestyle-antisocial) than interpersonal and affective traits 
(Holmqvist, 2008). Taken together, two aspects appear important when 
examining links between psychopathy and shame. First, it is important 
to go beyond the study of the experience of shame to include an emphasis 
on how psychopathic individuals cope with shame-eliciting situations, 
which may explain why psychopathy is associated with lower awareness 
of shame feelings. Second, it is important to examine psychopathy at a 
lower-order level because its components may reveal differential asso-
ciations with shame experience and shame coping, a concept that will be 
presented in the next section. 

1.2. Shame coping and psychopathy 

A key point to understand the role of shame for psychopathy con-
cerns individual differences in the way individuals cope with shame- 
inducing situations and related emotional experience. This focus 
aligns well with a rapidly emerging literature linking psychopathy with 

a broad range of difficulties in emotion regulation (e.g., poor emotional 
awareness, limited access to adaptive emotion regulation strategies, 
poor behavioral control when upset; Donahue et al., 2014; Garofalo 
et al., 2018; Garofalo et al., 2020b; Garofalo et al., 2020c; Heinzen et al., 
2011) as well as to the use of maladaptive ways to cope with negative 
emotions (Edalati et al., 2015; Kosson et al., 2018, 2020). Importantly, 
emotion dysregulation processes have also been shown to partly account 
for the well established relationships between psychopathy and 
aggression (Garofalo et al., 2020a; Long et al., 2014), stressing the 
conceptual and clinical relevance of further elucidating the emotion 
regulation processes that characterize psychopathy. In particular, in 
order to refine current knowledge beyond establishing associations be-
tween psychopathy and general difficulties in regulating emotions, it is of 
theoretical and clinical importance to understand how psychopathic 
individuals regulate specific emotions (Kosson et al., 2016), such as 
shame, due to its implications for offending. 

Conceptually, Elison et al. (2014) proposed a possible sequence 
linking shame-provoking situations with aggression. This sequence 
starts with an individual's perception of personal devaluation, most 
likely in the relational realm. The perception of a devaluation would 
lead to the experience of shame as a form of emotional pain, but the 
experience of shame may be acknowledged or not at the level of 
awareness. Irrespective of its conscious awareness, it is notable that 
neuropsychological research has connected this emotional pain to the 
same brain substrates and phenomenological experience of physical 
pain (Macdonald and Leary, 2005). This, in turn, could explain why – in 
absence of adaptive skills to cope with it – an emotion like shame can be 
so powerful to enable aggressive tendencies, both as state-like reactions, 
and as trait-like dispositions (Velotti et al., 2014). 

With regard to the regulation of shame, Nathanson's (1992) compass 
of shame provides a nuanced conceptual model that may prove useful to 
examine how psychopathic individuals cope with shame-eliciting situ-
ations. This model described four maladaptive coping styles, each hav-
ing distinct relations with outcomes of interest for forensic psychology 
and the criminal justice system, including aggression. These coping 
styles are maladaptive because render individuals unable to process 
shame in an adaptive and constructive way, and each style differs in the 
extent to which shame is subjectively experienced. 

The first coping style included in Nathanson's (1992) model is 
Withdrawal, wherein the individual feels ashamed and activates a flight 
response to isolate the self from the source of shame. A second coping 
style characterized by the subjective experience of shame is labeled 
Attack Self, which entails secondary emotional responses such as self- 
directed anger and even disgust, to the extreme of triggering self- 
harm. Although not intuitively linked to externalizing responses, it has 
been noted that in some cases, Withdrawal or Attack Self responses may 
take the form of a passive-aggressive reactions whereby the shamed 
individual fantasizes about revenge, or may contribute to spirals 
whereby shame and anger reinforce each other, in both cases contrib-
uting to externalizing behavior albeit indirectly (Elison et al., 2014; 
Velotti et al., 2014). The third shame coping style described in 
Nathanson's (1992) model is Attack Other, characterized by an imme-
diate externalization of blame and anger. In turn, Attack Other can 
contribute to reactive forms of aggression, either in isolation (in which 
case, the subjective experience of shame is attenuated or absent) or in 
reciprocal interaction with Attack Self responses, wherein the individual 
oscillates between blaming the self and others (“humiliated fury”, see 
Lewis, 1971; or Scheff, 1988, 2011). Finally, the fourth shame coping 
strategy is termed Avoidance and consists in an individual's attempt to 
bar shame from conscious awareness (similar to denial or minimiza-
tion). This coping style can explain the seeming paradox of externalizing 
behavior driven by shame even though shame is not subjectively expe-
rienced by the individual, with relevance for psychopathy. Indeed, in 
some cases, an avoidance strategy is successful in minimizing or 
completely preventing the feeling and awareness of shame, but it may 
contribute to the appearance of anger and aggression in absence of any 
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obvious trigger (Elison et al., 2014; Lewis, 1971). All these four shame 
coping styles are considered to interfere with what could be an adaptive 
response to shame, such as using the experience of shame to reflect on 
ways to improve one's behavior and attitude, to modify the environment 
in desirable directions, or to seek social support (Elison et al., 2006a; 
Elison et al., 2006b). 

Recently, the compass of shame has been applied to develop an 
evolutionary model of the development of psychopathic traits (Ribeiro 
da Silva et al., 2015). According to this model, these four maladaptive 
coping styles could initially have an adaptive function in protecting 
individuals who grow up in harsh environments that expose them to 
chronic and intense shame-eliciting situations, including severe trauma 
but also extending to more subtle forms of lack of warmth and safeness 
(Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019a, 2019b). While protecting the individual 
from the painful conscious experience of shame, these coping styles 
could become maladaptive in the long run, contributing to the kind of 
affective callousing that characterizes psychopathic traits. More specif-
ically, an evolutionary theory of psychopathy based on the adaptive 
calibration model suggests that psychopathic individuals may develop 
an unemotional pattern of stress responsivity that may also be driven by 
genetic predispositions, and that is functional to survive and thrive in 
rearing environments that are harsh and potentially threatening 
(Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2015; see also Del Giudice, 2016; Glenn, 2019). 
This pattern is marked by reduced Stress Response System (integrating 
autonomic nervous system and hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis 
functioning) and low serotonergic and dopaminergic activity, and is 
thought to be responsible for the high risk taking and low stress 
responsivity that can represent the most adaptive response to stressful 
and hostile environments (Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2015). 

This perspective has attracted some preliminary empirical support. 
One previous study in college students reported that psychopathic traits 
had positive associations with unconscious and externalizing strategies 
to cope with shame, and negative associations with conscious and 
internalized strategies to cope with shame (Nystrom and Mikkelsen, 
2013). A seminal study that used the compass of shame as a theoretical 
framework linked psychopathic traits with lower levels of adaptive 
shame coping, and higher levels of maladaptive shame coping among 
college students (Campbell and Elison, 2005). These associations 
extended to interpersonal-affective and behavioral (lifestyle-antisocial) 
traits of psychopathy and, with respect to maladaptive coping, mostly 
concerned externalizing shame coping styles (Avoidance and Attack 
Others). However, some associations with internalizing shame coping 
styles emerged as well, though with different sign (positive and negative 
relations with behavioral traits and interpersonal-affective traits, 
respectively). Adopting the compass of shame model, another study in a 
community sample of youth reported that Attack Self and Withdrawal 
were negatively related to interpersonal and affective traits of psy-
chopathy, while Attack Other and Avoidance were positively related to 
these traits. Finally, the Attack Other strategy was also positively and 
directly linked with the behavioral traits of psychopathy (Ribeiro da 
Silva et al., 2019b). An extension in community and forensic samples of 
youth found that the interpersonal traits of psychopathy were positively 
related to Avoidance and Attack Others, but negatively related to Attack 
Self and Withdrawal. The affective and behavioral traits of psychopathy 
were positively associated with Attack Others but negatively with Attack 
Self, even though a positive zero-order correlation emerged between 
Attack Self and the behavioral traits of psychopathy (Ribeiro da Silva 
et al., 2019a). 

1.3. The present study: rationale and aims 

Taken together, the existing evidence is fairly consistent, albeit with 
some conflicting results across studies, and suggests that externalizing 
forms of shame coping are related to psychopathic traits across the 
board, whereas internalizing forms of shame coping may have differ-
ential links with interpersonal-affective and behavioral traits of 

psychopathy (negative and positive, respectively), at least in youth. By 
and large, these previous studies suggest that investigating associations 
between shame coping styles and psychopathy is a promising avenue for 
research. This avenue holds important implications for the refinement of 
developmental models of psychopathy as well as for the understanding 
of possible emotional factors that can explain the links between psy-
chopathy and externalizing behavior (DeLisi and Vaughn, 2015; Gar-
ofalo and Neumann, 2018; Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019b). However, the 
previous studies were also limited in some respect, in that only one 
previous study also assessed relations between psychopathy and adap-
tive shame coping, only one previous study included a forensic sample, 
and none of the previous studies focused on adult offenders. 

Examining associations between shame coping and psychopathic 
traits in adult offenders is of great theoretical and clinical relevance for 
several reasons. First, because it allows to extend findings obtained in 
samples characterized by relatively low levels of psychopathy to samples 
characterized by the most severe forms of this disorder. Second, because 
it allows to examine potential differences in relations between shame 
coping and psychopathy that could speak for possible developmental 
changes throughout the life course (for example, with increased pro-
pensity for externalizing as opposed to internalizing shame coping at 
older age). Third, because it could highlight useful targets for in-
terventions in forensic and correctional settings, by identifying areas of 
vulnerability associated with psychopathy that are not readily observ-
able from the outside, due to the tendency to resort to externalizing 
coping styles that bar the experience and expression of shame from 
conscious awareness. 

In light of these considerations, the present study sought to replicate 
and extend previous findings by examining associations between shame 
coping styles and psychopathy in a large sample of incarcerated male 
offenders. Because of the conceptual and empirical links that emotion 
dysregulation – broadly construed – has with both maladaptive shame 
coping and psychopathy, the present study controlled for emotion dys-
regulation in order to elucidate specific associations between psycho-
pathic traits and both adaptive and maladaptive shame coping styles. 
Based on theory and previous findings, we expected positive associa-
tions between externalizing shame coping styles and psychopathic traits. 
Due to conflicting findings from previous studies, we were agnostic 
about expectations concerning internalizing shame coping strategies, 
even though based on conceptual grounds, we reasoned that internal-
izing shame coping strategies should be negatively related to psychop-
athy, and in particular its interpersonal and affective components. 
However, we clarify that our expectations were formulated after the 
data were collected (but before conducting the data analysis) and were 
not pre-registered before the project began. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants and procedures 

Participants for this study were 268 male violent offenders incar-
cerated in seven prisons in Northern Italy and recruited for the purpose 
of a broader investigation on emotion regulation, aggression, and psy-
chopathy (e.g., Garofalo et al., 2017, 2018; Garofalo et al., 2020b). In-
clusion criteria were to be fluent in the Italian language and to be 
convicted of a violent crime (i.e., offenses involving physical violence 
towards others, such as: aggravated robbery, manslaughter, homicide, 
murder, serious physical assault, sexual offense, and minor repeated 
physical assaults). After being introduced to the study aims, participants 
were assured that their decisions to participate or decline would not 
affect their detention status, that data were collected anonymously and 
not shared with the prison staff, and that they could withdraw their 
participation at any time without providing a reason. Interested par-
ticipants provided written informed consent and filled out the survey 
without receiving any reward. The survey was administered in a quiet 
room where inmates usually meet with prison educators, in the presence 
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of at least one member of the research team. When possible, small group 
sessions were preferred to limit the burden on prison staff members. 
Otherwise, participants filled out the survey in individual sessions. The 
local university Ethics Review Boards and the Italian Ministry of Justice 
formally approved the study. 

Two participants had incomplete demographic information and all 
questionnaire data, and therefore the present study was based on 266 
participants (Mage = 37.42, SD = 11.85). All participants were residing 
in Italy at the time of their offense, and almost half of the participants 
were of Italian nationality (45.5%) or from another European country 
(20.4%), whereas the rest of participants were from an African (21.8%) 
or South American (10.9%) countries (four participants did not disclose 
their country of origin). Reporting on their highest educational 
achievement, the majority of participants had a middle school diploma 
(40.2%), 35.3% had a high school diploma, 12.4% only followed pri-
mary school education, and 3% did not follow any formal education 
(3.8% did not report on their educational level). Finally, 8.2% of par-
ticipants had some kind of university degree (either bachelor's, master's, 
or post-graduate level). Before incarceration, 41.7% of the participants 
were unemployed; 8.6% were students; 24.1% were employed, and 
7.6% were self-employed or entrepreneurs. Finally, 2.3% were retired 
and 5.6% did not report on their occupation. When asked to self-report 
their annual income, 35% of participants reported to have no income; 
42.5% to earn less than 20,000€ per year; 4.5% to earn between 20,000€ 
and 36,000€ per year; 3% to earn between 36,000€ and 70,000€ per 
year; 1.5% to earn between 70,000€ and 100,000€ per year; and 1.1% 
more than 100,000€ per year (12.4% did not report on their income). 
Regarding their marital status, 37.2% of participants were single; 16.2% 
were married; 21.1% were in a romantic relationship; 18.8% were 
divorced or separated; 0.8% were widowed; and 6% did not report on 
their marital status. Finally, 41.4% of the participants did not have 
children; 32.7% had one child; 12% had two children; 6.4% had three 
children; 2.6% had four children; 0.4% had five and 0.4% six children; 
and 4.1% did not report on whether they had children. 

2.2. Measures 

2.2.1. Shame coping 
The Italian translation of the Compass of Shame Scale (CoSS;Elison 

et al., 2006a ; Elison et al., 2006b) was used to assess shame coping 
styles in line with Nathanson's (1992) model as described in the intro-
duction. The CoSS consists of 58 items rated on a 5-point Likert type 
scale ranging from never to almost always and grouped in five subscales. 
Specifically, the CoSS includes 12 shame-eliciting scenarios (e.g., “When 
an activity makes me feel like my strength or skill is inferior”) and for 
each of them, inquires about how people would normally react. For each 
scenario, four items are listed that measure each of four maladaptive 
coping styles, for a total of 12 items per scale: Avoidance (α = 0.70; e.g., 
“I don't let it bother me”); Attack Self (α = 0.85; e.g., “I get mad at myself 
for not being good enough”); Withdrawal (α = 0.80; e.g., “I withdraw 
from the activity”); Attach Other (α = 0.86; e.g., “I get irritated with 
other people”). Finally, 10 items measure adaptive coping to shame (α =
0.77; e.g., “When an activity makes me feel like my strength or skill is 
inferior, I think of ways to improve myself in that area). Item scores were 
summed to produce scale scores, with higher scores indicating greater 
endorsement of the corresponding shame coping style. 

The CoSS has shown adequate evidence of reliability and validity 
against measures of internalizing and externalizing behavior as well as 
emotional experience (Elison et al., 2006a; Elison et al., 2006b). An 
Italian translation was produced for the purpose of this investigation 
using standard procedures (Denissen et al., 2008). First, the first author 
(native Italian speaker fluent in English) translated the original items 
into Italian. Next, an independent Italian psychologist fluent in English 
back-translated all items to English while being blind to the original 
wording of the items. The two versions were compared, and any 
discrepancy was resolved based on consensus with the original author of 

the scale (J. Elison). Because of an oversight in the translation/back- 
translation of a phrasal verb (roughly akin to the distinction between 
“being on my own” versus “feeling alone”), one of the items (item 25) of 
the Withdrawal scale did not match the original intended meaning. 
Thus, this item was not used in the calculation of the Withdrawal scale 
score. 

2.2.2. Psychopathic traits 
Psychopathic traits were assessed with the Self-Report Psychopathy 

scale, fourth version (SRP; Paulhus et al., 2016). The SRP is a self-report 
inventory modeled after the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (Hare, 
2003), which operationalize psychopathy across four correlated factors: 
interpersonal (α = 0.75; e.g., “It's fun to see how far you can push people 
before they get upset”); affective (α = 0.62; e.g., “People sometimes say 
that I'm cold-hearted”); lifestyle (α = 0.78; e.g., “I've often done some-
thing dangerous just for the thrill of it”); and antisocial (α = 0.74; e.g., “I 
have assaulted a law enforcement official or social worker”). Each scale 
consists of 16 items rated on 5-point Likert type scale ranging from 
strongly disagree to strongly agree. Previous studies have shown that the 
SRP has a robust four-factor structure and yielded evidence of good 
reliability and construct validity across different populations and in 
relation to clinical measures of psychopathy (Gordts et al., 2015; Neal 
and Sellbom, 2012; Neumann et al., 2015), including adequate struc-
tural and psychometric properties of its Italian translation (Garofalo 
et al., 2018). Items were averaged to produce scores on each facet as well 
as the SRP total score, with greater scores indicating higher levels of 
psychopathic traits. 

2.2.3. Emotion dysregulation 
Emotion dysregulation was measured with the Difficulties in 

Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Gratz and Roemer, 2004), one of the 
most commonly used self-report clinical instrument of emotion dysre-
gulation. The DERS includes 36 items rated on a 5-point Likert type scale 
ranging from almost never to almost always (e.g., “I experience my 
emotions as overwhelming and out of control”). An abundance of 
empirical evidence supports the reliability and validity of the DERS and 
its Italian version (Giromini et al., 2012), including relations with non- 
self-reported indices of emotion dysregulation (Gratz et al., 2009; John 
and Eng, 2014). Although the DERS was developed as a multidimen-
sional measure of emotion dysregulation across six interrelated domains 
(emotional nonacceptance, lack of emotional clarity, lack of emotional 
awareness, distress tolerance, negative urgency, and limited access to 
adaptive emotion regulation strategies), in the present study we relied 
on the total score only (α = 0.88), for two reasons. First, because the six 
subscales have shown limited evidence of discriminant validity (John 
and Eng, 2014). Second, because we were interested in controlling for 
broader difficulties in emotion dysregulation when examining links 
between psychopathic traits and maladaptive regulation of shame in 
particular, and we did not have conceptual reasons to examine each of 
the DERS scales individually. 

2.3. Data analysis 

First, descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, internal con-
sistency alpha coefficients, frequencies, as appropriate) were calculated 
for all study variables and demographic characteristics. When partici-
pants missed less than 20% of the items on a given (sub)scale, the score 
of that (sub)scale was prorated using the average score that the same 
participant had on the other items of the same (sub)scale. If a participant 
missed more than 20% of the items on a given (sub)scale, the score for 
that (sub)scale was not calculated. Table 1 reports the number of par-
ticipants with valid scores on each (sub)scale. Next, zero-order corre-
lations among the five CoSS subscales, the four SRP subscales, and the 
DERS total score were examined. Effect sizes for the zero-order corre-
lations were interpreted following Funder and Ozer's (2019) suggested 
guidelines, with r = 0.05 indicating a very small effect, r = 0.10 a small 
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effect, r = 0.20 a medium effect, r = 0.30 a large effect, and r = 0.40 a very 
large effect. These preliminary analyses were conducted in the Statistical 
Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 24 (IBM Corp, 2016). Finally, 
to test the main model, a path analysis was conducted in Mplus version 8 
(Muthén and Muthén, 2017), using Full Information Maximum Likeli-
hood (FIML) estimation and bootstrapping with 5000 bootstrap resam-
ples of the original data. Specifically, the five correlated CoSS scales 
were specified as predictors of the four correlated SRP scales, while all 
the independent and dependent variables were also regressed on the 
DERS total score as covariate. A graphical depiction of the model is re-
ported in Fig. 1. 

3. Results 

Descriptive statistics for all study variables are reported in Table 1. 
As can be seen in Table 1, 59 participants (roughly, 22% of the total 
sample) missed scores on the CoSS subscales; these data were missing 
completely at random, Little's Missing Completely At Random test χ2 (1, 
N = 266) = 10.69, p = .058, and could therefore be safely handled with 
FIML estimation. Levels of Skewness and Kurtosis fell within an 

acceptable range (i.e., all were lower than |1| in absolute value) for all 
variables (see Table 1). Visual inspection of the data showed a limited 
number of outliers for some of CoSS and SRP scales, ranging from 1 (SRP 
Lifestyle) to 8 (SRP Interpersonal). These outliers were nevertheless kept 
in the data as they plausibly represent extreme but true scores given that 
there was no clear pattern for a single participant (i.e., one participant 
being an outlier on many variables) and because of the constructs being 
examined. In addition, the bootstrapping approach used was robust to 
deviations from normal distribution in the data (Hayes, 2013). Table 2 
shows zero-order correlations among all variables. The SRP subscales 
were inter-correlated with each other with large to very large effect 
sizes, as where the CoSS subscales, though with a greater variation in 
effect sizes. The DERS total score was positively associated with the four 
SRP subscales (with small-to-large effect sizes) as well as with the four 
CoSS subscales measuring maladaptive shame coping (with medium to 
very large effect sizes), whereas the association between DERS total 
score and CoSS Adaptive coping was not significant. The CoSS Avoid-
ance and Attack Other subscales were positively related to all SRP facets 
with small-to-large effect sizes. The CoSS Withdrawal scale was posi-
tively associated with the SRP affective facet, with a medium effect size. 

Table 1 
Number of valid responses, mean, standard deviation (SD), score range, Skewness, and Kurtosis values for the main study variables (N = 266).  

Scale n M SD Range Min. Max. Skewness Kurtosis 

COSS Avoidance 207 33.80 7.21 12–60 12.00 57.00 − .162 .466 
COSS Attack Self 207 31.60 9.08 12–60 13.00 57.00 .241 − .406 
COSS Withdrawal 207 30.00 8.58 12–60 12.00 54.55 .284 − .099 
COSS Attack Other 207 25.90 8.85 12–60 12.00 59.00 .755 .636 
COSS Adaptive 207 36.50 6.35 10–50 17.00 50.00 − .463 .330 
SRP Interpersonal 264 2.73 0.57 1–5 1.44 4.69 .551 .668 
SRP Affective 264 2.59 0.50 1–5 1.13 4.00 .200 .310 
SRP Lifestyle 264 2.96 0.68 1–5 1.00 4.69 .035 − .124 
SRP Antisocial 264 2.75 0.70 1–5 1.25 4.63 .273 − .316 
DERS 263 81.40 20.00 36–180 39.20 141.00 .269 − .405 

Note. COSS = Compass of Shame Scale. SRP = Self-Report Psychopathy scale. DERS = Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale. 

Fig. 1. Graphical depiction of the model tested in the present study. 
Note. COSS = Compass of Shame Scale. SRP = Self-Report Psychopathy scale. DERS = Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale. All path coefficients are reported 
in Table 3. 
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The CoSS Adaptive subscale was negatively associated with the SRP 
affective facet, with a small effect size. 

A graphical depiction of the path analysis is reported in Fig. 1 and all 
path coefficients are reported in Table 3. Model fit indices indicated 
perfect fit because the model was just-identified. The covariate (DERS) 
effects were comparable with the pattern of bivariate correlations be-
tween DERS and both CoSS and SRP subscales. More specifically, the 
DERS explained over 30% of the variance in the CoSS Attack Self, 
Withdrawal, and Attack Other subscales, and about 7% of the variance 
in the CoSS Avoidance subscale. Controlling for the shared variance 
among CoSS subscales, as well as for the DERS total score, the following 
pattern of associations emerged linking CoSS subscales and SRP sub-
scales. The CoSS Avoidance and Attack Other subscales had positive 
associations with all SRP subscales, in line with zero-order correlation 
results. The CoSS Attack Self subscale had negative associations with the 
SRP interpersonal and affective facets, which were not evident from the 
zero-order correlations. The CoSS Withdrawal subscale had a negative 
association with the SRP antisocial facet, which was also not evident 

from the zero-order correlations. Compared to the zero-order correla-
tions, there was no significant association between CoSS Withdrawal 
and the SRP affective facet. An association of comparable strength was 
found between CoSS Withdrawal and the SRP lifestyle facet, but it was 
not statistically significant. Finally, in line with the correlation results, 
the CoSS Adaptive subscale was negatively associated with the SRP af-
fective facet. Overall, the model explained between approximately the 
12% (for SRP antisocial) and the 27% (for SRP affective) of variance in 
the SRP facets. 

4. Discussion 

To extend current knowledge on the role of emotion regulation in 
psychopathy, the present study examined associations between mal-
adaptive and adaptive shame coping styles and psychopathic traits in a 
sample of adult men incarcerated for violent offenses, while controlling 
for average levels of emotion dysregulation. By and large, the present 
findings highlighted associations between externalizing strategies to 

Table 2 
Zero-order correlations among all study variables (N = 266).   

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1. COSS Avoidance –          
2. COSS Attack Self .473*** –         
3. COSS Withdrawal .527*** .756*** –        
4. COSS Attack Other .519*** .536*** .632*** –       
5. COSS Adaptive .438*** .336*** .171* .166* –      
6. SRP Interpersonal .275*** .039 .132 .288*** − .023 –     
7. SRP Affective .214** .070 .204** .362*** − .191** .510*** –    
8. SRP Lifestyle .295*** .094 .132 .323*** .001 .576*** .425*** –   
9. SRP Antisocial .180** − .024 − .009 .178* .033 .508*** .338*** .656*** –  
10. DERS .247*** .552*** .560*** .549*** − .036 .274*** .340*** .334*** .196** – 

Note. COSS = Compass of Shame Scale. SRP = Self-Report Psychopathy scale. DERS = Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 
*** p < .001. 

Table 3 
Path model estimates: COSS scales predicting SRP scales with DERS as covariate (N = 266).  

Correlations among independent and among dependent variables 

Independent variables (R2) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

1. COSS Avoidance (.071) –     
2. COSS Attack Self (.321***) .417*** –    
3. COSS Withdrawal (.330***) .486*** .646*** –   
4. COSS Attack Other (.322***) .478*** .335*** .471*** –  
5. COSS Adaptive (.001) .453*** .425*** .227** .219** – 
Dependent variables (R2) 6. 7. 8. 9.  
6. SRP Interpersonal (.198***) –     
7. SRP Affective (.276***) .382*** –    
8. SRP Lifestyle (.237***) .466*** .256*** –   
9. SRP Antisocial (.121**) .440*** .244*** .606*** –   

Effects of the covariate on the independent and on the dependent variables  
COSS Avoidance COSS Attack Self COSS Withdrawal COSS Attack Other COSS Adaptive 

DERS .266*** .566*** .574*** .568*** − .032  
SRP Interpersonal SRP Affective SRP Lifestyle SRP Antisocial  

DERS .241** .233** .308*** .271**   

Main path coefficients  
SRP Interpersonal SRP Affective SRP Lifestyle SRP Antisocial  

COSS Avoidance .307*** .243** .322*** .221*  
COSS Attack Self − .242* − .225* − .143 − .169  
COSS Withdrawal − .065 − .019 − .209 − .233*  
COSS Attack Other .215* .301** .242* .170*  
COSS Adaptive − .101 − .255** − .100 .015  

Note. COSS = Compass of Shame Scale. SRP = Self-Report Psychopathy scale. DERS = Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale. 95% confidence intervals were 
calculated based on 5,000 bootstrap resamples, with converging pattern of significance compare to p-values. Hence, p-values are reported here for ease of reading. 

* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 
*** p < .001. 
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cope with shame and psychopathic traits, largely in line with previous 
studies and theoretical expectations. In addition, some specific associ-
ations between internalizing shame coping styles and psychopathic 
traits emerged in our study that were not consistently reported in pre-
vious studies with younger or non-offender samples. In particular, 
different internalizing shame coping styles had distinct negative asso-
ciations with the interpersonal, affective, and antisocial traits of psy-
chopathy. Finally, adaptive shame coping had negative associations 
with the affective traits of psychopathy. In the following, we discuss the 
main findings in more detail. 

First, it was worth noting that in our sample, the CoSS subscales were 
all positively inter-related, including positive associations between 
externalizing and internalizing coping styles. These associations may 
appear counter-intuitive but are in line with previous studies (e.g., Eli-
son et al., 2006a; Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019b) and in particular studies 
in offender samples (Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019a). This pattern of inter- 
correlations among internalizing and externalizing shame coping styles 
may indicate that individuals in general, and offenders in particular, rely 
on a range of different ways to cope with shame-eliciting situations, such 
that those who use each strategy more often also tend to use other 
strategies more often. To the extent that both internalizing and exter-
nalizing shame coping styles represent maladaptive ways of coping with 
shame, these associations may also reflect a shared underlying pro-
pensity towards maladaptive emotion regulation (or emotion dysregu-
lation). In addition, the finding that maladaptive coping styles were also 
positive associated with adaptive coping styles in our sample is a novel 
finding and may suggest that, among adult offenders, engaging in shame 
coping styles in a manner that is clearly maladaptive for most people 
may have some adaptive consequence, at least at a subjective level, and 
perhaps especially in adulthood when shame coping patterns are more 
ingrained. This possibility would be partly consistent with Ribeiro da 
Silva et al.'s (2015) model that posits the evolutionary adaptative 
functioning of shame coping styles, and if replicated in further research 
may shed important new insights into the implications of shame coping 
styles across different populations. 

At any rate, the pattern of inter-correlations among shame coping 
styles, as well as the possibility that they reflect underlying emotion 
dysregulation broadly construed, stresses the importance of investi-
gating the unique associations between each of the shame coping styles 
and psychopathic traits while controlling for the shared variance among 
shame coping styles as well as between them and overall levels of 
emotion dysregulation. These analyses revealed associations that were 
consistent with theoretical expectations (Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2015) 
and previous studies (Campbell and Elison, 2005; Nystrom and Mik-
kelsen, 2013; Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019a, 2019b). Specifically, our 
findings replicated and extended in a sample of adult male offenders 
associations between externalizing shame coping styles and psycho-
pathic traits, indicating that violent offenders with psychopathic traits 
tend to avoid the experience of shame or blame and attack others in 
response to shame eliciting situations. These associations were wide-
spread across the different domains of psychopathy being considered 
(interpersonal, affective, lifestyle, antisocial), and may explain the 
reduced subjective experience of shame traditionally ascribed to psy-
chopathic individuals (Cleckley, 1941; Fox and DeLisi, 2019; McCord 
and McCord, 1964; Meloy, 1988; Millon, 1981). Indeed, these shame 
coping styles are conceptually conceived as and empirically connected 
with efforts to bar the subjective experience of shame from conscious 
awareness (Elison et al., 2006b; Lewis, 1971; Nathanson, 1992; Scheff, 
2011), although maladaptive to the extent that they can trigger 
aggressive tendencies and affective callousing (Elison et al., 2014; 
Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2015, 2019a, 2019b; Velotti et al., 2014). Of note 
the reliance on externalizing strategies to cope with shame – and by 
extension negative emotions – could represent a potential explanatory 
factor for the link between psychopathy and both reactive and more 
predatory forms of aggression (Garofalo et al., 2020a). 

In addition to these associations, our path analysis results revealed 

that the interpersonal and affective traits of psychopathy were nega-
tively associated with the tendency to cope with shame by attacking the 
self, that is, an internalizing shame coping style characterized by the 
painful subjective experience of shame and further self-directed nega-
tive emotions and attitudes. To the extent that this maladaptive coping 
style characterizes internalizing psychopathology (Elison et al., 2006a; 
Elison et al., 2006b; Nathanson, 1992; Velotti et al., 2014), it is plausible 
that these negative associations suggest that the interpersonal and af-
fective traits of psychopathy may be especially protective against 
internalizing psychopathology and the subjective experience of shame, 
in line with Cleckley's (1941) original description of psychopathy as well 
as with accounts that emphasize boldness and affective callousness as 
relevant features of psychopathy (Hare and Neumann, 2008; Patrick 
et al., 2009). These associations may also explain accounts of the psy-
chopathic individuals as someone who appears relatively immune from 
the distress elicited in interpersonal situations, as those that trigger 
shame (Lilienfeld et al., 2012; Patrick et al., 2009). Also the antisocial 
traits of psychopathy were negatively related to another maladaptive 
shame coping style that shares an internalizing component, that is, 
withdrawal. This suggests that psychopathic individuals with prominent 
antisocial traits (aggression, criminal versatility) are less likely to 
withdraw from shame-eliciting situations. This is consistent with the 
association with the tendency to attack other, as well as with contem-
porary perspectives that have informed the conceptualization of psy-
chopathy for further revisions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), high-
lighting strong approach tendencies (i.e., low withdrawal) as charac-
teristics of psychopathic personality. 

In addition to these associations with maladaptive shame coping, the 
affective traits of psychopathy represented the only domain that was 
also negatively associated with adaptive shame coping. This finding, 
together with the associations discussed above (positively with avoid-
ance and attack others, and negatively with attack self) as well as with 
the fact that this domain was associated with the largest amount of 
explained variance, is strikingly consistent with recent proposals that 
the affective traits of psychopathy are characterized by pervasive dis-
turbances in emotion regulation (for a review, see Garofalo and Neu-
mann, 2018). More specifically, these findings are consistent with the 
characterization of the affective traits of psychopathy and associated 
callousness in terms of maladaptive emotion regulation that may defend 
the self from the painful, subjective, experience of negative emotions 
while allowing for frequent and intense experience of other-directed 
negative emotions that are difficult to regulate (Benning, 2013; Gar-
ofalo et al., 2019; Lynam and Widiger, 2007; Meloy, 1988). In fact, 
because we controlled for DERS-assessed levels of emotion dysregula-
tion – which in turn, were positively related with psychopathic traits 
across facets – it appears that psychopathic traits are characterized by 
endorsement of emotion regulation strategies that are specific to 
manage or prevent the impending experience of shame, but at the same 
time are also related to broader dysregulation of negative emotions as 
well as difficulties controlling behavior when experiencing negative 
emotions (e.g., negative urgency), beyond shame. 

Although the pattern of results from correlational and path analyses 
were strikingly consistent, it is worth emphasizing that some positive 
associations between the shame coping style of withdrawal and the af-
fective traits of psychopathy emerged at the zero-order level but were 
not robust when examining their unique associations in path analyses. 
This could suggest that this association was largely due to content 
overlap between withdrawal and other shame coping strategies (most 
notably, avoidance) or to broader difficulties in emotion regulation 
(here, DERS total score) that were unaccounted for in the zero-order 
correlations. In addition, the negative associations between internal-
izing shame coping styles and psychopathic traits that emerged from the 
path analysis (i.e., between Attack Self and SRP interpersonal and af-
fective facets, as well as between Withdrawal and the SRP antisocial 
facet) were not found at the zero-order level. Therefore, it is likely that 
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there is something specific in these shame coping styles, that is not 
shared with other shame coping styles or with overall levels of emotion 
dysregulation, that is particularly relevant for psychopathy. Plausibly, 
what is shared among them is their maladaptive nature, whereas what is 
unique is represented by their internalizing nature, and the latter is likely 
key to understand the interpersonal and affective traits of psychopathy, 
as characterized by decreased propensity towards internalizing traits 
(Blonigen et al., 2010; Willemsen and Verhaeghe, 2012). A broader 
consideration that is worth emphasizing is that the main pattern of as-
sociations emerged from the path analysis controlled for overall levels of 
emotion dysregulation. Because emotion dysregulation is conceptually 
and statistically linked to both shame coping styles and psychopathic 
traits, it is clear that our main findings reflect associations between re-
sidual scores that do not capture natural kinds (e.g., Lynam et al., 2006). 
However, we believe that the integration of zero-order correlation and 
path analysis results allows to appreciate what may be specific in the 
regulation of shame (as opposed to emotion regulation broadly 
construed) that is linked to psychopathy, while being mindful that these 
links are inevitably embedded in the broader emotional functioning of 
psychopathic individuals (including emotion regulation), and they 
should be appreciated as such in clinical practice. 

With regard to links between psychopathy and internalizing shame 
coping styles, one important distinction between the present findings 
and those from some of the previous studies reviewed in the introduc-
tion and focused on youth or non-offender samples (Campbell and Eli-
son, 2005; Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019a) is that no positive associations 
were found between psychopathic traits and internalizing shame coping 
styles. This could suggest that it is in particular in adulthood and in 
individuals characterized by more severe forms of psychopathy (here, 
adult violent offenders) that coping with shame occurs prevalently in 
externalizing ways. In turn, this supports a developmental perspective 
according to which a broader tendency to respond to shame in mal-
adaptive ways that include both internalizing and externalizing strate-
gies, is replaced over time by a greater propensity to endorse 
externalizing and a lower propensity to endorse internalizing strategies, 
plausibly to defend the self from the painful experience of shame 
(Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2015; Velotti et al., 2014). 

Some limitations of the present studies should be acknowledged, 
which might serve as useful considerations for future research in this 
area. First, the present study was part of a larger investigation initiated 
before the growth of a renovated emphasis on the importance of pre- 
registration for the robustness of psychological research findings and 
originated as a relatively exploratory research endeavor on the role of 
emotion regulation for forensic psychology and psychopathy in partic-
ular. We hope that future pre-registered investigations will be able to 
replicate and further extend our preliminary yet promising findings. 
Second, due to constraints imposed by the hosting prison institutions, we 
were only able to rely on self-report questionnaires. Third, we could only 
assess each construct of interest with one measure each. Taken together, 
these limitations introduce well-known risks associated with mono- 
method investigations. Finally, although we advanced some potential 
developmental implication of our findings, it is worth emphasizing that 
due to the correlational and cross-sectional nature of our study design, 
those implications are only tentative at this stage. 

Despite the study limitations, the present findings have potentially 
wide ranging implications for theory and clinical work on psychopathy. 
Theoretically, these findings support recent proposals shedding a new 
light on the role of emotional functioning in psychopathy, contrasting 
the traditional emotional deficit perspective positing a fundamental 
absence of negative emotional experience with a perspective that ac-
counts for maladaptive regulation of negative emotions – and shame in 
particular – as a consequential aspect for the development and mani-
festation of psychopathy (Edalati et al., 2015; Garofalo and Neumann, 
2018; Kosson et al., 2020; Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019a, 2019b). More 
specifically, it lends indirect support to the proposition that maladaptive 
shame coping may have had an evolutionary value in response to harsh 

rearing environments characterized by traumatic experiences and lack 
of warmth and safeness, which are common in offenders' personal his-
tory (Baglivio et al., 2021; Chapple et al., 2021; Craparo et al., 2013; Fox 
et al., 2015; Heirigs, 2021). Clinically, the present findings resonate with 
recent practitioner accounts (DeLisi et al., 2020) that the presence of 
unacknowledged shame feelings – concealed behind the expression of 
anger and related emotions or behind a façade of affective shallowness – 
may be unveiled even in the most severe offenders with appropriate 
interventions or changing life circumstances. Arguably, such knowledge 
and ensuing interventions can prove invaluable to understand and 
reduce the destructive interpersonal tendencies that characterize psy-
chopathic individuals. In fact, promising findings have recently been 
published supporting the effectiveness of interventions based on 
Compassion Focused Therapy that target the adaptive processing of 
unpleasant memories and emotions, while increasing self-awareness, 
control, and responsibility for the emotional states and automatic re-
actions of youth with psychopathic traits (Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2021). 
Extensions with adult populations are strongly needed. In conclusion, by 
replicating and extending previous findings on the role of emotion and 
shame regulation in psychopathy, the present study holds promise to 
spur further empirical scrutiny and clinical awareness of the role that 
violent offenders with psychopathic traits are characterized by an 
emotional functioning that is maladaptive in kind, rather than deficient 
in absolute terms. 
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