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ABSTRACT
Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are linked to negative 
outcomes in behavior, mental health, and personality, including 
psychopathic traits. Positive childhood experiences (PCEs) may 
buffer these effects, but their role in this context remains under
explored. This study examined the association between ACEs, 
PCEs, and psychopathic traits, and explored whether PCEs mod
erate the ACEs-psychopathic traits relationship. The study 
included 1138 adults residing in Portugal, comprising 710 com
munity participants recruited online (M age = 25.36), and 428 
justice-involved individuals (M age = 41.03) recruited from 10 
national prisons. Participants completed a sociodemographic 
questionnaire, the Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale, the 
Benevolent Childhood Experiences Scale, and the Self-Report 
Psychopathy Scale – Short Form. Results revealed a high preva
lence of both ACEs and PCEs in both samples, with justice- 
involved individuals reporting a higher frequency of ACEs. The 
justice-involved sample also exhibited the highest scores on total 
psychopathy and across all psychopathy facets. No moderating 
effect of PCEs was found in the justice-involved sample; however, 
significant effects emerged in the community sample for total 
psychopathy and the interpersonal, affective, and lifestyle facets. 
These findings highlight the differential impact of PCEs across 
populations and suggest that their protective role may be dimin
ished in contexts of more severe and persistent adversity.
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Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), introduced by Felitti et al. (1998), 
refer to negative events occurring before age 18, including abuse (emotional, 
physical, sexual), neglect (emotional and physical), and household dysfunction 
(domestic violence, parental separation, substance abuse, mental illness, or 
incarceration of a family member; Dube et al., 2003). ACEs are associated with 
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a wide range of short- and long-term psychological and physical problems 
(e.g., Sahle et al., 2021), including depression, anxiety (Lipsky et al., 2022), 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and complex PTSD (Frewen et al., 
2019), sleep disturbances (Lee et al., 2020; Vadukapuram et al., 2022), sub
stance use (Leza et al., 2021), antisocial personality disorders (DeLisi et al., 
2019), and aggressive behavior (Zhang et al., 2022). A meta-analysis by Braga 
et al. (2017) of 33 longitudinal studies (N = 23,973) showed that childhood 
trauma significantly predicts adolescent aggression and antisocial behavior. 
Similarly, Braga et al. (2018) found that maltreated youth are almost twice as 
likely to exhibit antisocial behaviors in adulthood (Braga et al., 2018).

Beyond their well-documented consequences, ACEs are notably prevalent 
in families with suboptimal environments (Kessler et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2022). 
A major epidemiological survey involving 51,945 adults across 21 countries 
found that 38.8% reported at least one ACE before age 18 (Kessler et al., 2010). 
However, ACEs are significantly more common in forensic populations (e.g., 
Almeida & Costa, 2023), including individuals convicted of intimate partner 
violence (IPV; Hilton et al., 2019), sexual offenses (Almeida & Costa, 2023; 
Levenson et al., 2016), and violent crimes (e.g., Malvaso et al., 2022). High 
levels of psychopathy have also been linked to greater exposure to ACEs (e.g., 
Baskin-Sommers & Baskin, 2016).

Childhood experiences and psychopathic traits

Psychopathy is defined by a constellation of traits across interpersonal (e.g., 
deceitfulness and manipulation), affective (e.g., lack of empathy, remorse, or 
guilt), and behavioral domains (e.g., social deviance and criminality; Hare, 
2003). In a later reformulation, Hare (2003) proposed a four-factor model, 
comprising interpersonal (e.g., pathological lying and manipulation), affective 
(e.g., lack of empathy, guilt, and concern for others), lifestyle (e.g., impulsivity 
and recklessness), and antisocial traits. While early views framed psychopathy 
as innate (Eaton, 1934, p. 190), recent research emphasizes the critical role of 
environmental influences – particularly ACEs – in the development of psy
chopathic traits (e.g., Baskin-Sommers & Baskin, 2016; de Ruiter et al., 2022; 
Estrada et al., 2020; Moreira et al., 2020).

One of the earliest studies on ACEs and psychopathic traits, conducted 
with 652 young adults, found that individuals with histories of abuse and 
neglect scored significantly higher on psychopathy measures, regardless of 
gender or ethnicity (Weiler & Widom, 1996). Later, Farrington (2006) 
identified physical neglect as particularly associated with higher psycho
pathy scores. A meta-analysis of 47 studies (N = 12,737) confirmed 
a moderate association between psychopathy and childhood maltreatment, 
including physical and emotional abuse and neglect, with a weaker link to 
sexual abuse (de Ruiter et al., 2022). Research also suggests these effects 
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vary by psychopathy facet. Estrada et al. (2020) found impulsive-antisocial 
traits amplified the link between exposure to violence and later aggression, 
while de Ruiter et al. (2022) reported stronger associations between ACEs 
and behavioral-antisocial traits than affective-interpersonal ones.

Several factors may explain the link between ACEs and psychopathic 
traits. Social learning theory (Bandura & Walters, 1977) suggests that early 
exposure to interpersonal violence can lead to its intergenerational trans
mission, fostering aggressive or antisocial behaviors. ACEs may also impair 
social cue interpretation and promote heightened threat sensitivity – adap
tive in hostile environments (Bandura & Walters, 1977) but often maladap
tive in adulthood, where individuals may perceive threats even in neutral 
situations (Heleniak & McLaughlin, 2020). Neurobiological evidence sup
ports this connection: ACEs alter brain function, particularly in areas 
involved in threat processing (e.g., amygdala), reward anticipation, and 
emotional regulation (e.g., anterior cingulate cortex; McCrory et al., 
2017). These same neural circuits are implicated in psychopathy 
(McCrory et al., 2017), further reinforcing the link between early adversity 
and psychopathic traits.

While ACEs are linked to psychopathy (Moreira et al., 2020), most 
individuals who experience abuse do not develop them. Individual differ
ences influence how maltreatment is perceived and internalized, which in 
turn may contribute to the behavioral outcomes’ variability (Kerig et al., 
2023). Recent research highlights the protective role of positive childhood 
experiences (PCEs) in mitigating ACE-related harm (Cunha et al., 2024; 
Han et al., 2023). PCEs – also referred to as benevolent childhood experi
ences (BCEs) or counter-ACEs – include stable home environments, con
sistent routines, nurturing relationships, and community support (Almeida 
et al., 2021, Narayan et al., 2018). According to developmental psycho
pathology theory (Toth & Cicchetti, 2013), early positive experiences and 
secure relationships foster resilience, self-control, emotional regulation, and 
empathy – key capacities for healthy psychological development. Early 
social interactions – such as close bonds with caregivers and supportive 
relationships with family members, peers, and educators – play 
a foundational role in shaping healthy relational patterns and social experi
ences (Cicchetti & Toth, 2009). Empirical studies have shown that indivi
duals with greater exposure to PCEs are less likely to be diagnosed with 
personality disorders (Saleptsi et al., 2004), and they tend to show fewer 
symptoms of and higher rates of remission from these disorders, even when 
accounting for the presence of ACEs (Gunay-Oge et al., 2020). Systematic 
reviews suggest PCEs enhance mental health by reducing depression, anxi
ety, and suicidal behaviors while improving psychosocial well-being (Cunha 
et al., 2024; Han et al., 2023). However, their impact on delinquent beha
vioral remains unclear due to limited research (Cunha et al., 2024).
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Current study

ACEs have been extensively studied in both community and justice- 
involved samples. However, research on PCEs is still limited, especially 
among forensic samples (e.g., Cunha et al., 2024). Interestingly, studies 
highlight the lifelong protective impact of PCEs, even when ACEs and 
other negative experiences are present (e.g., Crouch et al., 2021). 
Nonetheless, systematic reviews have pointed to inconsistent findings 
regarding the moderating effect of PCEs (e.g., Cunha et al., 2024; Han 
et al., 2023) and, to the best of our knowledge, no research has specifically 
examined the relationship between ACEs, PCEs, and psychopathy. This 
study seeks to address this gap by expanding upon previous literature on 
the role of PCEs. Specifically, it analyses the relationship between ACEs, 
PCEs, and psychopathy in adulthood, including both total psychopathy 
scores and their facets. Additionally, it explores the moderating role of 
PCEs in the relationship between ACEs and psychopathy in a sample 
comprising male and female individuals from both community and justice 
settings. The following hypotheses were proposed: H1) ACEs will be posi
tively associated with total psychopathy scores and all psychopathy facets 
across samples; H2) PCEs will be negatively associated with total psycho
pathy scores and all psychopathy facets across samples; H3) PCEs will 
moderate the relationship between ACEs and psychopathy in all samples.

Method

Participants

The study utilized a cross-sectional design and included 710 participants from 
the community and 428 justice-involved individuals (i.e., sentenced 
prisoners).

In the community sample, most participants were female (n = 565; 79.6%), aged 
18–73 (M = 25.36, SD = 8.51). Most had completed higher education (n = 307; 
43.2%) or a degree (n = 307, 37.7%), and more than half were single (n = 593; 
83.5%). The justice-involved sample was predominantly male (n = 317; 74.1%), 
aged 19–84 (M = 41.03, SD = 11.72). Most had completed 6 to 9 years of education 
(n = 223, 52.1%), and 47.2% (n = 202) were single. Statistically significant differ
ences were found between the groups across all sociodemographic variables (cf. 
Table 1). The justice-involved group included individuals convicted of violent 
(n = 128; 29.9%), nonviolent (n = 181; 42.3%), and both violent and nonviolent 
offenses (n = 52; 12.1%). Among nonviolent crimes, drug trafficking (n = 100; 
55.2%) and theft (n = 43; 23.8%) were the most common. The most prevalent 
violent offenses included robbery (n = 49; 38.3%), domestic violence (n = 37; 
28.9%), and homicide (n = 29; 22.7%).
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Procedure

The study uses two convenience samples from Portugal: one from the 
general community and the other from justice-involved individuals. The 
study was conducted according to the ethical principles outlined in the 
Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2024), and the Ethics 
Committee of the Lusófona University approved the research. 
Authorization to collect data within the justice system was obtained from 
the General Directorate of Reintegration and Prison Services – Ministry of 
Justice.

The justice-involved sample was drawn from 10 national prisons based 
on the following criteria: (a) being 18 years or older; and (b) having 
sufficient communication skills to complete the instruments (i.e., fluency 
in reading and writing Portuguese). Prison staff initially identified indi
viduals who met the eligibility criteria. Researchers then approached them 
in person, explained the study’s objectives, and obtained informed con
sent. Participants individually completed paper-and-pencil self-report 
measures.

The community sample was recruited online via a link shared through 
e-mail (e.g., researchers’ contacts, institutional mailing lists) and social 
media platforms (e.g., LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram). Individuals living in 
Portugal aged 18 or older and fluent in Portuguese were invited to participate. 

Table 1. Sociodemographic characterization.
Community 

(n = 710) Justice-Involved (n = 428)

M SD M SD t p

Age 25.36 8.51 41.03 11.72 25.751 <.001

n % n % X2 p

Gender 
Female 
Male 
Non-binary

565 
139 

4

79.6 
19.6 
0.6

111 
317 

0

25.9 
74.1 

0

329.384 <.001

Educational level 
No education 
4th grade 
6th grade 
9th grade 
High school 
Technological Specialization 
Undergraduate 
Master 
PhD

0 
3 
3 

17 
268 
40 

307 
67 
5

0 
0.4 
0.4 
2.4 

37.7 
5.6 

43.2 
9.4 
0.7

7 
43 

106 
117 
84 
43 
21 
6 
0

1.6 
10.0 
24.8 
27.3 
19.6 
10.0 
4.9 
1.4 
0

580.931 <.001

Marital status 
Single 
Married/cohabitation 
Separated/divorced 
Widower

593 
99 
16 
0

83.5 
13.9 
2.3 
0

202 
154 
54 
11

48.0 
36.0 
12.6 
2.6

174.187 <.001
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Prior to completing the questionnaires, participants were informed about the 
study’s objectives and provided electronic informed consent.

Participation in the study was voluntary, anonymous, and required 10 to 
15 minutes. No financial compensation or incentives were offered to 
participants.

Measures

Sociodemographic and juridical questionnaire
A sociodemographic questionnaire was used to gather information on the 
following variables: age, gender, educational background, and marital status. 
The juridical questionnaire was used to collect information regarding the 
crime committed, time in prison, or penal status (i.e., first-time offenders or 
recidivists).

Adverse childhood experiences scale - short version (ACEs)
The ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998; Portuguese version Silva & Maia, 2008) is 
a self-report measure to evaluate childhood adversity through items focus
ing on experiences before the age of 18. The instrument includes 17 
questions that measure 10 types of adversity: abuse (emotional, physical, 
and sexual), neglect (emotional and physical), household dysfunction (par
ental separation or divorce, exposure to domestic violence, household 
substance abuse, mental illness or suicide, and incarceration of household 
members). Responses are recorded on a dichotomous Yes/No scale. The 
presence of ACEs is identified when the participant responds affirmatively 
to at least one question within a specific type of adversity. The total 
adversity score is calculated by summing the number of adversity types 
endorsed, yielding a score ranging from 0 to 10. The original (Felitti et al., 
1998) and the Portuguese version (Silva & Maia, 2008) demonstrated good 
psychometric properties. In the current sample, the internal consistency 
was .79.

Benevolent childhood experiences scale (BCEs)
The BCEs (Narayan et al., 2018; Portuguese version Almeida et al., 2021) 
assesses the presence of positive experiences and resources before the age of 
18. It consists of 10 items answered on a dichotomous Yes/No scale, 
designed to capture relational and internal safety (e.g., “At least one care
giver with whom you felt safe”), stability (e.g., “opportunities to have 
a good time”), and interpersonal support (e.g., “Did you have at least one 
good friend?). The total score is calculated by summing the “Yes” 
responses, ranging from 0 to 10, with higher scores reflecting more positive 
experiences. The original version (Narayan et al., 2018) and the Portuguese 
adaptation (Almeida et al., 2021) demonstrated strong psychometric 
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properties. In this study, the BCEs scale showed an acceptable Cronbach’s 
alpha of .71.

Self-report psychopathy scale – short form (SRP-SF)
The SRP-SF (Paulhus et al., 2016; Seara-Cardoso et al., 2020) is a 29-item self- 
report measure derived from the original 64-item SRP-4, based on the Hare 
Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R). It assesses psychopathy across four 
facets: Interpersonal (e.g., “I would get a kick out of ‘scamming’ someone”), 
Affective (e.g., “I never feel guilty over hurting others”), Lifestyle (e.g., “I keep 
getting in trouble for the same things over and over”), and Antisocial (e.g., “, “I 
have threatened people into giving me money, clothes, or makeup”). Items are 
rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 
Total score is obtained summing all 29 items, and the facet scores by summing 
the responses of the respective items. Both the original (Paulhus et al., 2016) 
and Portuguese versions (Seara-Cardoso et al., 2020) revealed good psycho
metric properties. For the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale 
was .82, for the interpersonal facet was .72, for the affective facet was .62, for 
the lifestyle facet was .60, and for the antisocial facet was .84.

Socially desirable response set-5 (SDRS-5)
The SDRS-5 (Hays et al., 1989; Portuguese version Pechorro et al., 2019) is 
a five-item self-report scale measuring social desirability (e.g., “I am always 
friendly, even with people who are rude”). Items are rated on a five-point 
Likert scale from totally true to totally false. The total score is calculated by 
summing all the items, ranging from 5 to 25, with higher scores indicating 
greater levels of social desirability. Both the original and Portuguese versions 
have shown good psychometric properties. In the current sample, Cronbach’s 
alpha was .62.

Data analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 29.0. Descriptive 
analyses were performed to characterize the samples. ANCOVAs were used to 
compare samples on the main variables (i.e., ACEs, PCEs, and psychopathy), 
controlling for gender and social desirability. An additional ANCOVA was 
performed to compare social desirability scores between the justice-involved 
and community samples, controlling for gender. Pearson correlation coeffi
cients were calculated to examine relationships between the study variables. 
Simple moderation analyses were carried out separately for the community 
and justice-involved samples using PROCESS macro version 4.1 for IBM SPSS 
software (Hayes, 2022), applying Model 1 to examine whether PCEs (W) 
moderated the relationship between the ACEs and psychopathy total scores 
and facets, controlling for gender and social desirability. This model enabled 
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an evaluation of the conditional effects, estimating how the relationship 
between predictors and outcomes varied across levels of the moderator and 
determining the statistical significance of these interactions.

Results

Comparison analyses

Results revealed that 72.2% (n = 824) of the total sample reported experiencing 
ACEs, while 80.8% (n = 923) reported experiencing eight or more PCEs. No 
statistical differences were observed between justice-involved individuals 
(n = 312; 72.9%) and those in the community (n = 508; 71.5%) regarding the 
prevalence of total ACEs, X2(1) = 0.241, p = .624, Cramer V = .015.

However, statistically significant differences were identified in the fre
quency of ACEs, with incarcerated individuals reporting a higher frequency 
even after controlling for gender and social desirability. No significant differ
ences were found between the groups in terms of PCEs. For psychopathy, 
statistically significant differences emerged between the groups after control
ling for gender and social desirability. Justice-involved individuals scored 
significantly higher than community individuals on total psychopathy scores 
and all their facets. Additionally, significant differences were observed for 
social desirability, F(1) = 67.582, p < .001, η2 = .057, with individuals from the 
community scoring higher than justice-involved individuals after controlling 
for gender. Detailed results are presented in Table 2.

Correlation analyses

The correlation analyses between all variables in the study by sample (i.e., 
community and justice-involved), are presented in Table 3.

Table 2. ANCOVA analyses comparing community and justice-involved samples in ACEs, PCEs, and 
psychopathy (total scores and facets), controlling for gender and social desirability.

Community 
(n = 710)

Justice-Involved 
(n = 424)

M SD M SD F p ω2

ACEs 2.03 1.99 2.69 2.61 24.303 <.001 .021
PCEs 8.65 1.74 8.70 1.74 0.095 .758 .000
Psychopathy 47.51 12.30 63.10 19.93 98.656 <.001 .081
Interpersonal Facet 11.96 4.53 14.29 5.86 6.688 .010 .006
Affective Facet 11.62 3.73 14.12 4.43 24.087 <.001 .021
Lifestyle Facet 13.74 4.21 17.04 6.22 35.184 <.001 .030
Antisocial Facet 9.11 2.69 15.89 5.51 441.768 <.001 .283
Social desirabilitya 17.16 3.14 12.97 3.97 247.234 <.001 .180

Note. aANCOVA analysis was performed controlling for gender. ACEs = Adverse Childhood Experiences; PCEs = 
Positive Childhood Experiences.
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In the community sample, significant positive correlations were found 
between ACEs and total psychopathy scores (r = .202, p < .001), as well as 
interpersonal (r = .144, p < .001), affective (r = .232, p < .001), and lifestyle 
psychopathy (r = .197, p < .001) facets. Negative correlations were also 
observed between ACEs and PCEs (r = −.478, p < .001). Furthermore, PCEs 
were negatively correlated with total psychopathy scores (r = −.189, p < .001) 
and interpersonal (r = −.145, p < .001) and affective (r = .248, p < .001) psycho
pathy facets. Social desirability was positively correlated to PCEs (r = .077, 
p = .041), and negatively correlated with ACEs (r = −.124, p < .001), total 
psychopathy (r = −.394, p < .001), and all the psychopathy facets (see Table 3).

In the justice-involved sample, significant positive correlations were 
observed between ACEs and total psychopathy scores (r = .353, p < .001), as 
well as all the psychopathy facets. In contrast, significant negative correlations 
were identified between PCEs and ACEs (r = −.373, p < .001), total psycho
pathy scores (r = −.243, p < .001), and all the psychopathy facets. Social desir
ability was positively correlated to ACEs (r = .211, p < .001), total psychopathy 
(r = .487, p < .001), and all psychopathy facets (see Table 3).

Moderation analysis

To test whether PCEs moderated the effect of ACEs on psychopathy (i.e., using 
both psychopathy total scores and facets scores), moderation analyses were 
performed for the community sample and the justice-involved sample, con
trolling for gender and social desirability, based on the correlation analyses 
results. Table 4 summarizes the results of the interactions between the pre
dictor and the moderator, considering the psychopathy outcomes.

Table 3. Correlations between the ACEs, PCE, and psychopathy total score and facets on community 
(n = 710) and justice-involved samples (n = 428).

Community sample

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. ACEs 1
2. PCEs −.478*** 1
3. Psychopathy .202*** −.189*** 1
4. Interpersonal Facet .144*** −.145*** .859*** 1
5. Affective Facet .232*** −.248*** .842*** .669*** 1
6. Lifestyle Facet .196** −.135*** .824*** .581*** .577*** 1
7. Antisocial Facet .063 −.070 .635*** .385*** .411*** .405***
8. Social desirability −.124*** .077* −.394*** −.425*** −.331*** −.315*** −.129***
Justice-Involved Sample

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. ACEs 1
2. PCE −.373*** 1
3. Psychopathy .353*** −.243*** 1
4. Interpersonal Facet .242*** −.155** .880*** 1
5. Affective Facet .311*** −.287*** .819*** .705*** 1
6. Lifestyle Facet .353*** −.253*** .910*** .719*** .665*** 1
7. Antisocial Facet .324*** −.171*** .861*** .637*** .568*** .753***
8. Social desirability .211*** −.151** .487*** .427*** .422*** .445*** .411***

Note. ** p < .01; *** p < .001. ACES = Adverse Childhood Experiences; PCE = Positive Childhood Experience.
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Table 4. Moderation analysis for community and justice-involved samples controlling for gender 
and social desirability.

b SE t p 95% CI

Community sample
Psychopathy (outcome) 

ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

−1.617 
−1.715 
0.313 

−9.420 
−1.344

0.864 
0.400 
0.102 
0.974 
0.126

−1.872 
−4.284 
3.055 

−9.673 
−10.645

.062 
<.001 
.002 
<.001 
<.001

[−3.313; 0.079] 
[−2.501; −0.929] 

[0.112; 0.514] 
[−1.592; −1.096] 

[−11.332; −7.508]
Interpersonal Facet (outcome) 

ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

−0.576 
−0.510 
0.094 

−0.566 
−2.315

0.328 
0.152 
0.039 
0.048 
0.370

−1.755 
−3.348 
2.403 

−11.786 
−6.252

.080 
<.001 
.017 
<.001 
<.001

[−1.221; 0.069] 
[−0.809; −0.211] 

[0.017; 0.170] 
[−0.660; −0.472] 
[−3.042; −1.588]

Affective Facet (outcome) 
ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

−0.311 
−0.585 
0.073 

−0.330 
−2.466

0.270 
0.125 
0.032 
0.040 
0.305

−1.152 
−4.669 
2.288 

−8.343 
−8.096

.250 
<.001 
.022 
<.001 
<.001

[−0.842; 0.219] 
[−0.831; 0.339] 
[0.010; 0.136] 

[−0.407; −0.252] 
[−3.065; −1.868]

Lifestyle Facet (outcome) 
ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

−0.382 
−0.382 
0.092 

−0.363 
−2.425

0.317 
0.147 
0.038 
0.046 
0.358

−1.203 
−2.597 
2.440 

−7.841 
−6.782

.229 
.010 
.015 
<.001 
<.001

[−1.004; 0.241] 
[−0.670; −0.093] 

[0.018; 0.166] 
[−0.454; −0.272] 
[−3.127; −1.723]

Justice-involved sample
Psychopathy (outcome) 

ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

0.826 
−1.220 
0.099 

−9.804 
2.163

1.528 
0.873 
0.172 
1.806 
0.204

0.540 
−1.397 
0.576 

−5.428 
10.608

.589 
.163 
.565 
<.001 
<.001

[−2.179; 3.830] 
[−2.934; 0.496] 
[−0.239; 0.438] 

[−13.355; −6.254] 
[1.762; 2.564]

Interpersonal Facet (outcome) 
ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

0.154 
−0.151 
0.019 

−2.257 
0.584

0.490 
0.280 
0.055 
0.578 
0.065

0.315 
−0.540 
0.341 

−3.902 
8.939

0.753 
0.590 
0.734 
<.001 
<.001

[−0.808; 1.116] 
[−0.700; 0.399] 
[−0.090; 0.127] 

[−3.395; −1.120] 
[0.455; 0.712]

Affective Facet (outcome) 
ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

0.272 
−0.401 
0.002 

−1.246 
0.406

0.362 
0.207 
0.041 
0.428 
0.048

0.751 
−1.941 
0.043 

−2.914 
8.418

.453 
.053 
.966 
.004 
<.001

[−0.440; 0.983] 
[−0.807; 0.005] 
[−0.078; 0.082] 

[−2.087; −0.405] 
[0.312; 0.501]

Lifestyle Facet (outcome) 
ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

−0.021 
−0.581 
0.064 

−3.013 
0.602

0.488 
0.279 
0.055 
0.577 
0.065

−0.042 
−2.085 
1.162 

−5.226 
9.256

.966 
.038 
.246 
<.001 
<.001

[−0.980; 0.939] 
[−1.129; −0.033] 
[−0.044; 0.172] 

[−4.147; −1.880] 
[0.475; 0.730]

Antisocial Facet (outcome) 
ACEs 
PCEs 
Interaction 
Gender 
Social desirability

0.294 
−0.105 
0.021 

−2.879 
0.504

0.447 
0.255 
0.050 
0.528 
0.060

0.658 
−0.412 
0.422 

−5.451 
8.462

.511 
.681 
.673 
<.001 
<.001

[−0.585; 1.172] 
[−0.607; 0.397] 
[−0.078; 0.120] 

[−3.917; −1.840] 
[0.387; 0.622]

Note. ACEs = Adverse Childhood Experiences; PCEs = Positive Childhood Experiences.
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For the community sample, four moderation analyses were conducted using 
psychopathy total scores and interpersonal, affective, and lifestyle facets as 
outcomes. The analyses revealed that when ACEs and PCEs were entered 
simultaneously as predictors of psychopathic traits, PCEs made a significant 
contribution to the model – whether for total psychopathy or its interpersonal, 
affective, and lifestyle facets – whereas ACEs did not. In addition, the results 
revealed statistically significant interactions between ACEs and PCEs in pre
dicting overall psychopathy (b = 0.313; SE = 0.102; t = 3.055; p = .002), and 
interpersonal (b = 0.094; SE = 0.039; t = 2.403; p = .017), affective (b = 0.073; 
SE = 0.032; t = 2.288; p = .022), and lifestyle facets (b = 0.092; SE = 0.038; 
t = 2.440; p = .015).

For the justice-involved sample, five moderation analyses were conducted, 
with total psychopathy scores and all the psychopathy facets as outcomes. The 
analysis revealed that when ACEs and PCEs were entered into the same model 
as predictors of psychopathy lifestyle facet, PCEs made a significant contribu
tion to the model, but ACEs did not. However, no statistically significant 
interactions between ACEs and PCEs in predicting overall psychopathy 
(b = 0.099; SE = 0.172; t = 0.576; p = .565), or its facets (interpersonal: 
b = 0.019; SE = 0.055; t = 0.341; p = .734; affective: b = 0.002; SE = 0.041; 
t = 0.043; p = .966; lifestyle: b = 0.064; SE = 0.055; t = 1.162; p = .246; antisocial: 
b = 0.021; SE = 0.050; t = 0.422; p = .673) were found.

Discussion

The present study investigates the association between ACEs, PCEs, and 
psychopathy in adulthood, considering both overall psychopathy scores and 
their distinct facets. Furthermore, it explores the moderating effect of PCEs on 
the relationship between ACEs and psychopathy in a sample of male and 
female individuals from community and justice contexts.

The results reveal a high prevalence of ACEs in both samples. The 
justice-involved sample showed a higher mean ACEs score than typically 
reported for men who perpetrated IPV (Hilton et al., 2019) but lower than 
for men who have committed sex crimes (Levenson et al., 2016). This 
variation may be due to the diversity of offenses represented in the sample. 
Surprisingly, ACEs prevalence did not significantly differ between the 
justice-involved and community samples, despite prior research suggesting 
that individuals with zero ACEs are more common in community popula
tions (e.g., Levenson et al., 2016; Vitopoulos et al., 2018). However, when 
considering ACEs frequency, justice-involved individuals reported more 
ACEs, consistent with literature showing higher rates of physical, psycho
logical, and sexual abuse and neglect in forensic populations (e.g., Levenson 
et al., 2016; Vitopoulos et al., 2018).

JOURNAL OF AGGRESSION, MALTREATMENT & TRAUMA 1457



Both samples also showed a high prevalence of PCEs, with no significant 
differences. The average number of PCEs was like that found in general 
population studies (e.g., Chaudhary et al., 2025) and unexpectedly higher 
than typically reported in offender samples (e.g., Craig et al., 2022). Given 
the limited research on PCEs among individuals who commit crimes (Cunha 
et al., 2024; Han et al., 2023; Sousa et al., 2025) these findings align with other 
Portuguese studies reporting similar PCEs prevalence (e.g., Almeida, Guarda, 
et al., 2024; Almeida et al., 2023). Overall, the results underscore that ACEs 
and PCEs often coexist, and the presence of ACEs does not preclude the 
occurrence of PCEs (e.g., Han et al., 2023).

Our findings revealed significantly higher psychopathy scores – both overall 
and across facets – in the justice-involved sample compared to the community 
sample. This aligns with prior research, as psychopathy is characterized by 
traits such as lack of empathy, impulsivity, and criminal versatility (Hare, 
2003), which are more prevalent in correctional populations (e.g., Baskin- 
Sommers & Baskin, 2016). The justice-involved sample’s scores are consistent 
with those reported in other incarcerated populations (e.g., Garofalo et al., 
2020), while the community sample’s scores align with the Portuguese SRP-SF 
validation (Seara-Cardoso et al., 2020) and similar non-forensic studies (e.g., 
Garofalo et al., 2020). These results support existing evidence that psychopathy 
is more common in forensic populations (28% to 34%; Fox & DeLisi, 2019) 
than in the general population (around 1.2%; Sanz-García et al., 2021). 
However, results should be interpreted cautiously due to gender differences 
between samples – the justice-involved sample was predominantly male, and 
the community sample mostly female. Since men typically score higher on 
psychopathy measures (Spormann et al., 2023), this imbalance may have 
influenced the findings.

Our findings indicated a positive correlation between ACEs and nearly all 
psychopathy facets in the community sample, except the antisocial facet. In the 
forensic sample, ACEs were positively and significantly correlated with all 
psychopathy facets. These results partially align with prior research (e.g., de 
Ruiter et al., 2022; van Beeck et al., 2024) and support emerging theories on 
complex trauma’s role in personality disorders development (de Ruiter et al., 
2022). While not all ACEs are traumatic, certain experiences can have trau
matic effects (Remmers et al., 2024) – particularly those disrupting secure 
attachment to primary caregivers (Cook et al., 2005). Such ACEs may foster 
insecure attachment styles linked to psychopathic traits (van Beeck et al., 2024) 
and trigger a persistent “survival mode” that impairs self-regulation, attention, 
and memory (Ford, 2005). When ACEs involve caregivers, they also may lead 
to blunted or dissociative stress responses, central to the affective component 
of psychopathy (Viding & McCrory, 2019). More research is needed to further 
clarify these relationships.
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Moreover, PCEs showed negative correlations with total psychopathy 
scores and some facets in both samples, suggesting a protective role against 
personality disorders development (e.g., Cunha et al., 2024, Narayan et al., 
2018). Although PCEs have been widely studied, their impact on psychopathic 
traits remains underexplored (e.g., Cunha et al., 2024; Han et al., 2023). In the 
community sample, PCEs were not associated with the antisocial and lifestyle 
facets, suggesting limited influence on these traits despite their environmental 
sensitivity (Hicks et al., 2012). Since ACEs were significantly related to the 
lifestyle facet, this may indicate a stronger influence of adversity on impulsive 
traits than PCEs. No significant correlations were found between ACEs or 
PCEs and the antisocial facet in the community sample, possibly reflecting low 
antisocial behavior levels. Further research is necessary to confirm these 
assumptions.

Our findings also revealed a negative correlation between PCEs and ACEs 
in both samples, aligning with previous research (e.g., Almeida & Costa, 2023; 
Almeida et al., 2023; Bethell et al., 2019). This suggests that children facing 
adversity may have limited access to protective relationships and supportive 
resources (Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023). The results further reinforce that 
ACEs and PCEs are distinct but often interrelated constructs – ACEs do not 
necessarily preclude the occurrence of PCEs (e.g., Han et al., 2023). This 
negative correlation is unsurprising, especially when adversity stems from 
the same individuals or environments that are supposed to offer protection 
and positive experiences (Han et al., 2023).

The moderation analyses revealed distinct patterns across the two samples. 
In the justice-involved sample, PCEs did not moderate the relationship 
between ACEs and psychopathy scores. Despite a high number of reported 
PCEs, the elevated prevalence of ACEs suggests their harmful effects may 
override any protective influence. This is consistent with findings from 
a recent systematic review, which noted that individuals with high PCEs 
may still experience strong negative outcomes associated with ACEs (Han 
et al., 2023). Moreover, research has shown that PCEs do not always mitigate 
the harmful consequences of ACEs, especially when both types of experiences 
stem from the same sources – such as within the family – which may further 
undermine their protective potential (e.g., Cunha et al., 2024; Han et al., 2023; 
Sousa et al., 2025). In contrast, moderation effects emerged within the com
munity sample. Here, PCEs significantly moderated the relationship between 
ACEs and total psychopathy scores, as well as the interpersonal, affective, and 
lifestyle facets. These findings are consistent with recent studies in community 
settings (e.g., Garofalo et al., 2025) and suggest that, in less adverse contexts, 
PCEs may help buffer the long-term psychological effects of early adversity 
(Almeida, Cardoso et al., 2024; Crandall et al., 2019). This supports develop
mental psychopathology theory (Toth & Cicchetti, 2013), which posits that 
early positive experiences and secure relationships provide a foundation for 
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developing core adaptive capacities – such as resilience, self-control, emotional 
regulation, and empathy – that protect against maladaptive trajectories and 
mental health problems. However, the protective effects of PCEs do not seem 
to be present equally for all individuals. Its impact may be constrained by the 
severity and persistence of ACEs, which can become traumatic and disrupt key 
regulatory systems. Such disruptions increase the risk of cognitive, emotional, 
and social impairments, as well as engagement in risky behaviors and suscept
ibility to chronic health conditions – outcomes that PCEs alone may not be 
sufficient to counteract (Cicchetti, 2016; Hoppen & Chalder, 2018). This may 
explain why, in the justice-involved sample – where histories of ACEs are 
more prevalent and severe than in the general population (e.g., Bianchini et al., 
2022) – PCEs fail to provide the same moderating effect observed in the 
community sample.

Limitations and strengths

This study has several limitations that should be considered. First, as 
a cross-sectional study, ACEs and PCEs were assessed retrospectively, 
meaning responses may be influenced by memory recall biases. Future 
research should consider longitudinal designs to address this issue. 
Second, the instruments used to assess PCEs and ACEs were dichotomous 
(yes/no), preventing the evaluation of the severity or chronicity of these 
experiences, which could impact the results. Third, the two samples were 
collected using different methods (online survey and paper-and-pencil), 
which may have influenced participants’ responses, as the online data 
collection environment could not be controlled. Additionally, because 
the community sample completed the protocol online, participation was 
limited to individuals with internet access. Fourth, the samples were not 
homogeneous, which may have influenced some findings. Specifically, the 
community sample was predominantly composed of highly educated 
women, whereas the justice-involved sample consisted mainly of men 
with lower education levels. Fifth, both samples were convenience samples 
and, as such, are not representative of the Portuguese prison or general 
community population, limiting the generalizability of the results. Finally, 
self-report measures may be influenced by social desirability bias. 
Although efforts were made to control this factor, it may still have 
affected the findings.

Despite its limitations, the study offers several notable strengths. First, it 
explores a complex and under-researched topic by examining the interplay 
between ACEs, PCEs, and psychopathy in both community and justice- 
involved samples, providing a broader perspective on these relationships. 
The inclusion of two distinct samples enhances the study’s generalizability 
and contributes valuable insights into how childhood experiences shape 
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psychopathic traits across different populations. Additionally, the study 
advances the growing literature on PCEs, highlighting their role in develop
mental outcomes. Notably, it reinforces the notion that while PCEs are gen
erally beneficial, they do not always buffer the negative effects of ACEs, 
suggesting that other factors may influence the relationship between ACEs 
and psychopathy. By emphasizing both positive and adverse early-life experi
ences, the study offers a more comprehensive view of how these factors 
interact. Furthermore, the findings underscore the complexity of using self- 
report tools to measure psychopathy and shed light on the nuanced relation
ship between childhood experiences and psychopathic traits in adulthood. The 
results contribute to theoretical discussions in developmental psychopathol
ogy by demonstrating that ACEs and PCEs – and their interactions – require 
further investigation.

The study has also important implications for mental health, criminal 
justice, and social intervention. The positive association between psychopa
thy and ACEs, coupled with the negative correlation between psychopathy 
and PCEs, highlights the need for comprehensive strategies to mitigate the 
long-term effects of childhood adversity. Given the higher frequency of 
ACEs among justice-involved individuals, routine screening for childhood 
adversity should be a standard component of risk assessments. Preventative 
programs should prioritize early childhood interventions to reduce the like
lihood of developing psychopathic traits. The study’s findings suggest that 
fostering secure attachments and stable social environments could play a key 
role in preventing future antisocial behavior. Schools and child welfare 
agencies should implement programs that strengthen social bonding and 
resilience, helping children develop positive factors against adversity. 
Furthermore, intervention programs aimed at improving family caregiving 
skills and encouraging positive peer relationships may enhance resilience 
and better equip individuals to cope with childhood adversity.

From a policy perspective, criminal justice systems should prioritize rehabilita
tion, particularly for individuals with significant adverse histories. Implementing 
therapeutic court systems that integrate mental health treatment and vocational 
training may help reduce recidivism. Additionally, strengthening community- 
based interventions – such as peer-support programs and group therapy – can 
enhance social support networks for trauma survivors, promoting prosocial 
behavior. By integrating these strategies, policymakers, practitioners, and 
researchers can better address the complex relationship between childhood adver
sity and psychopathy, ultimately fostering more effective prevention and inter
vention efforts.
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