
Low empathy in adolescent boys 
predicts violent behaviour in adulthood
Low empathy and low resting heart 
rate are established, independent risk 
factors of antisocial behaviour1 2. 
Now, researchers from the University 
of Pittsburgh have studied whether 
an interaction between these two 
factors during adolescence might 
mediate violent behaviour in early 
adulthood. The longitudinal study 
included 160 boys from low-income 
backgrounds. At age 12, the boys 
completed questionnaires to assess 
their disposition, empathy and 
pro-sociality (using the Children and 
Adolescent Dispositional Scale)  
and underwent electrocardiography 
to measure their resting heart rate. 

At ages 17-20 years, the young men 
were assessed for characteristics  
of violent behaviour (using the Self-
Report of Delinquency Questionnaire) 
and moral disengagement (using the 
Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement 
Scale). These measures were 
combined with juvenile court records 
collected between ages 15 and 18 
years. Empathy alone negatively 
correlated with violent court petitions 
and moral disengagement whereas 
resting heart rate alone at age 12  
was unrelated to all measures of 
violent behaviour. When testing  
for interactions between empathy 
and resting heart rate, however, the 
researchers found that low empathy 

predicted greater violence at age 
20 only in men with a low resting 
heart rate. These findings suggest 
that resting heart rate and empathy 
interact in early adolescence to 
mediate violent behaviour later  
in life. The researchers propose  
that improving empathic skills  
in adolescents at risk for violent 
behaviour may be an effective 
preventative measure.
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