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Psychopathy and Heroism in First Responders:
Traits Cut From the Same Cloth?

Christina L. Patton
West Virginia University

Sarah Francis Smith and Scott O. Lilienfeld
Emory University

Some scholars have posited that certain traits associated with psychopathy—namely, fearlessness,
boldness, and willingness to take risks—are associated with greater engagement in heroic and altruistic
acts; nevertheless, this conjecture has received little empirical attention. We examined the relations
among psychopathic traits, heroism, altruism, workplace deviance, and leadership in first-responder (n �
138) and civilian (n � 104) samples recruited by means of an online platform. Across samples, fearless
dominance, boldness, sensation seeking, and several other psychopathy-related variables were positively
and significantly associated with everyday heroism and altruism. First responders scored significantly
higher than did civilians on measures of psychopathy, fearlessness, boldness, heroism, and altruism, and
reported significantly greater workplace deviance and participation in leadership activities. Our results
support previous suggestions of ties between psychopathic traits, especially fearlessness and heroism,
although they leave unresolved the question of why certain antisocial and prosocial behaviors appear to
covary.

Keywords: psychopathy, heroism, successful psychopathy, altruism, workplace deviance

Known as one of the America’s most charismatic leaders, An-
drew Jackson was not only our seventh president but also a
military and political dynamo, often referred to as “Old Hickory,”
owing to his toughness and determination (Cheathem, 2013). In
the War of 1812, Jackson led his troops to victory in several crucial
battles on U.S. soil and water, including the Battle of New Orleans,
where his efforts forced the British to withdraw from the states.
With no formal military training, Jackson’s eye for strategy and
fearlessness under siege set him on course for a U.S. presidency in
1828. Despite his service to his country and countless acts of
heroism in the face of danger, he was known for his fiery and
explosive temper. As a child, he had a penchant for fighting,
cursing, and playing pranks on others. In his late teenage years, he
spent all of his grandfather’s inheritance in gambling, and when he
ran out of money, resigned himself to teaching, which he report-
edly disdained (Cheathem, 2013; Klein, 2014). Jackson is thought
to have participated in countless barroom brawls and hundreds of
duels, at least one of which culminated in his killing a man
(Cheathem, 2013; Klein, 2014). One of his earliest biographers
referred to him as a “democratic autocrat,” “an urbane savage,”
and “an atrocious saint” (Parton, 1859, p. vii).

Jackson’s biographical details are suggestive of a person who is
simultaneously fearless and bold, yet at times brash, aggressive,

and impulsive—perhaps not unlike those individuals referred to as
“psychopaths.” Interestingly, Jackson ranked third in a list of 42
U.S. presidents evaluated for their overall level of psychopathic
traits (Lilienfeld, Waldman, et al., 2012), as measured by estimated
scores on the Psychopathic Personality Inventory–Revised (PPI-R;
Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005). Successful psychopaths, who “pos-
sess the core traits of psychopathic personality but who achieve
marked societal success in one or more domains” (Smith, Watts, &
Lilienfeld, 2014, p. 1), presumably differ from more traditionally
defined psychopaths in several ways, including less pronounced
antisocial behavior (Fowles & Dindo, 2009; Hall & Benning,
2006; Smith & Lilienfeld, 2013), greater intelligence and execu-
tive functioning, and more effective parenting (Lilienfeld, Watts,
& Smith, 2015). The concept of successful psychopathy suggests
that an individual can display many affective and interpersonal
features of psychopathy without perpetrating numerous deviant
behaviors, and that this combination of features could be associ-
ated with largely adaptive outcomes.

Specifically, some have hypothesized that some elements of
psychopathy, especially boldness and a willingness to take risks,
may be associated with heroic behavior. Indeed, Lykken (1995)
conjectured that “the hero and the psychopath may be twigs off the
same genetic branch” (p. 29; but see Crego & Widiger, 2015, for
an alternative view). Although the literature on the relation be-
tween psychopathy and heroism is growing, the challenges in
understanding and recruiting individuals with elevations in both
domains have led researchers to refer to them as an “elusive”
group (Smith et al., 2014).

What Is Psychopathy?

Psychopathy is often conceptualized as a paradoxical constella-
tion of traits capturing a pervasive lack of empathy and remorse,
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conjoined with outward normalcy, poise, and charisma. As de-
scribed by Cleckley (1941) in his classic book The Mask of Sanity,
psychopathy encompasses a number of traits, including superficial
charm, dishonesty, poor judgment, poverty of emotion, and unmo-
tivated antisocial behavior. Researchers commonly characterize
psychopathy in terms of two factors, which are either slightly or
moderately correlated depending on the measure used: Factor 1,
which encompasses interpersonal/emotional traits, and Factor 2,
which encompasses lifestyle/behavioral features (Harpur, Haks-
tian, & Hare, 1988). Specifically, Factor 1 (sometimes referred to
as primary psychopathy) subsumes traits such as superficial charm,
grandiose sense of self-worth, blame externalization, and guiltless-
ness, whereas Factor 2 (sometimes referred to as secondary psy-
chopathy) subsumes antisocial behaviors and traits, such as irre-
sponsibility, impulsivity, and sensation seeking.

More recently, this two-pronged conceptualization of psychop-
athy has been reconceptualized as a “dual-process model,” in
which psychopathy is posited to be the result of two joint pro-
cesses: a bold, fearless temperament marked by generally adaptive
functioning on the one hand, and a temperament marked by ex-
ternalizing behavior and disinhibition typically associated with
maladaptive functioning on the other (Fowles & Dindo, 2009; Hall
& Benning, 2006). Foreshadowing this idea, Cleckley (1941,
1976) posited that although psychopaths are deeply pathological,
they exhibit several traits that may prove beneficial to short-term
success, including social poise, charisma, and sangfroid. This view
has recently been supported by Crego and Widiger (2016), who
found in a survey study that the psychopathic individuals in
Cleckley’s seminal case histories tended to exhibit high levels of
traits presumed to be largely adaptive (e.g., boldness, fearlessness,
self-assuredness, and low worry proneness).

Related to this conceptualization is the triarchic model of psy-
chopathy (Patrick, Fowles, & Krueger, 2009), which suggests that
psychopathy is an amalgam of three dimensions: boldness (dimin-
ished fear reactivity), disinhibition, and meanness (emotional cold-
ness). This approach identifies successful psychopaths largely as
those with higher levels of boldness than unsuccessful psycho-
paths, combined with disinhibition and emotional coldness.

Measures more directly assessing psychopathy also hint of an
empirical link between psychopathy and heroic behavior, as well
as other positive outcomes. On a commonly used measure of
psychopathic personality, the PPI-R (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005),
Fearless Dominance comprises social potency, charm, stress im-
munity, and physical fearlessness. PPI-R Self-Centered Impulsiv-
ity, in contrast, comprises antisocial/behavioral traits, including
poor impulse control, self-centeredness, recklessness, and manip-
ulativeness. With regard to the dual-process model, Fearless Dom-
inance may be associated with more adaptive behavior, including
heroism, whereas Self-Centered Impulsivity may be associated
with more maladaptive outcomes. Indeed, Fearless Dominance is
negatively correlated with anxiety, depression, and suicide at-
tempts, whereas Self-Centered Impulsivity is positively associated
with these outcomes (Benning, Patrick, Hicks, Blonigen, &
Krueger, 2003; Douglas et al., 2008; Patrick, Edens, Poythress,
Lilienfeld, & Benning, 2006). Patrick et al.’s (2009) Triarchic
Psychopathy Measure, or TriPM, captures the triarchic constructs
of Boldness, Disinhibition, and Meanness. The TriPM Boldness
scale is strongly positively associated with PPI-R Fearless Domi-
nance, whereas the Meanness and Disinhibition subscales are

associated with PPI-R Coldheartedness and PPI-R Self-Centered
Impulsivity, respectively.

Successful Psychopathy

In principle, the same traits that may contribute to frequent
interactions with the law (e.g., fearlessness, narcissism, Machia-
vellianism, sensation seeking, and other psychopathy-related con-
structs) could also be associated with success in politics, business,
extreme sports, and military operations (Babiak & Hare, 2006;
Falkenbach & Tsoukalas, 2011; Lilienfeld, Latzman, Watts, Smith,
& Dutton, 2014; Lykken, 1995). Nevertheless, individuals are not
well represented in the traditional samples of psychopathic indi-
viduals serving prison time.

Widom (1977) was among the first to address this problem by
soliciting ostensibly psychopathic subjects from the Boston com-
munity. Unlike samples of incarcerated psychopaths, Widom’s
sample was notable for apparently intact executive functioning and
impulse control (Lilienfeld et al., 2015). Only a few of her partic-
ipants, however, were successful in the traditional sense, with
occupations such as “business manager” and “investment banker”
reported by some.

When it comes to leadership in the workplace, psychopathy is
associated with dysfunctional management styles and being a poor
team player, but also with superior communication skills, creativ-
ity, and strategic thinking (Babiak, Neumann, & Hare, 2010);
conscientiousness and extraversion (Mullins-Sweatt, Glover,
Derefinko, Miller, & Widiger, 2010); and entrepreneurship and
positive employment outcomes (Ahktar, Ahmetoglu, & Chamorro-
Premuzic, 2013). Still others contend that high psychopathy scores
are associated with interpersonal dominance, persuasiveness, and
boldness, all of which may facilitate the acquisition of leadership
positions, positions of power, or occupational success (Babiak &
Hare, 2006; Lobaczweski, 2007). Some elements of psychopathy
(e.g., narcissism, Machiavellianism, and superficial charm) may be
particularly relevant to the interpersonal components of leadership,
such as self-promotion and persuasiveness, but this association
may be a double-edged sword. For example, transformational
leadership, which includes the articulation of vision, enthusiasm,
and optimism to followers (Bass & Avolio, 1997), is positively
associated with boldness but negatively associated with disinhibi-
tion and meanness (Neo, Sellbom, Smith, & Lilienfeld, 2016;
Smith, Watts, & Lilienfeld, 2013; Westerlaken & Woods, 2013).
Psychopathy also appears to be associated with elements of both
positive and negative presidential performance. In one study (Lil-
ienfeld, Patrick, et al., 2012), historians’ estimates of U.S. presi-
dents’ Fearless Dominance were associated with better indepen-
dently rated presidential performance, leadership, persuasiveness,
crisis management, and congressional relations, whereas those of
Self-Centered Impulsivity were related to some indicators of neg-
ative job performance (including congressional impeachment res-
olutions), tolerance of unethical behavior, and negative ethical
character.

Psychopathy and Heroism

In an effort to corroborate the aforementioned conjecture of
Lykken (1995), researchers have examined whether some features
of this condition, especially boldness, also predispose to heroic
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behavior, conceptualized as altruistic behavior entailing some de-
gree of risk to the performer of the action. Patrick et al. (2006)
found that in a sample of 96 prisoners, PPI-R Fearless Dominance
was associated with self-reported heroic behaviors (e.g., helping
stranded motorists and breaking up fights) as measured by the
Action Frequency Inventory (AFI; Lilienfeld, 1998), a self-report
measure of everyday heroism. In contrast, PPI-R Self-Centered
Impulsivity scores were negatively associated with heroic behav-
iors. Falkenbach and Tsoukalas (2011) studied a sample of poten-
tially heroic individuals (i.e., law enforcement officers and fire-
fighters) and found that they scored higher than incarcerated
offenders on PPI-R Fearless Dominance. The authors relied on
occupation as an indicator of heroic behavior; however, the actual
frequency of heroic or prosocial acts in their sample is unknown.
Smith, Lilienfeld, Coffey, and Dabbs (2013) evaluated the relation
between psychopathy and heroic behavior in undergraduate, com-
munity, and presidential samples. They found that PPI-R Fearless
Dominance was positively correlated with not only self-reported
everyday acts of heroism, r � .29, p � .01, but also altruism
toward strangers, r � .23, p � .01. Antisocial behavior was also
positively associated with everyday heroism, r � .17, p � .10, and
stranger altruism, r � .24, p � .05. Smith et al. (2013) further
found that war heroism in the U.S. presidents was associated with
historian-rated Fearless Dominance. Fearless Dominance has been
found to be associated with occupational choice. In a large com-
munity sample, Lilienfeld et al. (2014) found that high scorers on
Fearless Dominance were more likely than low scorers to work in
high-risk professions, some of which may entail elevated levels of
heroic behavior (e.g., law enforcement and firefighting).

Despite promising strides in understanding the nature and ex-
pression of successful psychopathy, research on its relation to
heroic and altruistic behavior could be improved in several ways.
First, many studies have relied on samples with minimal arrest
rates or low-level antisocial behavior, or they have focused on
individuals who are not incarcerated but are not truly “successful”
by most societal metrics (Ishikawa, Raine, Lencz, Bihrle, &
Lecasse, 2001; Widom, 1977). This is an important methodolog-
ical limitation given that psychopaths defined as unsuccessful by
virtue of avoiding prison may be fundamentally different than
those who are successful by way of behaving heroically. Second,
in samples of first responders, no attempt was made to directly
evaluate heroic acts, and first-responder status was used as a proxy
for heroism (Falkenbach & Tsoukalas, 2011). Moreover, when
undergraduate samples have been used, the frequency of many
heroic acts was low, perhaps resulting in underestimates of the
magnitude of relation between heroism/altruism and psychopathy
challenge (Smith et al., 2013). In addition, no studies have re-
cruited community samples to provide basis for comparison with
individuals with potential features of successful psychopathy.
More broadly, sampling limitations have precluded access to a
group of individuals who may more clearly embody the successful
psychopathy traits—those who have not only worked in high-risk
occupations but also performed heroic acts.

Hypotheses

In an attempt to replicate and extend the results of Smith et al.
(2013) using a sample presumably marked by elevated levels of
heroism, we examined the relation between psychopathy and her-

oism in a sample of first responders (i.e., police officer, military
member, emergency medical technicians [EMTs], and firefighters)
and nonfirst responders. We predicted that some psychopathic
traits would be significantly positively associated with frequent
acts of everyday heroism (“Small h heroism”), which may better
reflect dispositional variables than dramatic, more infrequent acts
of heroism (“Big h Heroism”), which may be related to being in
the right place at the right time (Farley, 2012; Smith et al., 2013).
On the basis of the results of Smith et al. (2013), we predicted that
PPI-R Fearless Dominance, TriPM Boldness, sensation seeking,
and antisocial behavior would be positively associated with every-
day heroism and stranger altruism, which presumably entails
greater social or physical risk than does nonstranger risk. Given
their ties to lack of affective empathy and feelings of alienation
from others, TriPM Disinhibition and Meanness, as well as PPI-R
Coldheartedness, were predicted to be negatively associated with
heroism and altruism toward strangers. PPI-R Fearless Dominance
and TriPM scores were expected to be positively associated with
transformational leadership style and participation in leadership
activities. In contrast, we expected other psychopathy scores to be
negatively associated with transformational leadership, in accor-
dance with the idea that although psychopathic individuals are
often found in leadership ranks, their style of leadership often
results in psychological distress, maladaptive outcomes for their
subordinates, or both (Westerlaken & Woods, 2013). We elected to
examine leadership given its conceptual ties to heroism, as many
heroic actions require individuals to organize groups in collective
efforts to help others in emergency situations. We administered
measures of constructs allied to psychopathy (e.g., Machiavellian-
ism, narcissism, sensation seeking, and extraversion) to ascertain
the specificity of our findings to psychopathy in exploratory anal-
yses.

Similar to the predictions of others (Falkenbach & Tsoukalas,
2011), we hypothesized that first responders would score signifi-
cantly higher than nonfirst responders on PPI-R Fearless Domi-
nance and TriPM Boldness, but also higher on measures of every-
day heroism and altruism associated with risk to the self (i.e.,
altruism associated with social and/or physical risk to the individ-
ual engaging in the act). We also predicted that first responders
would score higher on measures of transformational leadership and
show more frequent participation in leadership activities than
nonfirst responders, as a reflection of their higher levels of bold-
ness. Finally, we conducted exploratory analyses to evaluate the
correlations between heroism and stranger altruism, on the one
hand, and time in first-responder service and PPI-R subscale
scores, on the other.

Method

Participants

Following institutional board approval, we recruited participants
from two samples via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (M-Turk) sur-
vey platform: nonfirst responders (n � 170) and first responders
(n � 251). The latter individuals were explicitly recruited by
advertising for those currently serving in a position as a police
officer, military member, firefighter, or EMT.

First-responder status and occupation was verified by asking
participants whether they were a first responder, and then to which
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occupation they belonged (e.g., police officer, military member,
EMT, or firefighter). Once they reported their occupation, they
were presented with six acronyms identified as commonly used
within each career field but not well-known outside of this field
(e.g., for law enforcement, “LKA” for “last known address”; for
firefighters, “FDC” for “fire department connection”). We devel-
oped this acronym task to ensure that people who claimed to be
first responders were being truthful about their first-responder
status. These acronyms were selected by the authors after com-
pleting a literature search and consulting with local first responders
in each of the occupational categories.1 To validate the usefulness
of the acronyms selected, one undergraduate forensic psychology
class (N � 30) was given a test of each set of acronyms and were
given extra credit for their participation. The average number of
acronyms correct per category was 0.48, with the law enforcement
acronym identification being the highest at an average of 1.17.
Only two of the 35 students could correctly identify more than
three of the acronyms for a specific category, and these two
reported having a close family member in that occupational cate-
gory (e.g., father who was a retired police officer). Given these
results, we adopted a standard of at least four of the six acronyms
correct for inclusion in the first-responder sample. After removing
participants who correctly answered fewer than four of the six
acronyms correctly (n � 32), the sample included 219 first re-
sponders and 170 nonfirst responders (N � 389).2

Participants were given $2.00 as compensation for an average of
43 min (SD � 28.36) of work. Those with survey completion times
below one standard deviation from the mean (i.e., �14 mins; n �
130) were excluded from analyses due to a concern that these
participants sped through the survey and did not review questions
carefully. This exclusion yielded a final sample of 242 partici-
pants.

The final sample included 104 civilians (43%) and 138 first
responders (57%). Most participants (89.4%) reported their age as
ranging from 25 to 44 years old (with a full sample range of 18–65
years). The sample was primarily male (n � 123, 50.8%), Cauca-
sian (n � 145, 60.0%), and reported marital status as “married”
(n � 100, 41.3%) or “living with another” (n � 67, 27.7%).
Several participants completed vocational or technical training
(n � 24, 10.0%), some college (n � 51, 21.1%), or a bachelor’s
degree (n � 95, 39.2%).

The final first-responder sample consisted of 41 military mem-
bers (29.7%), 18 police officers (13.0%), 22 firefighters (15.9%),
and 57 EMTs (41.3%). Participants currently or previously serving
in the military reported their branches of services as Army (n � 20,
48.8%), Marines (n � 3, 7.3%), Navy (n � 6, 14.6%), Air Force
(n � 9, 22.0%), Coast Guard (n � 1, 2.4%), or more than one
branch (n � 2, 4.9%). Position identifiers (e.g., Military Occupa-
tional Specialty, Air Force Specialty Code, and job titles) were
infrequently reported, but the participants who supplied them
described themselves as working in both support and operational
roles. For example, some military members listed their job titles as
“military police,” “logistics officer,” “combat engineer,” and “lab
specialist,” and law enforcement participants described themselves
as “programs analyst,” “patrol,” or “superintendent.” Across first
responders, participants reported ranks ranging from entry level
(“junior EMT” and “squad member”) to intermediate (“sergeant”
and “driver engineer”) to executive/team leader (“captain,” “dep-
uty fire chief,” and “assistant superintendent of police”). Partici-

pants reported that they performed this kind of work for 1–3 years
(n � 50, 36.2%), 4–7 years (n � 31, 22.5%), 8–12 years (n � 13,
9.4%), 13–17 years (n � 4, 2.9%), or 18 years or more (n � 6,
4.3%).

The first-responder sample differed significantly from the civil-
ian sample on gender, �2(7) � 29.776, p � .001; race, �2(1) �
23.168, p � .001; marital status, �2(5) � 12.423, p � .022; and
education, �2(7) � 18.305, p � .005. Specifically, first responders
were more likely than civilians to be male, married, have more
advanced education, and to identify as White or Asian/Pacific
Islander. Given concerns that sample differences could be related
to differential expression of psychopathic traits by gender
(Sprague, Javdani, Sadeh, Newman, & Verona, 2012), gender was
controlled for in subsequent analyses. Controlling for marital sta-
tus, education, and race yielded little to no substantive difference
in the results, so these variables were not controlled for in the final
analyses.

Measures

Demographic, work performance, and general personality
assessments.

Demographic and first responder questionnaire. Participants
first completed a standard demographic measure assessing basic
biographical data, including gender, race/ethnicity, education, and
marital status. Additional questions inquired about participants’
occupation in one of the target first-responder career fields (i.e.,
law enforcement, military, firefighter, or EMT). This measure also
solicited information about department/unit, rank/position, and
number of years of service. If participants identified themselves as
current or former military members, additional questions were
asked about branch of service and Military Occupational Specialty
code (Army and Marines), Air Force Specialty Code, Naval En-
listed Classification, or Naval rating/designator.

Employment History Questionnaire. The Employment His-
tory Questionnaire is a 15-item self-report measure created by the
authors that inquires about current employment status and history
of employment. Participants were asked to describe their last three
jobs, report whether they had a leadership position, and explain
why they left that position (if applicable). They were also asked to
indicate whether they had received an award, department, or
community recognition of some sort while serving in each posi-
tion.

Work Performance Questionnaire. The Work Performance
Questionnaire is a 32-item self-report measure of work perfor-
mance problems specific to first-responder populations (Weiss,
Vivian, Weiss, Davis, & Rostow, 2013). Items assess problem
behaviors at work (e.g., absenteeism, use of force complaints,
being the subject of sexual harassment, or racial discrimination
claims), and responses are in yes/no format.

Workplace Deviance Scale. The Workplace Deviance Scale is
a 19-item self-report measure of behaviors related to organiza-
tional and interpersonal misbehavior (Bennett & Robinson, 2000).

1 For more information on this or a list of the acronyms used in this
study, interested readers should contact the corresponding author.

2 Participant data were also reviewed to ensure none of the first respond-
ers also completed the civilian sample survey. Data analysis revealed no
repeat participation between samples.
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Participants rate the extent to which they have engaged in a
number of deviant workplace behaviors in the past year, with
responses on a Likert-type scale from 1 � never to 7 � daily.
Confirmatory factor analysis of this measure has revealed two
factors, which were used to create subscales: a 12-item subscale of
Organizational Deviance (deviant behaviors directly harmful to the
organization) and a seven-item scale of Interpersonal Deviance
(deviant behaviors directly harmful to other individuals within the
organization). These subscales have shown acceptable internal
consistency, with Cronbach’s �s of .81 for the Organizational
Deviance scale and .78 for the Interpersonal Deviance scale (for
this study, � � .93 and .93, respectively).

Big Five Inventory. The Big Five Inventory (BFI) is a 44-item
inventory that measures the five-factor model dimensions of per-
sonality: Openness, Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism,
and Agreeableness (John & Srivastava, 1999). The 44-item BFI
generally displays acceptable reliability, factorial structure, con-
vergent and discriminant validity (Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann,
2003), and internal consistency. In the current study, Cronbach’s
�s were as follows: Extraversion, � � .86; Agreeableness, � �
.84; Conscientiousness, � � .87; Neuroticism, � � .87; and
Openness, � � .81.

Psychopathy personality measures.
Psychopathic Personality Inventory–Revised. This self-

report measure of psychopathic personality traits consists of 154
items, most of which are assigned to eight subscales: Blame
Externalization, Rebellious Nonconformity, Coldheartedness, So-
cial Influence, Carefree Nonplanfulness, Fearlessness, Machiavel-
lian Egocentricity, and Stress Immunity (Lilienfeld & Widows,
2005). In this study, Cronbach’s �s of the PPI-R subscales were
high: Blame Externalization, � � .87; Rebellious Nonconformity,
� � .84; Coldheartedness, � � .85; Social Influence, � � .87;
Carefree Nonplanfulness, � � .89; Fearlessness, � � .89; Machi-
avellian Egocentricity, � � .86; and Stress Immunity, � � .87.
These factor-analytically derived subscales are in turn assigned to
one of the two main factors: Fearless Dominance and Self-
Centered Impulsivity (Benning et al., 2003). The Coldheartedness
subscale does not load highly on either higher order dimension and
is routinely treated as a standalone dimension in analyses.

Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy Scale. The Levenson
Self-Report Psychopathy (LSRP) Scale is a 26-item self-report
measure of psychopathy that provides scores on two subscales:
Primary Psychopathy (e.g., lack of guilt and low levels of empa-
thy) and Secondary Psychopathy (e.g., poor impulse control and
irritability; Levenson, Kiehl, & Fitzpatrick, 1995). Participants
indicate their level of agreement with a series of statements on a
scale from 1 � agree strongly to 4 � disagree strongly. The
internal consistencies (Cronbach’s �s) of the primary and second-
ary psychopathy scales in this study were modest (.60 and .61,
respectively).

Triarchic Psychopathy Measure. The TriPM is a 58-item
self-report measure, arrayed in a 1 (true) to 4 ( false) Likert-type
format, designed to assess three key dimensions of psychopathy:
Boldness, Disinhibition, and Meanness (Patrick, 2010; Patrick et
al., 2009). The Boldness scale (19 items) maps closely onto the
PPI-R construct of Fearless Dominance (Patrick, 2010). The Dis-
inhibition (20 items) and Meanness (19 items) scales broadly
mirror the PPI-R constructs of Self-Centered Impulsivity and
Coldheartedness, respectively. Cronbach’s �s for the current study

were as follows: Boldness, � � .83; Disinhibition, � � 92; and
Meanness, � � .92.

Measures of other personality/psychopathology constructs.
Narcissistic Personality Inventory. The Narcissistic Personal-

ity Inventory (NPI) is a 40-item self-report measure of trait nar-
cissism, and includes items assessing self-centeredness, entitle-
ment, and envy (Raskin & Terry, 1988). On each item, participants
are presented with two statements and asked to indicate which they
most agree with (with one statement representing greater narcis-
sism). Total score may be used as an indicator of overall narcis-
sism, but others have used the seven subscales identified by Raskin
and Terry (1988): Authority, Self-Sufficiency, Superiority, Exhi-
bitionism, Exploitativeness, Vanity, and Entitlement. In this study,
Cronbach’s � of the NPI total score was high (� � .91). Owing to
subscale scores evidencing generally low internal consistency,
only total NPI score were used to examine narcissism’s relation to
other constructs and to address the possibility that narcissism may
be adaptive in some occupations/situations (Ackerman et al.,
2011).

Mach-IV. The Mach-IV is a 20-item measure of agreement
with statements adapted slightly from the writings of Nicolo Ma-
chiavelli (Christie & Geis, 1970). Some have found significant
positive relations between Machiavellianism and leadership traits,
including boldness, confidence, and ambition (Cherulnik, Way,
Ames, & Hutto, 1981). Machiavellianism is also associated with
core psychopathy constructs such as interpersonal aggression,
ruthlessness, and impulsivity (Miller, Hyatt, Maples-Keller,
Carter, & Lynam, 2016; Ray & Ray, 1982). Participants indicate
their level of agreement with each of the 20 statements on a 1–5
Likert scale (1 � strongly disagree to 5 � strongly agree). The
Cronbach’s � for the total Mach-IV score in this sample was .78.

Structured Clinical Interview for DSM Disorders-II: Person-
ality Questionnaire, Antisocial Personality Disorder. The
Structured Clinical Interview for Diagnostic and Statistical Man-
ual of Mental Disorders (DSM) Disorders-II: Personality Ques-
tionnaire, Antisocial Personality Disorder is a 13-item self-report
screening tool used to assess antisocial personality disorder traits
using criteria from DSM-IV and now DSM-5 (American Psychiat-
ric Association, 2013; Spitzer, Williams, Gibbon, & First, 1990). It
was administered to assess a history of antisocial behaviors. Cron-
bach’s � in this study was .84.

Brief Sensation-Seeking Survey. The Brief Sensation-
Seeking Survey (BSSS) is a shortened version of the 40-item Form
V of the Sensation Seeking Scale (Hoyle, Stephenson, Palmgreen,
Lorch, & Donahew, 2002). The BSSS is an eight-item measure of
traits associated with the desire to experience varied and novel
experiences, and is based on the four dimensions of sensation
seeking of the SSS-V, namely, Experience Seeking, Boredom
Susceptibility, Thrill and Adventure Seeking, and Disinhibition.
Responses are answered on a 5-point scale, from 1 � strongly
disagree to 5 � strongly agree. In this study, Cronbach’s � for the
BSSS was high (� � .83).

Heroism and altruism measures.
Action Frequency Inventory. We used the AFI to assess ev-

eryday heroic acts by asking participants to describe how many
times in their lives they had engaged in a specific heroic behavior
(e.g., breaking up a physical fight, pulling over to assist a stranded
motorist). Participants indicated the frequency of each behavior
using an ordinal scale (0 � never to 6 � five or more times). This
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measure was modified slightly for the first-responder sample to
clarify whether the heroic acts were completed while on-duty or
off-duty given that the former behaviors may have been performed
as expected tasks of their occupation. In this study, Cronbach’s �
was high (� � .91).

Self-Report Altruism Scale. The Self-Report Altruism Scale
is a self-report measure that assesses the frequency of altruistic
behaviors (Rushton, Chrisjohn, & Fekken, 1981). Items are
answered on a Likert-type scale from 1 � participant never
engages in behavior to 5 � participant engages in behavior
very often. The measure contains two subscales: Altruistic
Behavior Toward Strangers (e.g., “I have helped push a strang-
er’s car out the snow/mud”) and Altruistic Behavior Toward
Charities (e.g., “I have given money to a charity”). In Smith et
al. (2013) and in this study, the altruism toward others subscale
was regarded as a subsidiary indicator of heroic altruism given
that performing heroic acts for strangers often entails at least at
some degree of elevated physical or social risk. Cronbach’s �s
for this study were .90 (stranger altruism) and .80 (charity
altruism).

Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire–6 (Short Form). The
Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire– 6 (Short Form) is a self-
report measure designed to evaluate three leadership styles:
Transformational, Transactional, and Passive (Bass & Avolio,
1992). Individuals marked by a transformational leadership
style create positive change for both followers and society
through vision and inspiration. In contrast, transactional lead-
ership, or the “managerial” approach, shapes followers’ behav-
ior through by rewards and punishments, whereas passive lead-
ership exemplifies an approach of doing nothing until problems
become unavoidable, or doing nothing at all (Burns, 1978).
Participants rate the extent to which 21 statements describe
them, from 0 � not at all to 4 � frequently, if not always. In
this study, Cronbach’s �s were as follows: Transformational
Leadership, � � .94; Transactional Leadership, � � .83; and
Passive Leadership, � � .71.

Leadership Activities Survey. The Leadership Activities Sur-
vey is a brief measure of frequency of participation in leadership
activities (e.g., running for political office, directing others at
work, and active in clubs or other groups; Lilienfeld et al., 2014).
In this study, participants reported the number of times they held
a leadership position (e.g., boss or head of a company, president of
a club or organization, and political position), with answer options
ranging from 0 � never to 5 � five or more times. In this study,
Cronbach’s � was .89.

Procedure

Data were collected from participants using Amazon’s
M-Turk, a widely used system allowing secure, rapid, and
inexpensive data collection over the Internet. M-Turk samples
are more representative of the U.S. population than undergrad-
uate samples and are significantly more diverse than undergrad-
uate samples. Furthermore, M-Turk has generally been shown
to meet acceptable psychometric standards, with reliability co-
efficients equivalent to those calculated with data from a more
traditional sample (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Si-
mons & Chabris, 2012). Nonetheless, the use of M-Turk for
scientific research has its limitations, and new guidelines sug-

gest that authors evaluate its appropriateness on a case-by-case
basis (Cheung, Burns, Sinclair, & Sliter, 2017). Participants
completed a series of questionnaires online. Before signing up
for the study, participants received a brief description of the
study and its requirements, and read an informed consent form.
After passing a brief informed consent quiz used to test under-
standing, they were directed to the survey.

Results

Positive and negative workplace behaviors reported by the first-
responder sample are displayed in Table 1. In accordance with
predictions, several participants reported both positive workplace
behaviors leading to community and workplace recognition as well
as negative behaviors tied to disciplinary action. A small propor-

Table 1
Prevalence of Positive and Negative Workplace Behaviors Self-
Reported by First Responders

Behavior

Number of first
responders

reporting (%)

Involved in family difficulty 42 (30.4%)
Had previous knowledge mistakes 34 (24.6%)
Had previous procedural mistakes 26 (18.8%)
Part of an at-fault motor vehicle accident 18 (13.0%)
Had previous conduct mistakes 11 (7.9%)
Demonstrated undesirable off-duty conduct 10 (7.2%)
Misused official vehicles 9 (6.5%)
Discharged weapon in the line of duty 8 (5.7%)
Received citizen complaint of excessive force 8 (5.7%)
Found responsible for damage/destruction to

official property 7 (5.1%)
Received written reprimand from/suspended by a

superior 7 (5.1%)
Previously arrested for a felony or misdemeanor 7 (5.1%)
Previously accused of racially offensive conduct,

behavior, or verbalizations 7 (5.1%)
Other performance problems 7 (5.1%)
Used alcohol or illicit drugs more

than/problematically compared to peers 6 (4.3%)
Resigned voluntarily for personal reasons 5 (3.6%)
Demonstrated inappropriate use of a weapon 4 (2.9%)
Engaged in criminal behavior or corruption 4 (2.9%)
Failed to complete the terms of conditional hire 4 (2.9%)
Sued for sustained misconduct 3 (2.6%)
Engaged in insubordination 3 (2.6%)
Evidenced excessive absenteeism 3 (2.6%)
Previously accused of sexually inappropriate

behavior/sexual misconduct 2 (1.4%)
Received citizen complaint of unprofessional

conduct 2 (1.4%)
Resigned voluntarily for nonpolice work 0 (0.0%)
Resigned voluntarily for other police work 0 (0.0%)
Resigned at the request of the department 0 (0.0%)
Been terminated for cause 0 (0.0%)
Had a conditional offer of employment

withdrawn 0 (0.0%)
Failed to comply with departmental regulations 0 (0.0%)
Received an excessive number of citizen

complaints 0 (0.0%)
Engaged in neglect of duty 0 (0.0%)

Note. Percentages were calculated using the total number of participants
in the first-responder sample (n � 138).
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tion of participants reported a history of procedural, knowledge,
and conduct mistakes. Others reported being responsible for a
motor vehicle accident, damage or destruction of official property,
or misuse of an official vehicle. Some indicated that they were
reprimanded at work for unprofessional workplace behavior, and
others endorsed being the subject of citizen complaints regarding
excessive force, sexual harassment, or racially offensive language.
Several participants reported having received community recogni-
tion for an accomplishment, and several reported earning awards
for their service (e.g., field training medal, “Top Gun,” physical
fitness award, Meritorious Service Medal, citizenship/community
service award, EMT of the Month, and Outstanding Airman/
Soldier).

Table 2 displays the correlations among psychopathy, hero-
ism, altruism, leadership, and antisocial behavior variables for
all participants.3 The magnitudes of most these associations
were small to medium in size. As predicted, AFI everyday
heroism was significantly and positively associated with not
only PPI-R Fearless Dominance and TriPM Boldness, but also
with sensation-seeking and perhaps surprisingly, antisocial be-
havior. Stranger altruism, which we conceptualized as a sub-
sidiary indicator of everyday heroism, was also significantly
positively associated with several psychopathy-related vari-
ables, including PPI-R Fearless Dominance, and TriPM Bold-
ness, as well as with sensation-seeking, antisocial behavior,
and narcissism. Unexpectedly, charity altruism was also posi-
tively related to these variables. Multifactor Leadership
Questionnaire– 6 (Short Form) transformational leadership was
associated with PPI-R Fearless Dominance, TriPM Boldness,
and a number of other psychopathy variables. Interestingly,
participation in leadership activities was positively linked not
only to the aforementioned variables but also to TriPM Mean-
ness and Disinhibition. Interpersonal and organizational work-
place deviance was significantly and positively associated with
PPI-R Self-Centered Impulsivity and TriPM Meanness and
Disinhibition, but was not significantly associated with bold-
ness or fearlessness. With regard to general personality traits,
Openness, Conscientiousness, and Extraversion were signifi-
cantly and positively associated with everyday heroism,
stranger altruism, and charity altruism. Agreeableness was sig-
nificantly correlated with stranger and charity altruism, whereas
Neuroticism was negatively associated with heroism and altru-
ism but positively associated with workplace deviance and
problem behaviors.4

An omnibus multivariate analysis of variance revealed that first
responders differed significantly from civilians on a number of
variables, Pillai’s trace � .35, F(26, 833) � 16.97, p � .001, �2 �
.35. Follow-up univariate analyses of variance indicated that first
responders scored significantly higher than did civilians on PPI-R
Fearless Dominance and PPI-R Self-Centered Impulsivity, with a
medium-to-large Cohen’s d effect size of .64 and a small effect
size of .26, respectively. First responders also scored higher than
civilians on measures of TriPM Boldness, Meanness, and Disin-
hibition, with Cohen’s d ranging from .28 to .46, reflecting small-
to-medium effect sizes. First responders scored significantly
higher than civilians on LSRP primary and secondary psychopa-
thy, narcissism, Machiavellianism, sensation seeking, and inter-
personal workplace deviance, with small-to-medium effect sizes
ranging from .35 to .59. First responders reported significantly

greater off-duty heroism, stranger altruism, and charity altruism
than civilians (effect sizes of .26–.48). Additionally, first respond-
ers evidenced higher levels of transactional leadership style than
did civilians (d � .31). The samples also differed significantly
with regard to several BFI personality traits, with first responders
reporting greater extraversion and less openness than civilians;
these effect sizes were in the small range (.17–.34).

In exploratory analyses, we computed bivariate correlations to
evaluate the relation between time in service and psychopathic trait
development (i.e., temporal directionality) in the first-responder
sample. Spearman’s correlations were used given that the “time in
service” variable was ordinal (1 � 1–3 years, 2 � 4–7 years, 3 �
8–12 years, 4 � 13–17 years, and 5 � 18 years or more). Results
revealed a significant negative association between time in service
and PPI-R Self-Centered Impulsivity (rs � �.11, p � .022),
TriPM Meanness (rs � �.16, p � .001), and TriPM Disinhibition
(rs � �.10, p � .041). Time in service was not significantly
related to PPI-R Fearless Dominance (rs � �.01, p � .866) or
PPI-R Coldheartedness (rs � �.02, p � .621). TriPM Boldness
was significantly positively, albeit modestly, associated with time
in service (rs � .17, p � .001).

Discussion

Although a handful of authors (Lykken, 1995) have conjectured
that certain psychopathic traits, especially fearlessness, are tied to
heroism, these speculations have received little research attention
(but see Smith et al., 2013). Moreover, no published work has
examined this hypothesis in samples of individuals explicitly se-
lected for participation in professions marked by high levels of
engagement in heroic behavior. This study was an effort to fill this
gap by comparing heroic behaviors among a sample of first re-
sponders with those of other civilians.

Drawing on previous preliminary work (Smith et al., 2013) and
the conjectures of Lykken (1995), we predicted that psychopathic
traits, especially those tied to boldness (e.g., PPI-R Fearless Dom-
inance and TriPM Boldness), would be positively associated with
frequent acts of prosocial behavior, especially heroism. We further
predicted that traits of disinhibition and meanness, as assessed by
TriPM Disinhibition and Meanness, as well as by PPI-R Cold-

3 Controlling for first responder status via partial correlations revealed
no significant changes in the patterns for these associations. Separate tables
(Tables A1–A4) for the correlations among these variables by sample (i.e.,
civilians vs. first responders) are available in the Appendix.

4 To evaluate whether the overall relations among variables in the first
responder versus civilian samples were statistically significant, we con-
ducted a Box’s M test of the equality of covariance matrices. The results
of this test were significant, Box’s M � 539.18, df � 666, p � .001.
Comparing the statistical significance of these correlations by group (i.e.,
first responder vs. civilian) revealed significant differences in correlational
patterns for: charity altruism and PPI-R Fearless Dominance (.424 for first
responders, .119 for civilians), everyday heroism and TriPM Boldness
(.003 for first responders, .368 for civilians), everyday heroism and PPI-R
Fearless Dominance (�.015 for first responders, .277 for civilians), and
Machiavellianism and stranger altruism (�.244 for first responders, .038
for civilians). This finding seems to suggest a pattern of TriPM Boldness
and PPI-R Fearless Dominance being more strongly associated with her-
oism in civilian populations. Nevertheless, given that (a) these findings
were unpredicted and (b) the large number of comparisons substantially
boosts the odds of Type I error, these scattered differences should be
interpreted with considerable caution pending replication in other samples.
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heartedness, would be negatively associated with these behaviors.
We also expected first responders to score higher than nonfirst
responders on PPI-R Fearless Dominance and TriPM Boldness,
but also higher on measures of everyday heroism (even while off
duty) and stranger altruism.

As predicted, several features and correlates of psychopathy,
including boldness, narcissism, interpersonal workplace deviance,
workplace conduct problems, and sensation seeking, were signif-
icantly and modestly positively associated with everyday heroism
and altruism. Contrary to our predictions, disinhibition and mean-
ness were largely uncorrelated with everyday heroism and altru-
ism, although some of these negative correlations attained signif-
icance. Perhaps surprisingly, in the first-responder sample, a
history of behavioral problems in the workplace (e.g., being ar-
rested or charged with a felony or misdemeanor, resigning from a
position, failure of conditional hire, and undesirable off-duty con-
duct) was significantly associated with heroism and participation
in leadership activities. These findings, like some others (Smith et
al., 2013), suggest that antisocial and prosocial behaviors do not
necessarily lie on opposite poles of the same dimension. To the
contrary, they may at times even be positively associated, espe-
cially when prosocial behaviors entail risk. First responders exhib-
ited significantly higher psychopathy scores than civilians but also
reported significantly greater off-duty heroism and altruism. As a

consequence, our results caution against the practice of subtracting
prosocial behaviors from antisocial behaviors when creating
summed measures of behavioral deviance (Levenson et al., 1995).

Our findings broadly substantiate past research (Smith et al.,
2013), but go beyond it by demonstrating that first responders
exhibit higher levels of certain psychopathic traits, such as bold-
ness, than do civilians. In addition, our results corroborate the
perhaps unexpected finding that at least some prosocial behaviors,
especially those linked to heroism, appear to be cut from some of
the same cloth as antisocial behaviors. Nevertheless, our findings
should not be construed as implying that psychopaths and heroes
are alike in most, let alone all, important respects. As suggested by
Crego and Widiger (2015), it is potentially misleading to suggest
that first responders are psychopathic. When considering the con-
struct of psychopathy, many readers will understandably infer that
one is referring to most or all of the traits, including those relevant
to meanness and disinhibition. Additionally, although low empa-
thy and guilt are hallmarks of psychopathy, these features tend to
be negatively associated with heroism—a conclusion borne out
broadly by our correlational findings, which pointed to a negative
association between PPI-R Coldheartedness and everyday heroism
(see Table 2). Hence, it is likely that only certain features of
psychopathy, such as boldness and perhaps disinhibition, but by no
means all features (especially meanness and coldheartedness), are

Table 2
Associations Between Heroism and Psychopathy Study Variables for Full Sample

Measure
AFIa

(off duty)
SRA

(stranger)
SRA

(charity)
MLQ

(transform) LAS

Interpersonal
workplace
deviance

Organizational
workplace
deviance WPQb

PPI-R
I (FD) .16��� .36��� .32��� .35��� .17��� .04 �.09� .01
II (SCI) �.07 �.09�� �.12��� �.31��� .17��� .39��� .40��� .27���

Coldheartedness �.18��� �.16��� �.19��� �.27��� �.05 .06 .00 �.05
TriPM

Boldness .20��� .32��� .27��� .37��� .13��� �.01 �.17��� �.09��

Disinhibition �.08� �.09�� �.11�� �.38��� .07� .42��� .42��� .27���

Meanness �.03 �.07� �.09�� �.33��� .10��� .40��� .34��� .21���

ASPD .10�� .07� �.05 �.04 �.11�� .16��� .18��� .17���

LSRP
Primary Psychopathy .08�� .07� .16��� �.08� .03 .27��� .22��� .03
Secondary Psychopathy .03 .04 .05 �.25��� �.01 .36��� .28��� .15���

Mach-IV �.08� �.09�� �.13��� �.30��� .05 .30��� .31��� .17���

NPI total .07� .12��� .20��� .21��� .36��� .31��� .24��� .14���

BSSS total .16��� .26��� .16��� .06 .10��� .13��� .08�� .20���

BFI
Openness .16��� .16��� .19��� .46��� .13��� �.18��� �.20��� �.14���

Conscientiousness .07� .17��� .27��� .47��� �.02 �.35��� �.42��� �.28���

Extraversion .15��� .34��� .32��� .32��� .20��� .07� �.09�� �.04
Agreeableness .03 .08�� .18��� .37��� �.09�� �.36��� �.33��� �.22���

Neuroticism �.02 �.20��� �.23��� �.34��� .03 .19��� .26��� .14���

Note. AFI � Action Frequency Inventory; SRA � Self-Report Altruism Scale; MLQ � Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (total score; transform �
transformational leadership style); LAS � Leadership Activities Survey; WPQ � Work Performance Questionnaire; PPI-R � Psychopathic Personality
Inventory–Revised; I (FD) � Factor 1 psychopathy (measured by the Fearless Dominance subscale); II (SCI) � Factor 2 psychopathy (measured by the
Self-Centered Impulsivity subscale); TriPM � Triarchic Personality Measure; ASPD � Antisocial Personality Disorder Structured Clinical Interview for
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Disorders-II personality questionnaire; LSRP � Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy; Mach-IV �
20-item measure of agreement with statements adapted slightly from the writings of Nicolo Machiavelli (Christie & Geis, 1970); NPI � Narcissistic
Personality Inventory; BSSS � Brief Sensation-Seeking Survey; BFI � Big Five Inventory. Correlations displayed were obtained via partial correlation
after controlling for gender differences.
a AFI scores for first responders were calculated from looking at heroic acts completed off-duty only. b The WPQ was analyzed only in the first-responder
sample, as it applied to duty-specific tasks. Owing to missing data, N ranges from 181 to 204, depending on the analysis conducted.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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tied to heroism. Our findings also leave unresolved the controver-
sial question of whether boldness is part-and-parcel of psychopa-
thy or merely an ancillary feature of it (Lilienfeld, Patrick, et al.,
2012; Miller & Lynam, 2012).

Furthermore, our findings leave open the question of why heroic
and antisocial behaviors appear to be positively correlated. Lyk-
ken’s (1995) conjectures would presumably imply that this asso-
ciation would be mediated by fearlessness. To evaluate whether
the association between Work Performance Questionnaire conduct
problems and AFI heroic behavior, r � .32, p � .001, would
disappear or at least diminish substantially in magnitude after
controlling for PPI-R Fearless Dominance, in exploratory analyses
we computed partial correlations (not reported in the Results
section) between these two variables after controlling for Fearless
Dominance. Even after controlling for Fearless Dominance, the
correlation between conduct problems and heroism remained es-
sentially identical, r � .32, p � .002. We found similar results
after controlling for PPI-R Self-Centered Impulsivity, r � .31, p �
.001, and TriPM Boldness, r � .33, p � .001. However, the
correlation decreased somewhat after controlling for PPI-R Fear-
lessness, which is arguably the “purest” indicator of fearlessness in
our dataset, r � .26, p � .001. Although intriguing and provi-
sional, this lattermost finding, in conjunction with the other partial
correlations, suggest that the association between heroic and anti-
social behaviors may not be solely attributable to fearlessness, and
indicate that further research on the sources of this puzzling
association will be needed.

This study was marked by several strengths. First, it is the
first to compare first responders with a civilian group on
psychopathy and related traits, and the relatively large sample
(N � 242) of community individuals drawn from across the
United States may facilitate generalization of the results. In
addition, we used several indicators of psychopathy (PPI-R,
TriPM, and LSRP), allowing us to avoid the mono-operation
bias that characterizes a number of other studies in the psy-
chopathy literature (Skeem, Polaschek, Patrick, & Lilienfeld,
2011). Rather than assuming that first responders were inher-
ently heroic by virtue of their occupation, we directly queried
participants concerning their participation in everyday heroic
behaviors (“small-h heroism”), larger scale acts of heroism
(“big-h Heroism”), and other risky altruistic activities (see
Farley, 2012). This methodological feature improves on past
research that recruited collegiate and community participants,
who presumably had fewer opportunities than the present par-
ticipants to engage in heroism.

Notwithstanding these strengths, the current study was
marked by several limitations that are worth addressing in
future work. We relied on self-reports of heroic/altruistic be-
haviors and did not collect objective measures of such behav-
iors. We encourage future researchers to collect data on heroic
and altruistic behaviors that have been confirmed by reliable
informants. In addition, we recruited first responders using
Amazon’s M-Turk, which generated a first-responder sample of
individuals drawn from various locations, occupations, and
experiences. This diversity is likely to have introduced unsys-
tematic error arising from differences in how workplace prob-
lem behavior and heroic behavior was defined and measured.
Despite these limitations, we detected robust associations be-
tween these two constructs among first responders. Neverthe-

less, future researchers should strive to conceptually replicate
our findings within relatively homogeneous occupational set-
tings. In addition, we did not evaluate whether heroic/altruistic
acts were completed while others were observing these behav-
iors. In an important study, White (2014) found that LSRP
primary psychopathy scores were positively associated with
empathic behaviors in the real world, but only when others were
watching, raising the possibility that these actions were less
altruistic than they appeared. In future research, we recommend
that investigators examine whether heroic and altruistic actions
were public versus private. Additionally, response biases aris-
ing from bragging or a grandiose, inflated self-image among
psychopathic individuals may have distorted our results, al-
though meta-analytic data offer only weak support for this
possibility (see Ray et al., 2013, for a review). Finally, one
limitation of the findings is the absence of adequate data on how
the links between psychopathy dimensions and heroism might
be mediated by shared general personality dimensions. Al-
though we administered a measure of general personality, our
study was underpowered to conduct rigorous tests of mediation.
We strongly encourage this approach in future research using
larger samples.

Future researchers may wish to improve on the current study
in at least two ways. First, researchers should seek to replicate
and extend our findings by examining the relations between
psychopathy and heroism in a sample of individuals with dem-
onstrated histories of heroism, such as recipients of the “Car-
negie Medal for Extraordinary Civilian Heroism,” who risked
their lives while saving those of others (Carnegie Hero Fund
Commission, 2017). Doing so would reduce potential sampling
error arising from differences in how heroic behaviors are
operationalized and would ensure that the acts of heroism were
objectively corroborated. Second, we encourage further inves-
tigation of potential mediators, including higher order and
lower order personality traits, of the association between psy-
chopathic traits and heroism, as well as between antisocial
behaviors and heroism. Such research should eventually shed
light on the theoretically and socially important question of why
the same individuals who engage in destructive actions in
certain situations sometimes engage in constructive actions in
others.
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Appendix

Table A1
Associations Between Heroism and Psychopathy Study Variables for Civilians Only

Measure AFIa
SRA

(stranger)
SRA

(charity)
MLQ

(transform) LAS

Interpersonal
workplace
deviance

Organizational
workplace
deviance

PPI-R
I (FD) .26�� .28�� .12�� .34�� .10�� .01 �.21��

II (SCI) �.13�� �.02 �.09 �.19�� .22�� .39�� .36��

Coldheartedness �.21�� �.03 �.14�� �.21�� .06 .16�� .05
TriPM

Boldness .37�� .35�� .20�� �.40�� .15� .02 �.21��

Disinhibition �.13�� �.06 �.15�� �.23�� .10� .38�� .32
Meanness �.15�� .05 �.08 �.21�� .11� .40�� .25��

ASPD .12�� .06 �.17�� �.11�� �.15�� .14�� .15��

LSRP
Primary Psychopathy �.04 .04 .14�� .00 �.02 .24�� .19��

Secondary Psychopathy �.01 .07 .00 �.25�� �.09� .33�� .24��

Mach-IV �.09� .01 �.07 �.19�� .07� .35�� .33��

NPI total .13�� .12�� �.09� .22�� .25�� .25�� .09�

BSSS total .18�� .17�� �.09� .03 .03 .11�� .04
BFI

Openness .19�� .25�� .24 .47�� .17�� �.20�� �.07
Conscientiousness .05 .08 .20�� .40�� �.10� �.33�� �.49��

Extraversion .23�� .24�� .20�� .34�� .22�� .07 �.18�

Agreeableness .10� .03 .09� .34�� �.16�� �.45�� �.37��

Neuroticism �.17�� �.19�� �.14�� �.31�� .07 �.30�� .45��

Note. AFI � Action Frequency Inventory; SRA � Self-Report Altruism Scale; MLQ � Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (total score; transform �
transformational leadership style); LAS � Leadership Activities Survey; PPI-R � Psychopathic Personality Inventory–Revised; I (FD) � Factor 1
psychopathy (measured by the Fearless Dominance subscale); II (SCI) � Factor 2 psychopathy (measured by the Self-Centered Impulsivity subscale);
TriPM � Triarchic Personality Measure; ASPD � Antisocial Personality Disorder Structured Clinical Interview for Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders Disorders-II personality questionnaire; LSRP � Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy; Mach-IV � 20-item measure of agreement with
statements adapted slightly from the writings of Nicolo Machiavelli (Christie & Geis, 1970); NPI � Narcissistic Personality Inventory; BSSS � Brief
Sensation-Seeking Survey; BFI � Big Five Inventory. Correlations displayed were obtained via partial correlation after controlling for gender differences.
The Work Performance Questionnaire was analyzed only in the first-responder sample, as it applied to duty-specific tasks—thus, this measure is absent
in the current table. Owing to missing data, N ranges from 90 to 104, depending on the analysis conducted.
a AFI scores for first responders were calculated from looking at heroic acts completed off-duty only.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.

(Appendix continues)

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

12 PATTON, SMITH, AND LILIENFELD



Table A2
Associations Between Heroism and Psychopathy Study Variables for First Responders Only

Measure

AFIa

(off
duty)

SRA
(stranger)

SRA
(charity)

MLQ
(transform) LAS

Interpersonal
workplace
deviance

Organizational
workplace
deviance WPQb

PPI-R
I (FD) �.01 .35�� .39�� .30�� .20�� �.07 �.07 �.04
II (SCI) �.10� �.18�� �.22�� �.40�� .17�� .36�� .41�� .26��

Coldheartedness �.18�� �.23�� �.22�� �.32�� �.12�� �.04 �.04 �.06
TriPM

Boldness .02 .28�� .31�� .33�� .04 �.13�� �.18�� �.13�

Disinhibition �.09� �.18�� �.17�� �.51�� .07 .41�� .46�� .28��

Meanness �.08 �.14�� �.18�� �.45�� .12�� .34�� .40�� .24��

ASPD .16�� .14�� .12�� �.03 .04 .21�� .24�� .20��

LSRP
Primary Psychopathy �.03 �.04 .00 �.21�� .02 .20�� .20�� �.03
Secondary Psychopathy �.03 .01 �.01 �.25�� �.04 .32�� .28�� .09�

Mach-IV �.09� �.28�� �.16�� �.37�� .06 .22�� .27�� .14��

NPI total �.06� .05 .16�� .11�� .43�� .29�� .30�� .16��

BSSS total .04 .27�� .12�� .07 .20�� .06 .06�� .17��

BFI
Openness .24�� .11�� .23�� .48�� .16�� �.13�� �.14�� �.14��

Conscientiousness .11� .25�� .35�� .53�� .07 �.36�� �.38�� �.28��

Extraversion .03 .41�� .39�� .30�� .13�� �.01 �.09� �.11��

Agreeableness .02 .16�� .29�� .41�� �.01 �.31�� �.32�� �.27��

Neuroticism .11�� �.19�� �.29�� �.36�� .02 .14�� .16�� .15��

Note. AFI � Action Frequency Inventory; SRA � Self-Report Altruism Scale; MLQ � Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (total score; transform �
transformational leadership style); LAS � Leadership Activities Survey; WPQ � Work Performance Questionnaire; PPI-R � Psychopathic Personality
Inventory–Revised; I (FD) � Factor 1 psychopathy (measured by the Fearless Dominance subscale); II (SCI) � Factor 2 psychopathy (measured by the
Self-Centered Impulsivity subscale); TriPM � Triarchic Personality Measure; ASPD � Antisocial Personality Disorder Structured Clinical Interview for
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Disorders-II personality questionnaire; LSRP � Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy; Mach-IV �
20-item measure of agreement with statements adapted slightly from the writings of Nicolo Machiavelli (Christie & Geis, 1970); NPI � Narcissistic
Personality Inventory; BSSS � Brief Sensation-Seeking Survey; BFI � Big Five Inventory. Correlations displayed were obtained via partial correlation
after controlling for gender differences.
a AFI scores for first responders were calculated from looking at heroic acts completed off-duty only. b The WPQ was analyzed only in the first-responder
sample, as it applied to duty-specific tasks. Owing to missing data, N ranges from 95 to 138, depending on the analysis conducted.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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Table A3
Associations Between Psychopathy Measure Subscales and Related Constructs

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

1. PPI-R ME
2. PPI-R C .37��

3. PPI-R CN .54�� .43��

4. PPI-R BE .55�� .14�� .47��

5. PPI-R F .38�� .26�� .28�� .20��

6. PPI-R STI �.27�� .09�� �.27�� �.41�� .36��

7. PPI-R SOI .11�� .11�� .05 �.16�� .38�� .57��

8. PPI-R RN .56�� .17�� .36�� .44�� .56�� �.04 .08��

9. TriPM B �.08� .17�� �.21�� �.34�� .42�� .74�� .70�� .11��

10. TriPM D .63�� .31�� .79�� .52�� .34�� �.28�� �.02 .42�� �.25��

11. TriPM M .75�� .55�� .67�� .49�� .48�� �.09�� .15�� .49�� �.03 .79��

12. LSRP I .42�� .26�� .16�� .17�� .15�� .02 .09�� .15�� .00 .37�� .43��

13. LSRP II .40�� .23�� .39�� .32�� .19�� �.18�� �.02 .27�� �.13�� .54�� .49�� .68��

14. ASPD .14�� .03 .03 .04 .24�� .05 .04 .17�� .05 .24�� .17�� .15�� .24��

15. Mach-IV .69�� .47�� .52�� .48�� .38�� �.19�� .01 .44�� �.04 .59�� .73�� .37�� .40�� .18��

16. NPI .55�� .34�� .24�� .21�� .38�� .15�� .59�� .32�� .35�� .37�� .52�� .32�� .23�� .12�� .34��

17. BSSS .28�� .15�� .29�� .23�� .70�� .16�� .25�� .60�� .29�� .31�� .37�� .02 .17�� .17�� .27�� .28��

Note. PPI-R � Psychopathic Personality Inventory–Revised (subscales: ME � Machiavellian Egocentricity; C � Coldheartedness; CN � Carefree
Nonplanfulness; BE � Blame Externalization; F � Fearlessness; STI � Stress Immunity; SOI � Social Influence; RN � Rebellious Nonconformity);
TriPM � Triarchic Personality Measure (subscales: B � Bold; D � Disinhibition; M � Meanness); LSRP � Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy
(subscales: I � Primary; II � Secondary); ASPD � Antisocial Personality Disorder Structured Clinical Interview for Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders Disorders-II personality questionnaire; Mach-IV � 20-item measure of agreement with statements adapted slightly from the writings
of Nicolo Machiavelli (Christie & Geis, 1970); NPI � Narcissistic Personality Inventory; BSSS � Brief Sensation-Seeking Survey. Owing to missing data,
N ranges from 154 to 249, depending on the analysis conducted.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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Table A4
Partial Correlations Between Psychopathy and Heroism-Related Variables After Controlling for First Responder Versus
Civilian Status

Measure
AFIa

(off duty)
SRA

(stranger)
SRA

(charity)
MLQ

(transform) LAS

Interpersonal
workplace
deviance

Organizational
workplace
deviance WPQb

PPI-R
I (FD) .12�� .33��� .26��� .35��� .13��� �.03 �.16��� �.06
II (SCI) �.13��� �.14��� �.20��� �.31��� .16��� .39��� .39��� .23���

Coldheartedness �.19��� �.16��� �.19��� �.26��� �.05 .08� .02 �.08�

TriPM
Boldness .16��� .30��� .24��� .37��� .10�� �.06 �.21�� �.14���

Disinhibition �.15��� �.14��� �.18��� �.38��� .06 .43��� .42��� .22���

Meanness �.12�� �.13��� �.17��� �.34��� .08� .37��� .32��� .16���

ASPD .11�� .07 �.06 �.03 �.08� .16��� .19��� .12���

LSRP
Primary Psychopathy �.03 �.01 .07 �.09�� .00 .28��� .23��� �.04
Secondary Psychopathy �.05 �.01 �.03 �.26��� �.03 .36��� .26��� .05

Mach-IVe �.16��� �.14��� �.21��� �.30��� .03 .28��� .31��� .11��

NPI total �.02 .05 .11�� .20��� .35��� .26��� .20��� .07�

BSSS total .09� .20��� .09�� .04 .07� .07 .02 .12���

BFI
Openness .17��� .19��� .22�� .47��� .13��� �.20��� �.14��� �.15���

Conscientiousness .09� .20��� .28��� .47��� �.02 �.39��� �.49��� �.30���

Extraversion .12��� .33��� .31��� .33��� .19��� .04 �.14��� �.05
Agreeableness .04 .17��� .23��� .40��� �.06 �.39��� �.36��� �.20���

Neuroticism .03 �.23��� �.24��� �.35��� .05 .23��� .32��� .15���

Note. AFI � Action Frequency Inventory; SRA � Self-Report Altruism Scale; MLQ � Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (total score; transform �
transformational leadership style); LAS � Leadership Activities Survey; WPQ � Work Performance Questionnaire; PPI-R � Psychopathic Personality
Inventory–Revised; I (FD) � Factor 1 psychopathy (measured by the Fearless Dominance subscale); II (SCI) � Factor 2 psychopathy (measured by the
Self-Centered Impulsivity subscale); TriPM � Triarchic Personality Measure; ASPD � Antisocial Personality Disorder Structured Clinical Interview for
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Disorders-II personality questionnaire; LSRP � Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy; Mach-IV �
20-item measure of agreement with statements adapted slightly from the writings of Nicolo Machiavelli (Christie & Geis, 1970); NPI � Narcissistic
Personality Inventory; BSSS � Brief Sensation-Seeking Survey; BFI � Big Five Inventory. Correlations displayed were obtained via partial correlation
after controlling for first-responder status.
a AFI scores for first responders were calculated from looking at heroic acts completed off-duty only. b The WPQ was analyzed only in the first-responder
sample, as it applied to duty-specific tasks. Owing to missing data, N ranges from 95 to 204, depending on the analysis conducted.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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