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Abstract
The relationship between deviant sexual arousal as measured by auditory phallometric
stimuli, and psychopathy, as measured by the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised was
examined in 156 incest offenders, 260 extrafamilial child molesters and 123 rapists.
Replicating previous research, rapists were more psychopathic than incest offenders, and
child molesters. Deviant sexual arousal to auditory stimuli was evident only on the
Pedophile Index for child molesters. When the relationship between psychopathy and
deviant sexual arousal was evaluated in the three groups combined several significant
correlations emerged. However, a finer analysis of these correlations revealed that child
molesters evidenced a significant correlation between psychopathy and the Rape Index
and psychopathy and the Pedophile index. There were no such significant findings in the
incest offender or rapist groups. Implications for offender management are discussed.
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Relationship between Deviant Sexual Arousal and Psychopathy
Effective management of sexual offenders requires knowledge of variables that
indicate risk of reoffense and dangerousness. Previous research has established that
variables such as phallometric results, scores on the Psychopathy Checklist Revised
1

(PCL-R), alcohol problems, and previous criminal history are predictive of recidivism in
2

sexual offenders. Furthermore, different factors may be more critical for different types
of sexual offenders.3-5 In particular, sexual deviance and psychopathy have been
associated with sexually coercive behaviour in males. 6
Phallometric assessments indicate that deviant sexual preferences and fantasies
may play an important role in motivating sexual offenses, particularly for extra-familial
6, 7

child molesters and rapists.

Researchers disagree as to the extent that rapists are

sexually deviant. Some researchers report that rapists, as a group, exhibit deviant patterns
of sexual preferences in phallometric assessments,

8, 9

while others conclude that sexual
10

arousal patterns are not effective in distinguishing rapists from non-rapists. Marshall,
Barbaree, and Eccles11 and Quinsey, Rice, and Harris12 suggest that incest offenders
exhibit more normal sexual age preferences than child molesters.
Psychopathy as measured by the PCL-R is highly predictive of both general and
violent recidivism in correctional and psychiatric populations.7,13, 14 In sexual offending
populations, the prevalence of psychopathy appears to be particularly high among
offenders designated as “sexually dangerous” by the courts. Psychopathic sexual
offenders show higher recidivism rates, and tend to recidivate more quickly than non
psychopathic sexual offenders.12 Most dangerous of all are the psychopaths sexually
aroused by violence.15, 16, 17, 18 In fact, psychopathy, as measured by the PCL-R, has
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predicted sexual recidivism among institutionalized rapists as well as violent recidivism
among incest offenders and child molesters.

3-5

A significant relationship between deviant sexual arousal and psychopathy in a
particular group of sexual offenders would require attention from those involved in the
treatment and management decisions concerning those offenders. In this regard some
studies have reported that an interaction between psychopathy and sexual deviance
predicted sexual recidivism among rapists. 19 Some studies have reported significant
correlations of .20 and .28 between psychopathy and sexual deviance in rapists and men
convicted of sexually molesting children (a combined group of incest and extrafamilial
child molesters).

12, 20

When differentiating between the groups, the relationship appeared

to be strongest with extrafamilial child molesters, followed by rapists, and a negative
relationship with incest offenders. However, none of these correlations were statistically
significant, possibly due to small sample sizes.
A literature review revealed that, with respect to psychopathy and deviant sexual
arousal, the subjects studied were all assessed while incarcerated or shortly after release
while on probation. In addition, the literature review revealed that these men have
generally been classified on the basis of their index offense, irrespective of the type of
previous sexual convictions. In our investigations we discovered that over 30% of
convicted rapists, incest offenders and child molesters, in our jurisdiction, did not receive
jail sentences. 3-5 Studying only incarcerated subjects may not provide comprehensive
information on the larger population of men convicted of sexual offenses. Furthermore,
the experience of incarceration may affect the subsequent assessment of these men.
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In the present investigation subjects were assessed during the adjudication or
sentencing process at the request of the courts. Furthermore they were considered incest
offenders, child molesters or rapists only if they had not committed another type of
sexual offense. Specifically, this study was designed to a) compare the prevalance of
psychopathy and phallometric indexes of deviant sexual arousal and, b) study the
relationship between phallometrically assessed deviant sexual arousal and psychopathy,
as measured by the PCL-R, among a large sample of incest offenders, child molesters and
rapists.
Method
Participants
Subjects were assessed at the Royal Ottawa Hospital, Sexual Behaviours Clinic
(SBC) between 1982 and 1992. The SBC is a training and research centre for the
University of Ottawa. As such, all aspects of the research required approval by the
hospital ethics committee. Each participant signed a consent form indicating he agreed
that his results could be used anonymously, as part of group data, for research purposes.
Subjects were assessed by for trial or sentencing purposes. They were essentially
consecutive male referrals, 18 years of age or older at the time of their offense, and the
groups were constituted so as to be pure as far as sex offenses are concerned. The 123
rapists had coerced or forced sexual activity on an unrelated female aged sixteen or over
and had no police record of a history of sexual offenses against children. The 260 child
molesters had all been convicted of a hands-on sexual offense against an unrelated male
or female child who was under the age of 16 at the time of the offense. If the police
records indicated a subject had ever been charged with or convicted of a sexual offense
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against an adult, or against a family member, they were not included. The 156 incest
offenders had all been convicted of a hands-on sexual offense against one or more related
male or female family members (biological, stepchild, niece, grandchild, or sibling) who
was under the age of 16 at the time of the offense. If the police records indicated a subject
had ever been charged with or convicted of an offense against an adult, or against an
unrelated child, they were not included.
Procedure
Psychopathy
1

The Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) is a 20-item rating scale (scores
range from 0 to 40) designed to assess behaviours and personality characteristics
considered fundamental to psychopathy. Psychometric properties have been wellestablished with male offenders and forensic patients, and indexes of internal consistency
and interrater reliability are high; the reported alpha coefficient was .87. Valid PCL-R
ratings can be made on the basis of high quality archival information.21, 12 The PCL-R is
beginning to receive widespread use in sex offender.12, 20 Factor analyses have
consistently revealed two stable factors; Factor 1 (F1) consists of items having to do with
the affective/interpersonal features of psychopathy, while Factor 2 (F2) reflects features
associated with an impulsive, unstable, antisocial lifestyle (Hare et al., 1990). 22 Using
five prison samples (N=925) and three forensic samples (N=356), the correlation between
the two factors averaged .48. Previous studies have found the interrater reliability and
internal consistency of both factors to be high despite the small number of items per
factor.
Measurement of Sexual Arousal
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Changes in penile circumference in response to audio/visual stimuli were
measured by means of an Indium-Gallium strain gauge and monitored by a Farrell
Instruments CAT200. These data were then processed in an IBM compatible computer
for storage and printout.
Participants were presented with one or more of three series of audiotapes,
according to the nature of the sexual offense. The audiotapes consisted of 120-second
vignettes which described sexual activities varying in age, gender, and degree of consent,
coercion, and/or violence portrayed.23 Each subject was presented with a full set
containing one vignette from each category following instructions to allow normal
arousal to occur. The female child series consisted of descriptions of sexual activity with
a female partner/victim but also included one scenario involving an adult female partner.
For each of the female child and male child series, two equivalent scenarios for each
category were included. Categories were: child initiates, (b) child mutual, (c) nonphysical
coercion of child, (d) physical coercion of child, (e) sadistic sex with child, (f) nonsexual
assault of child, (g) consenting sex with adult female, (h) sex with female child relative.
The audiotape series used to identify sexual attraction to rape included two scenarios of
two-minute duration for each of three categories: (a) consenting sex with adult female,
(b) rape of adult female, (c) non-sexual assault of adult female.
The Pedophile Index (PI) was computed by dividing the highest response to the
child initiates or child mutual stimulus by the highest response to an adult consenting
stimulus. The Pedophile Assault Index (PAI) was calculated by dividing the highest
response to an assault stimulus involving a child victim (non-physical coercion of child,
physical coercion of child, sadistic sex with child, or nonsexual assault of child) by the
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highest response of the child initiates or child mutual stimulus. The Rape Index (RI) was
calculated by dividing the response to the rape stimulus by the response to the adult
consenting stimulus. The Assault Index (AI) was computed by dividing the response to a
nonsexual assault stimulus by the response to the adult consenting stimulus.

Statistical Analysis
Data was screened to ensure assumptions were met. Outliers were detected by
using a criterion of plus or minus 3.29 standard deviations from the mean, and adjusted
24

upwards or downwards depending on the direction of the problem. Cases with missing
data were excluded from the analyses. Differences between groups on the PCL-R and the
indexes of deviant sexual arousal were tested by Analyses of Covariance (ANCOVAs),
using age as a covariate, since age may affect scores on the PCL-R and phallometric
measurements. Significant ANCOVAs were followed by post hoc Bonferroni
comparisons to identify specific differences between groups. A modified Bonferroni
25

adjustment to the degrees of freedom was applied to control for type I error rate; the
corrected alpha level was .014.
Due to lack of assessments using child stimuli, rapists were excluded from
analyses involving the PAI and the PI.

Results
Age, Psychopathy and Deviant Arousal
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As described in Table 1, a one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the ages
of the groups. Incest offenders were found to be significantly older than the rapists and
child molesters, and child molesters were significantly older than rapists.
For the PCL-R three ANCOVAs, using age as a covariate, were conducted and
achieved statistical significance for Factor 1 F(2,384) = 5.84, p = .003, Factor 2 F(2,
279) = 7.52, p = .001 and the Total Score F(2,386) = 17.77, p = .001. Post-hoc analyses
revealed that in each case the rapist group was scored significantly higher than the other
two groups which did not differ from each other.
The ANCOVAs on the Phallometric score were conducted, using age as a
covariate, and statistical significant was achieved only on the PI F(2,345) = 4.75, p =
.009, with child molesters, on average, scoring higher than incest offenders.

Relationship between Psychopathy and Deviant Sexual Arousal
The Pearson correlation matrix between the measures of psychopathy and deviant
sexual arousal are presented in Table 2. For the Total Population, there were significant
correlations between F2 and the RI, r (268) = .20, p < .01 and F2 and the PAI, r (219) =
.178, p < .05. There was also a significant correlation between the PCL-R Total Score
and RI, r (369) = .107, p < .05. However, a follow-up analyses within the offending
groups, revealed significant correlations only for child molesters. Factor 1, Factor 2 and
the Total Score correlated significantly with the RI and the PAI. There was also a
significant correlation between the Total Score and the PI in this group.
Discussion
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The results in the present investigation are generally supportive of previous
research. Incest perpatrators, tend to be older since, as a group, their sexual offenses are
more opportunistic in nature. They do not offend until after they are married and have
children. On the other hand child molesters, who tend to be more sexually aroused to
children than incest offenders, tend to be more predatory in their offense patterns and
therefore often are younger when they start their sexual offenses. Rapists, as a group,
tend to be more antisocial than the other two groups and present at a younger age having
had numerous contacts with the legal justics system.
The PCL-R scores of the rapist group were significantly higher than those of the
incest offenders and the child molesters indicating that rapists were more psychopathic, a
finding consistent with previous reports. 26 The PCL-R score for the three offender
groups in the present investigation were similar to those in other publications who have
studied rapists, incest offenders and child molesters. 12, 19 The psychopathy scores were
not as high as those found in serial rapists or rapists who killed their victims. 26
The findings concerning deviant sexual arousal are also generally supportive of
the literature concerning the utility of phallometric scores in the assessment of sexual
offenders. Deviant sexual arousal cutoff scores of 1.00 identify a substantial number of
offenders as sexually deviant with few false positives.9, 27-29 In the present investigation
the child molesters, on average, scored above 1.00 on the PI, indicating the presence of
deviant sexual arousal. However, since clinicians often consider scores between around .8
or .9 to be clinically significant11 it is important to note that child molesters displayed
clinically significant deviant sexual arousal on the PAI, and incest offenders on the PI.
The rapists in the present study did not evidence any deviant sexual arousal. This
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replicate previous research that suggest that rapists do not always display greater arousal
30-32

to forced sex than non-rapist males,

in fact, both groups tend to be more aroused by
33

consenting sex. Rapists tend to be quite heterogeneous in their characteristics and it is
possible that deviant sexual arousal occurs only among certain sub groups. For instance,
sadists are the only rapists who are consistently identified as deviant by phallometric
assessments.34 The rapists in this sample contain men convicted of date rape as well as
other types of sexual assaults. Undoubtedly, this resulted in a group that is less
pathological and less aroused by sexual violence than what would be found in samples of
more violent, sadistic rapists.
In terms of the relationship between deviant sexual arousal and psychopathy,
collapsing across sexual offenders revealed the presence of a significant relationship
between psychopathy and deviant sexual arousal. However, this correlation masked an
important finding. When the offender groups were separated, the correlation between
deviant sexual arousal and psychopathy was significant only for extrafamilial child
molesters, not for rapists or child molesters. Similarly, Serin et al. 19 also found a stronger
(but not significant) relationship existed for child molesters, compared to incest offenders
and rapists. Interestingly, the relationship between deviant sexual arousal and
psychopathy for child molesters appears greater on the RI and PAI, both of which
represent an auditory depiction of sexual violence. Child molesters who display both
deviant sexual arousal and high scores on the PCL-R may be less likely to inhibit their
sexual urges and obtain sexual gratification opportunistically. 12 Hanson and Bussiere 2
determined that deviant sexual preferences represented the largest single predictor of
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sexual offense recidivism for child molesters, and combined with high scores on the
PCL-R, these child molesters appear to be at greatest risk.
This investigation was limited due to several features. The small number of
rapists assessed with the deviant child stimuli precluded analyses involving these indices
for the rapist group. Furthermore, the rapists did not demonstrate deviant sexual arousal.
This may be a function of the sample studies. A group of more sadistic, serial rapists for
comparison would be useful, since sexual preference to rape stimuli may be relevant only
to these populations. Nevertheless, the present group of rapists does reflect the broader
array of sexual assaults against adults that normally appear before the courts.
The findings suggest that there is a significant relationship between deviant sexual
arousal and psychopathy in extrafamilial child molesters. Research has established that
deviant arousal is predictive of sexual reoffense among child molesters 2, 35, and
psychopathy predicts sexual and violent recidivism.14, 12 It appears that more
psychopathic child molesters show higher levels of deviant sexual arousal to the more
sexually violent indexes (RI and PAI), and clinicians would be wise to consider these
factors when estimating risk of recidivism and determining management and treatment
programs.
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Table 1
Age, Psychopathy, and Phallometric Scores for Sexual Offender Groups
Incest Offenders

Child Molesters

Rapists

40.60 8.67 (156)*

37.33 12.93 (260)

31.75 10.96 (122)

Factor 1

9.27 2.89 (143)

8.58 3.30 (170)

Factor 2

7.19 4.30 (91)

Age

F
20.80

.00

10.07 3.64 (76)

5.84

.00

7.72 5.25 (128)

11.53 4.60 (76)

7.52

.00

18.32 8.00 (171)

25.17 8.24 (76)

17.77

.00

PCL-R

Total Score 18.64 6.26 (142)
Phallometric scores
AI

.22 .42 (148)

.27 .45 (235)

.20 .33 (80)

.91

.40

RI

.58 .75 (148)

.53 .63 (235)

.67 .66 (81)

.70

.49

PI

.86 .92 (155)

1.36 1.54 (181)

4.75

.00

PAI

.74 .76 (154)

.79 .67 (183)

.25

.77

* number of subjects
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Table 2
Correlations Between the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised and Measures of Deviant
Sexual Arousal for Sexual Offender Groups

PCL-R

AI

Total

Factor 1

-.044 (368)*

.063 (369)

.012 (312)

.068 (312)

population

Factor 2

.067 (267)

.197 (268)***

.075 (219)

.178 (219)**

Total Score

.002 (367)

.107 (369)**

.051 (313)

.057 (274)

Incest

Factor 1

-.083 (136)

-.023 (136)

.081 (141)

-.044 (142)

offenders

Factor 2

.030 ( 86)

.052 ( 86)

-.007 (90)

.137 (91)

Total Score

-.047 (134)

-.062 (134)

-.112 (140)

-.119 (141)

Child

Factor 1

.078 (161)

.225 (161)**

.059 (163)

.177 (162)**

molesters

Factor 2

.134 (120)

.320 (120)***

.116 (122)

.210 (121)**

Total Score

.118 (162)

.296 (162)***

.157 (164)**

.190 (163)**

Factor 1

-.228 ( 71)

-.158 (72)

Factor 2

.022 ( 62)

.067 (62)

Total Score

-.131 (72)

-.085 (73)

Rapists

* number of subjects **p<.05, ***p<.01

RI

PI

PAI

