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Abstract

Objective: Apart from environmental and social factors, psychological traits is
largely linked with criminal and delinquent behaviour. The purpose of this
article is to review four critical psychological traits of individuals that may lead
to criminal behaviour in a nutshell. Methods: An archival research methodology
was employed in this study where relevant search for literatures on these four
psychological traits was made across search engines such as Google Scholar with
relevant articles selected for this review. The literatures were microscopically
reviewed in order to demonstrate the linkage between psychological traits and
criminal behaviour. Results: Four psychological traits: personality trait, low self-
control, aggression behaviour, and cognitive distortion were chosen to address
such linkages. All these four traits were discussed thoroughly in relation to crime
and criminality contexts. Conclusion: It is crucial to understand the role of these
traits and in-depth understanding of each psychological trait with relation of
criminal behaviour offers an opportunity to the public at large to expand their
knowledge on the importance of practicing and equipping oneself with healthy
psychological traits to hinder from criminal and delinquent acts. ASEAN Journal
of Psychiatry, Vol. 16 (2): July — December 2015: XX XX.
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Introduction

Crime and violence are social perpetual
problem and their impacts and consequences
are devastating. Crime and violence are
extremely detrimental to the moral order and
relationships within society. Crime rates,
either violent or property crime; are often used
as a barometer in reflecting the safety level of
a nation.

Crime which is perceived as social mirror [1]
constitutes one of biggest social ills and poses
a great challenge to eradicate. The fluctuating

stream of crime rate worldwide seen as public
perplexing problem as it fosters a) public fear,
distrust, anger, and perceptual errors, and b)
causes grief among family members and
friends of the crime victim. Across the world,
the horrific nature of crime has prompted in-
depth studies concerning the causes and
factors that underlie criminal behaviour.

Along this line of thought, large numbers of
criminogenic elements were identified as the
causal and underlying factors of criminal
behaviour in growing body of criminology and
sociology literatures. Examples of
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criminogenic factors include environmental,
social, familial aspect, genetic, psychological
traits, and many more. In relation to this, the
role of criminal psychological traits of an
individual has been receiving growing
recognition as one of the most credible
criminogenic factor among criminology and
psychology scholars worldwide.

The available literatures evidenced
psychological traits such as personality traits
as important as environmental factor in
explaining criminal and antisocial behaviour in
an individual [2]. In this current review, four
psychological traits will be microscopically
explored in order to get an improved idea and
understanding of these four traits in relation
with criminal behaviour. In a broad sense,
criminal behaviour or criminality can be
defined as any act that violates the criminal
law while crime indicates the specific action of
criminal behaviour such as rape and murder

[3].

In this current review, psychological traits are
operationally  defined as four main
psychological traits which include personality
traits, low self-control, aggressive behaviour
and cognitive distortion. With this in mind, the
present article aimed to address the linkage
between these four psychological traits and
criminal behaviour. It should not be perceived
as a means to justify the listed psychological
traits as causation of criminal behaviour, but
as a proactive step to prevent the development

or entrenchment of similar traits in vulnerable
groups of people such as children, adolescents
and ‘at-risk’ youths.

Methods

The present review employed archival
research methodology using available articles
on the topic of interest. For identifying articles
that focused on these psychological traits with
criminal behaviour, the terms such as
‘personality/ personality traits’, ‘low self-
control’, ‘aggression/ aggressive behaviour’,
and ‘cognitive distortion’ were used. These
terms were searched with the relation of other
terms such as ‘crime’, ‘criminality’ and
‘criminal behaviour’. In addition, snowball
search method [4] was also employed in order
to retrieve more related articles that were used
as reference in one particular article.

All the articles were searched using several
databases such as Google Scholar and
Elsevier. A large number of related articles
were identified and retrieved from search
engines which include review articles, letters
to editors and original articles as well as
empirical and cohort studies articles that
focused on these four psychological traits in
relation to criminal behaviour. In addition, the
information for the current review also
collated from other sources such as books,
portfolios, and scholarly bulletins. Figure 1
depicts the flow chart of this review process.
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Collating information from various sources
ensure the rigour and richness of information
on the topic of interest. All of the articles
retrieved as well as the information collected
from other sources were carefully refined and
explored. The most relevant and informative
articles were chosen for this current review.
The articles and sources that was scrutinised in
this review were from the time period of 1961
until 2014.

Results

Personality traits as independent factors of
criminality

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders [5] of the
American Psychiatric Association (APA),
personality traits are defined as the enduring
patterns of perceiving, relating to, and thinking
about the environment and oneself that are
exhibited in a wide range of social and
personal contexts. From the view of
psychologists, personality is referred to as a
person’s unique long term pattern of thinking,
emotions, and behaviour [6-7]. While
personality reflects the unique characteristics
of an individual, traits are defined as
“dimensions of individual differences in
tendencies to show consistent patterns of
thoughts, feelings and actions” [8].

It is theorised that certain personality traits are
linked with criminality and malevolent
behaviour. It is also worth noting that,
personality profiles seem to be very useful in
predicting the criminal behaviour and provide
a better understanding of how an individual
reacts to problems, make decisions and
communicate with their surroundings [9]. In
order to investigate personality traits of
criminals, psychologists and criminologists
use a large number of models and concepts to
explain the association between personality
and  criminality. Specific ~ personality
inventories such as Big Five personality
taxonomy [10], Five Factor Model (FFM) [11-
12] and Eynseck Three Factor Model (PEN)
[13] were designed to capture the personality
traits of normal individuals and criminals.
These inventories and psychometrics have
been validated and replicated across different
languages and cultural settings [14], including
the criminal and prison population [13, 15-18].

Big Five and criminal behaviour

Within the criminological literatures, studies
have shown that certain traits are highly
associated with a wide range of criminal
behaviours. For example, Wiebe [18] noted
that among the “Big Five” components of trait
personality, agreeableness and
conscientiousness have been found to be
predictive of adult criminal behaviour. Earlier,
John et al. [15] found that delinquents aged
12-13 years old who had engaged in burglary,
drug dealing, and strong arming behaviour
scored lower on Agreeableness,
Conscientiousness, and Openness and obtained
higher scores on Extraversion than non-
delinquents.

Heaven [16] found neuroticism in addition to
agreeableness and conscientiousness to be
predictive of  delinquent behaviour.
Furthermore, Heaven [16] reported
Neuroticism to  be  positively, and
Conscientiousness and Agreeableness to be
negatively related to self-reported vandalism.
The antisocial undercontrollers which has been
described as the most delinquent subtype, was
characterised by extremely low scores on
Agreeableness and Conscientiousness, and
moderate scores on Extraversion, Openness,
and neuroticism compared to non-delinquent
adolescents [19].

In studies of gender comparisons, some
authors [20-23] have reported that physical
aggression in men and women is found to be
associated with low agreeableness, low
conscientiousness and high neuroticism.
Studies in partner violence by Heaven [16]
provided some evidence of a correlation
between low agreeableness with partner
violence for men and women. Partner violence
perpetration for women is highly associated
with personality type neuroticism (Ibid). In
Malaysian studies among criminals,
Mohammad Rahim et al. [24] noted significant
associations between certain Alternative Five
Factor Model personality traits with specific
types of aggression.

PEN factors and criminality

Psychoticism, extraversion, and neuroticism
are the three essential personality factors in
Eynseck’s PEN Model [13]. Eynseck’s PEN
model is one of the few theories that explicitly
relate personality traits to criminality [25].
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Daderman [17] found that delinquents
obtained higher scores in PEN dimensions
compared to a non-delinquents control group.

While high neuroticism scores reflect
emotional instability, impulsive, and antisocial
behaviour [13], psychoticism is usually
defined by lack of empathy, cruelty, hostility,
psychopathy, aggressiveness, and socialization
deficit [13]. Criminological literatures also
indicated high scores on psychoticism and
neuroticism were found to be associated with
juvenile delinquency [26]. Several other
studies [16,27] found juvenile delinquency to
be positively related with psychoticism and
extraversion instead of psychoticism and
neuroticism.

High scores on psychoticism and neuroticism
and are also often found in adult offender
samples [28]. Furthermore, characteristics of
psychoticism such as aggressive, hostile, low
in empathy, and impulse are the common
characteristics shared by criminals and
delinquents. However, Blackburn [28] had
convincingly stated that high psychoticism
scores reflected more serious and persistent
offenders.

Individuals with high ImpSS scores are more
likely to engage in criminal behaviours since
they are used to risky and social unacceptable
activities. This engagement in criminal
behaviour stems from searching for high
arousal and sensation seeking. Studies have
found positive associations between sensation
seeking and a wide range of imprudent and
criminal behaviours such as smoking [29],
alcohol and illicit drug abuse [30-32], and
risky sexual behaviour [33]. In addition,
ImpSS appears to be related to a wide range of
troubles [34] such as childhood conduct
problems [35], aggressive tendencies [36], and
non-psychopathic murder [37].

Self-control as the sole cause of crime

In addition to personality traits, self-control is
considered as another important construct in
determining the likelihood of an individual’s
violent behaviour [38]. The growing body of
psychological, sociological and criminological
literatures [39-44] have evidenced low self-
control as a consistent and potential predictor
of both criminal and deviant behaviour. In
fact, poor self-control is perceived to be the

primary cause of criminal and delinquent
behaviour [39]. Other studies have linked low
self-control to drunken driving [45], drinking,
and truancy among college students [46].
Furthermore, low self-control have also been
associated ~ with  self-reported  juvenile
delinquency [47] and bullying by juveniles
[48].

One of the most widely cited theories on
criminal behaviour is Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s [39] theory of self-control [41,49]. A
growing body of literature has empirically
assessed the General Theory of Crime (GTC)
and supports the claim that low self-control is
significantly related to crime and other
analogous or imprudent behaviors [41].
Therefore the role of self-control as important
predictor of crime and criminal behaviour is
well evidenced Gottfredson and Hirschi [39]
proposed a theoretical argument that stresses
the importance of self-control as the primary
cause of crime.

According to GTC, self-control is defined as
“the tendency to avoid acts whose long term
costs exceed their momentary advantages”
[50]. It reflects the ability of an individual to
refrain from short term gratification. In other
words, individuals who lack self-control are
less likely to consider the negative outcomes
of their actions and are more readily to indulge
in behaviours that produce short term
pleasures. In addition, self-control is claimed
to be the single “most important individual
difference cause of crime and delinquency”
[51].

According to Gottfredson and Hirschi [39],
GTC provides empirical evidence of the role
of self-control as a principal causal agent of
criminal behaviour. In addition, GTC is
applicable in explaining all types of crimes,
across demographic factors and cultures and at
all time [39]. This assertion is supported by
numerous studies that have been conducted in
non-Western societies in China [52]; Title and
Botchkovar [53] in Russia; Vazsonyi et al.
[54] in Japan; and Vazsonyi et al. [49] in
Hungary with promising results.

According to the GTC [39], there are six
distinct elements which form self-control. The
six elements are impulsivity, simple tasks,
self-centeredness, physical activities, risk
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taking, and temper. The GTC [39] stressed that
people who lack self-control tend to be
impulsive, insensitive, physical (as opposed to
mental), short-sighted, and are risk takers with
low frustration tolerance. Combined, these
elements will increase the likelihood for
people with low self-control to engage in
criminal acts [39].

Gottfredson and Hirshi [39] had stressed that
low self-control produced a number of
negative effects which include failure in
activities, relationships, and social institutions
that require planning, delayed gratification,
and preferences for verbal and cognitive
activities. It was proposed that such elements
of self-control are established during early
childhood and tend to exhibit such
characteristics throughout lifespan and operate
in tandem [39]. Most importantly, such
elements have been said to be persistent over
the lifespan to produce a stable coherent
construct within an individual [39]. From the
criminology standpoint, these effects are
important as social consequences from low
self-control are often linked with criminality
[39, 40, 51, 55-56].

Aggression as a basic ingredient of crime
Violence and crime which is often addressed
as the product of aggression [57-59].
However, Anderson and Bushman [59]
claimed that although violence is described as
aggression, in many instances it is not
considered to be violent. Aggression is
described as an overt behaviour carried out
intentionally to harm another person who is
motivated to avoid the harm [60].

A variety of mechanisms linking aggression
and violent behaviour have been proposed.
The available evidence indicates that
aggression has been of long-standing interest
among social scientists especially in violence
related studies [61]. Aggression is often
assessed in relation to behavioural and
conducts problems [62]. A study by Warren et
al. [63] established a significant relationship
between aggression and antisocial behaviour,
which may lead a person’s involvement in
violent activities, including murder.

Early research on aggression highlighted
aggression as the basic ingredient of violent
crime [57]. Since then, many theories have

been created to determine how it contributes to
violent behaviour. According to Buss [64],
aggression is characterised as the outcome of
the links between emotions (anger), thoughts
(hostility), and aggressive behaviour. One of
the models that have been wused in
criminological studies is the Four Structure
Aggression Model (AM) by Buss and Perry
[65].

Buss and Perry’s [65] AM describes four
dispositional sub-traits of aggression. The
types of aggression are: physical aggression,
verbal aggression, anger and hostility [65].
The strong theoretical foundation of these four
types of aggression as a  global
conceptualization of aggression is well
evidenced in many violence related literatures
[64-67].

According to the AM [65], both physical and
verbal aggression reflects the instrumental or
motor component of aggression, usually
conceived as premeditated means of obtaining
some goals and to harm the victim. The facet
of physical aggression consists of kicking,
beating, and hurting [68]. Examples of verbal
aggression include shouting, threatening, and
insulting others [68].

The second component of AM is cognitive
[65]. Hostility reflects the cognitive
component of aggression which involves
negative feelings such as feelings of ill will,
opposition and injustice directed towards
others. Hostility is a cognitive reaction of
perceived threat or insult which differentiates
it from instrumental aggression.

The third component of aggression is
emotional [65]. This emotional component
reflects anger. According to AM [65], this
emotional component of aggression is usually
conceived as impulsive, thoughtless and
driven by anger. This emotional component of
aggression said to be the result of perceived
provocation which motivates to harm the
target. In AM, anger often acts as a
psychological bridge which connects both
instrumental and cognitive components [65].

Aggressive behaviour as negative outcomes
Aggressive behaviour seems to be the outcome
of the frustration due to hindrances in goal
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attainment [69]. In the neurobiological
perspective, aggression has been linked with
high levels of testosterone and low levels of
certain neurotransmitters such as serotonin
[70]. Aggression has also been linked to
genetics [71-72] and social learning [73-74].

Other predisposing factors for aggression
include genetic factors, the fetal environment,
obstetric complications, the rearing
environment, biologic factors, and psychiatric
disorders such as substance abuse, psychosis,
depression, and personality disorders [75].
Ferguson et al. [76] evidenced that personality
factors are more critical than environmental
factors in developing aggressive traits in an
individual. However, it was argued that there
is no single factor credible enough to
determine the root of aggression [77]. The
current consensus is that aggression is multi-
determined [78].

Earlier research had highlighted aggression as
the basic ingredient of violent crime [57]. The
findings from the accumulated literatures [58-
59,79-80] indicate that aggression leads to
violence. Anderson and Bushman [59] claimed
violence as aggression; has the goal of extreme
harm, including death.

Types of aggression

In social psychological terms, aggression can
be defined as psychological phenomenon
which describes a broad category of behaviour
which intends to harm another by means of
physical or verbal attacks [81]. Other than
Buss and Perry’s [65] AM, there are many
different types of aggression that could
manifest in an individual. Fesbach [57]
proposed another two types of aggression,
known as instrumental aggression and
expressive  aggression. The types are
distinguished by their goals or the rewards that
they offer the perpetrator. Instrumental
aggression is conceived as a premeditated
means of obtaining some goal other than
harming the victim, and being proactive rather
than reactive [79,82]. This instrumental type
of aggression comes from the desire for
objects or the status possessed by another
person, such as jewellery, money or territory
[57].

The expressive aggression is a reflection of
hostile reactions [57]. Hostile aggression has

historically been conceived as being
impulsive, thoughtless (e.g., unplanned),
driven by anger, having the ultimate motive of
harming the target, and occurring as a reaction
to some perceived provocation. It is sometimes
called affective, impulsive, or reactive
aggression [59]. Fesbach [57] determined that
most murders, rapes, and other violent crimes
are directed at harming the victims are
precipitated by hostile aggression and anger.

Cognitive distortion that justifies the criminal
act

In determining the possible factors for crime
engagement, the importance of cognitive
aspects has been recently examined within the
field of criminology and social psychology
[83-87]. Several theories have been formulated
as attempts to explain the commencement,
development, and persistence of antisocial and
violent behaviour. In line with this, social-
cognitive theories have illustrated cognitive
distortion (CD) as a result of antisocial
behaviour or deficiency in interpreting social
events [86].

In general, cognitive distortion (CD) is defined
as inaccurate or biased ways of attending to or
conferring meaning upon experiences [85].
Across the criminological literature, there is
little consensus on the terminology pertaining
to CD. Various terms were provided for CD,
for instance, CD  represented  with
“rationalisations” [88], “minimisations” [89],
“justifications” [90], “antisocial attitudes”
[87], “criminal thinking style” [91], “social
cognition” [28], and “self-serving cognitive
distortions; SSCD” [85].

Theoretically, CD attempts to explain that
individuals are able to block moral judgments
in order to justify avoiding responsibility for
own behavioural or attitudinal problems.
SSCD is often labeled as antisocial attitudes
and criminogenic which insulate the individual
from blame or a negative self-concept [85].
Past research have provided some evidence of
this among the criminal population, for
example studies by Andrews and Dowden [84]
and Gendreau, Little, and Goggin [92].

The criminological literatures have extensively
reported that CDs contribute to problematic
emotional and behavioural responses which
eventually lead to criminal and deviant
behaviour. Earlier studies have acknowledged
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the role of CDs as catalysts for a wide range of
aggressive and antisocial behaviour. Over the
past decades, the importance of CDs as
measurable markers for criminal behaviour has
been highlighted in which CDs is often linked
to externalizing behaviour problems [85,93].

Studies among Malaysian murderers indicated
that overall level of CD may affect in the
number of killing methods [94]. According to
Kamaluddin et al. [94], murderers who used
multiple killing methods display higher level
of CDs compared to those who killed their
victim using a single method. More
specifically, murderers who used multiple
killing methods tend to display minimization
traits, a form of secondary cognitive
distortions which are perceived as pre or post-
transgression rationalizations [94].

CDs among sexual offenders and juvenile
delinquents

Previous researches [95-98] have indicated
that CDs are strongly associated with child
sexual abuse. In addition, CD has been said to
be elevated among the offender population
such as adolescents who have committed
sexual offenses [99]. Notably, an -earlier
research by Murphy [89] showed that child
molesters exhibit a wide range of CDs such as
denial, minimisation, justification, and
rationalization of their offending behaviour.

Over the years, CDs are also widely associated
with sexual murderers. These CDs are also
labeled as offensive-supportive attitudes [90].
According to Ward [100], CDs among sexual
offenders emerged from underlying causal
theories than stemming from unrelated or
independent beliefs. More recently, Beech,
Fisher and Ward [101] determined five CDs
after interviewing 28 sexual murderers in
United Kingdom. These CDs were: dangerous
world, male sex drive is uncontrollable,
entitlement, women as sexual objects, and
women as unknowable and prepared to kill to
avoid detection. The available evidence also
indicates that CDs have been observed among
youths who exhibit delinquency. Barriga et al.
[85] found that juvenile delinquents showed
higher levels of CDs than non-delinquents.
Previous validation studies [86,102] provided
more support for this assertion in which results
evidenced higher CDs among delinquent
compared to non-delinquents.

Conclusion

Based on the review above, it can be fairly
concluded that personality traits, low self-
control, aggression behaviour, and cognitive
distortion act as major psychological factor
underlying criminal behaviour within an
individual.The present review successfully
demonstrated  linkage  between  these
psychological trait and criminal behaviour.
Identifying such linkages is wvital for
prevention, intervention, and rehabilitation
efforts. Here, the negative psychological traits
that inclined towards criminal behaviour can
be assessed through psychometric instruments
which will be very useful and facilitate early
intervention among at risk groups. It is
anticipated that through this article, it is able to
reach the public on the importance of
hindering oneself from such negative
psychological traits which may likely lead to
criminal engagement.
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