
TYPE Original Research

PUBLISHED 05 January 2024

DOI 10.3389/fdpys.2023.1284404

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Mengya Xia,

Arizona State University, United States

REVIEWED BY

Silje Sommer Hukkelberg,

The Norwegian Center for Child Behavioral

Development (NCCBD), Norway

Xiaobo Xu,

Shanghai Normal University, China

*CORRESPONDENCE

Florian Hutzler

Florian.Hutzler@plus.ac.at

Sarah Schuster

Sarah.Schuster@plus.ac.at

RECEIVED 28 August 2023

ACCEPTED 11 December 2023

PUBLISHED 05 January 2024

CITATION

Bruckner R, Schuster S and Hutzler F (2024) The

role of parent-adolescent relationship quality

and callous-unemotional traits on sexual

prejudice in adolescence.

Front. Dev. Psychol. 1:1284404.

doi: 10.3389/fdpys.2023.1284404

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Bruckner, Schuster and Hutzler. This is

an open-access article distributed under the

terms of the Creative Commons Attribution

License (CC BY). The use, distribution or

reproduction in other forums is permitted,

provided the original author(s) and the

copyright owner(s) are credited and that the

original publication in this journal is cited, in

accordance with accepted academic practice.

No use, distribution or reproduction is

permitted which does not comply with these

terms.

The role of parent-adolescent
relationship quality and
callous-unemotional traits on
sexual prejudice in adolescence

Ra�ael Bruckner, Sarah Schuster* and Florian Hutzler*

Department of Psychology, Centre for Cognitive Neuroscience, Paris-Lodron-University of Salzburg,

Salzburg, Austria

Sexual prejudice negatively impacts our society and commonly manifests itself

in hostile attitudes and aggressive behavior toward people who identify with the

LGBTQIA+ community. Adolescents in particular are vulnerable to such negative

world views. The present study investigated the impact of the parent-adolescent

relationship quality, the potentially associated manifestation of psychopathic

personality traits—so-called callous-unemotional (CU) traits—and their relation

to sexual prejudice in adolescence. We observed that poor maternal relationship

quality in terms of poor communication, lack of trust, and alienation is associated

with selfish, cold-hearted personality traits. Moreover, we observed an indirect

e�ect of CU-traits mediating the link between maternal relationship quality and

antigay hostile attitudes and behavior. Our findings emphasize the crucial role of

attachment in the development of a child’s a�ective personality.

KEYWORDS

parent-adolescent relationship quality, sexual prejudice, adolescence, callous-

unemotional traits, psychopathy

1 Introduction

Sexual prejudice describes negative attitudes toward people based on their sexual

orientation (Herek, 2004). It is not only expressed by negative attitudes (Orue and Calvete,

2018), but also directly in behavior such as antigay bullying (D’Urso et al., 2018, 2020) and

aggressive behavior (verbal or physical) against people of different sexual orientation (Rivers,

2011). The most common form is verbal abuse (Swearer et al., 2010) which is widely found

among adolescents (Klocke, 2012).

Sexual prejudice has a serious impact on our society and particularly on adolescents, for

whom even physical attacks such as punching, or kicking are reported in schools (Rivers and

Cowie, 2006). Victims of this form of violence suffer from increased anxiety levels, and higher

probabilities for depressive states, substance abuse and even suicidal behavior (Espelage et al.,

2008). The present study investigated potential mechanisms underlying the development of

such hostile attitudes and behavior. We hypothesized that parental relationship quality and,

as a probable consequence, lack of empathy and disregard for others—as assessed by the

so-called callous-unemotional (CU) traits—contribute to this phenomenon.

Bowlby’s attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) revolutionized many explanations of human

behavior by showing that there is an invisible bond between primary caregivers and

the infant that is critical for the later psychological development of the child (for a

review see Schore, 2001). For example, secure attachment is associated with higher self-

esteem, higher life satisfaction, a healthier lifestyle, and more stable friendships as well
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as romantic relationships (Bowlby, 1982; Simpson, 1990; Ciocca

et al., 2015). In contrast, insecurely attached individuals more often

perceive their environment as hostile and have more difficulties

in forming positive social relationships with others. As a result,

insecure attachment has often been associated with externalizing

behaviors, substance abuse disorders, delinquency, and antisocial

personality traits (Bowlby, 1944; Fagot and Kavanagh, 1990; Fearon

et al., 2010; Schindler and Bröning, 2015).

Research on attachment is dominated by the focus on the

mother–child relationship. However, for many years now there is

also a growing interest in how the father–child relationship may

differ or resemble from this bond (for a meta-analysis see Pinquart,

2022). Since the role of fathers has changed in recent cohorts

(Bretherton, 2010; Lamb, 2013; Dagan and Sagi-Schwartz, 2018),

it is reasonable to assume that maternal and paternal relationship

quality is substantially associated. To illustrate, there is evidence for

a transmission of security from parents to their children (Verhage

et al., 2016) and security of both parents tends to be positively

correlated (Van IJzendoorn et al., 1992). Furthermore, the child’s

temperament may yield similarities in attachment to different

caregivers (see Pinquart, 2022).

Despite ample evidence indicating a decisive role of attachment

on later (anti-)social behavior, comparatively little research has

been conducted to explore potential links between parent-

adolescent relationship quality and sexual prejudice. Moreover, the

limited evidence on this subject proved to be inconclusive. One

of the first studies to examine the relationship of attachment and

sexual prejudice showed that attachment style had no impact on

sexual prejudice after controlling for the effects of gender and

religious fundamentalism (Schwartz and Lindley, 2005; see also

Metin-Orta and Metin-Camgöz, 2020). In contrast, Maftei and

Holman (2021) demonstrated that attachment anxiety is directly

related to sexual prejudice (see also Ciocca et al., 2015). The mixed

evidence regarding the effect of attachment on sexual prejudice

could be explained by the fact that parents’ relationship to their

children does not have a direct effect, but rather can be explained

indirectly by the influence of a third variable.

Such a possible indirect relationship was investigated by D’Urso

et al. (2020) in a sample of Italian adolescents. The authors

argued that negative relationship experiences “[...] can lead to

the psychotic structuring of personality” (p. e104). The resulting

higher scores in psychoticism should in turn be related to increased

antigay bullying. Indeed, D’Urso et al. were able to show that

psychoticism mediated the relationship of parental attachment

and antigay bullying. This result was particularly surprising given

that adolescents generally scored very low on the psychoticism

scale. This floor effect seems plausible when one considers

that this construct also includes delusional symptoms (such as

hallucinations and ideation) that may have been too pathological

for a healthy sample. Moreover, one could argue that psychoticism,

apart from a sense of alienation from one’s social context, cannot

fully explain the specific hostility toward people with a different

sexual orientation. The present study therefore aimed to investigate

whether the association between parent-adolescent relationship

and antigay bullying is mediated by another construct, namely by

the so-called CU-traits which represent some commonly observed

personality traits in psychopaths. Critically, CU-traits show more

variation in healthy individuals, and are often associated with

affective deficits and a lack of guilt and empathy, and ultimately

with antisocial behavior like humiliating or bullying others.

The construct of psychopathy can be traced back to the

Canadian psychologist Robert Hare who identified some common

personality traits among prisoners. He described psychopaths

as selfish, cold-hearted, ruthless individuals with no empathy

and an inability to form warm-hearted relationships with others

(Hare, 2003, 2012). However, only individuals who show these

psychopathic traits and additionally exhibit antisocial behavior are

considered to suffer from psychopathy (Blair, 2001; Farrington,

2005). The prevalence of showing at least one psychopathic trait

is 29.2% in the general population, whereas only 0.2% can be

considered as being affected by psychopathy (Coid et al., 2009).

CU-traits are considered to be precursors of psychopathy (Frick,

2004). The risks of developing such traits are manifold. Besides

genetic predispositions (Tuvblad et al., 2014; Mann et al., 2015)

and neurological alterations (Craig et al., 2009; Boccardi et al.,

2011; Beaver et al., 2012; for a review see Herpers et al., 2014),

environmental factors such as poor parental relationship quality

are associated with their manifestation (for an overview see van der

Zouwen et al., 2018).

CU-traits develop early in childhood with a peak between ages

of 15 and 16, remain relatively stable into adulthood (Frick and

White, 2008), and have a higher prevalence for males than females

(Essau et al., 2006). Although CU-traits have been associated with

many externalizing and delinquent behaviors such as bullying

(Frick et al., 2005; Hawes and Dadds, 2005; Viding et al., 2009;

Hawes et al., 2014; Ansel et al., 2015), the relationship with

sexual prejudice has been largely neglected. To our knowledge,

the relationship between psychopathy, bullying, sexual prejudice

(in the form of name-calling) and sexual harassment has been

examined only in a single master’s thesis by Free (2017) who could

demonstrate that psychopathy has a crucial influence on all of the

aforementioned variables.

The present work was motivated by the promising findings

from D’Urso et al. (2020) and Free (2017) demonstrating that

poor attachment is associated with adverse personality traits and,

consequently, with antigay bullying. In contrast to D’Urso et al.

(2020), however, we operationalized these adverse personality

traits by means of CU-traits. CU-traits show more variation

in a non-pathological sample of adolescents as compared to

psychoticism which revealed substantial floor effects in previous

studies (Ciocca et al., 2015; D’Urso et al., 2020). We hypothesized

that poor parent-adolescent relationship quality, manifested by

poor communication, a lack of trust and a sense of alienation is

associated with higher levels of CU-traits and, as a consequence,

will lead to more antigay attitudes and bullying toward gay men

and lesbian women.

2 Methods

2.1 Participants and procedure

Six hundred twenty-five students aged between 15 and 21

years from secondary schools in the city of Salzburg participated

in the present cross-sectional study. The survey was conducted

online via LimeSurvey (Version 3.26.1). Three hundred thirty-one
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participants had to be excluded because they did not complete

the online survey. Further 91 participants were excluded because

they identified themselves as part of the LGBTQIA+ community,

another 5 participants were excluded because they did not fall

within the age range of 15 to 21 years. The remaining sample

consisted of 197 students (144 female −57.9%) with a mean age

of M = 17;3 (years; months), SD = 1;3. As the survey was

conducted in schools, the Salzburg Education Directorate was

the responsible Institutional Review Board (IRB) to protect the

rights of the participating students. This IRB reviewed the research

methods used and compliance with data protection regulations

(IRB approval number 510003/0029-PA-ZV-IKT/2021). The study

was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

Prior to participation students provided written informed consent.

All adolescents were at least 15 years of age and according to

Austrian Law legally competent to give informed consent to

participate in the study. The study was conducted over two survey

periods in June 2020 and May 2022.

2.2 Materials

2.2.1 Parent-adolescent relationship
Parent-adolescent relationship was measured using the revised

version of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA)

(Armsden and Greenberg, 1987). This questionnaire was translated

and back-translated by two independent translators. The back-

translation was then compared with the original version and any

inconsistencies were discussed and resolved by both translators.

The IPPA assesses the relationship to the mother, father and peers

on three subscales trust (e.g., “My mother/father respects my

feelings”), communication (e.g., “I like to knowmy father’s/mother’s

point of view about things that concern me”) and alienation (e.g., “I

get angry much more often than my father/mother knows”). Each

attachment scale (i.e., mother and father) consists of 25 items that

are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from “never or almost never

true” to “always or almost always true.” In the present study, total

attachment scores for the mother and the father were calculated

by combining the subscales trust, communication and alienation

(Armsden and Greenberg, 1987). The IPPA was originally designed

as a measure of attachment (as its name suggests) but is now

more commonly used and interpreted as a measure of parent-child

or parent-adolescent relationships. Both total scales had excellent

internal consistencies, α = 0.95 for the father and α = 0.96 for

the mother.

2.2.2 Callous-unemotional traits
Callous-unemotional traits (CU-traits) were measured using

the German Version (Essau et al., 2006) of the Inventory

of callous-unemotional traits (Frick, 2004), a commonly used

instrument to assess psychopathic personality traits. This self-

report questionnaire consists of 24 items answered on a 4-

point Likert scale from “not at all true” to “definitely true.” The

questionnaire assessed individuals variations in three factors, i.e.,

callousness (i.e., lack of empathy, guilt, and remorse of misdeeds:

“I don’t care who I hurt to get what I want”), uncaring (i.e., lack of

caring about one’s performance in tasks and for the feelings of other

people: “I don’t care if I’m on time”) and unemotional (absence

of emotional expression: “I don’t show my feelings to others”). As

recommended by the authors, a total score was calculated for the

three factors. The internal consistency was in the acceptable range

(α = 0.75).

2.2.3 Antigay attitudes
The scales on antigay attitudes were taken from a survey of

the German Federal Anti-Discrimination Agency (Küpper et al.,

2017). For the present study, we selected the scales (i) classical

sexual prejudice, (ii) modern sexual prejudice, and (iii) acceptance

of violence. The scale on classical sexual prejudice consists of 10

items asking for agreement or disagreement to various statements

on a 4-point Likert scale from “I totally agree” to “I do not

agree.” These statements concerned equal rights for lesbian and

gay people (e.g., “It is good that homosexual people are protected

from discrimination by law”) as well as un-naturality or immorality

of homosexuality (e.g., “Homosexuality is a disease”). The scale

on modern sexual prejudice consists of 6 items and assesses the

acceptance of homosexuality being a topic in the media or lesbian

and gay people making their sexuality public (e.g., “Homosexuals

should stop making such a fuss about their sexuality”; see also

Morrison and Morrison, 2003). By contrast, the scale acceptance

of violence consists of two items (“Lesbians and gays have

themselves to blame if people react aggressively to them.” and “It

is understandable if people use violence against gays and lesbians”).

Participants could answer all items on a 4-point Likert scale from

“I do not agree at all” to “I fully agree.” The overall scale antigay

attitudes was formed on the basis of all three scales with an internal

consistency in the excellent range (α = 0.95).

The Homophobic Bullying Scale (Prati, 2012) was used to

assess antigay behavior. As this instrument is not yet available

in the German language, the questionnaire was also translated

and back-translated by two independent translators. The scale

consists of 8 items and measures homophobic behavior toward

gay and lesbian classmates separately according to three different

perspectives (perpetrator, bystander, victim). In the present study,

only the scale from the perpetrator’s perspective was used (“Think

of a student who is perceived as gay/lesbian. How often in the last

30 days have you ...”). The students could then indicate on a 4-point

Likert scale from “never” to “more than 1 time per week” they had

expressed antigay behavior (e.g., “excluded him/her,” “hit him/her,”

“touched his/her private parts”). The internal consistency of both

scales was in the good range (gay: α = 0.90; lesbian: α = 0.80).

The correlations between all the variables of the present study are

reported in Table 1.

2.3 Statistical analyses

First, we aimed to examine well-established gender differences

in CU-traits and sexual prejudice (Essau et al., 2006; Fanti, 2013;

Küpper et al., 2017; Orue and Calvete, 2018) using separate one-

way ANOVAs with gender as between-subject factor. Second, we

performed separate mediation analyses to assess the relationship
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TABLE 1 Correlation matrix of the variables which were considered in the mediation analyses.

1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Maternal relationship quality – 0.45 −0.32 0.05 −0.08 −0.13

2 Paternal relationship quality – −0.23 0.03 −0.00 −0.06

3 CU-traits – 0.44 0.33 0.21

4 Antigay attitude – 0.42 0.25

5 Antigay bullying toward gay male – 0.79

6 Antigay bullying toward lesbian –

between sexual prejudice, parental relationship quality and CU-

traits on (i) antigay attitudes and (ii) antigay bullying. This analysis

protocol goes in line with the analyses of D’Urso et al.’s (2020) using

CU-traits instead of psychoticism as mediating variable.

Mediation analyses were calculated using the psych-package

(Revelle, 2022) running in the R environment for statistical

computing (R version 3.6.0). Calculation of the confidence intervals

of indirect effects was based on bootstrapping with 10,000

replications. We focus on reporting our findings regarding antigay

bullying toward men, as this is more common in our society than

bullying against lesbian women (Moyano and del Mar Sánchez-

Fuentes, 2020). Findings on bullying toward lesbian women can be

found in our Supplementary Figure S1.

3 Results

3.1 Gender di�erences

As shown in Table 2, our significant main effects revealed

that males showed higher CU-traits, stronger antigay attitudes,

and bullying compared to females (all Fs > 19). As discussed

below, these results are consistent with the literature. As expected,

no gender differences were found in maternal or paternal

relationship quality.

3.2 Mediation analyses

3.2.1 Antigay attitudes
We tested the effect of maternal and paternal relationship

quality on antigay attitudes, considering CU-traits as a mediator.

As shown in Figure 1, the total effects of the model (c) were

not significant, indicating that neither maternal nor paternal

relationship quality by itself could predict antigay attitudes; β =

0.05, t(194) = 0.64, p = 0.52 and ß = 0.00, t(194) = 0.06, p =

0.95, respectively. However, lowermaternal relationship quality was

associated with higher CU-traits, β = −0.26, t(194) = −3.50, p

< 0.001, and higher CU-traits in turn predicted stronger antigay

attitudes, β = 0.52, t(193) = 7.78, p < 0.001. Of theoretical

relevance is that we observed a significant indirect effect ofmaternal

relationship quality on antigay attitudes via CU-traits, ß = −0.14,

CI (−0.22, −0.06), with a residual direct effect (c’) of maternal

relationship quality on antigay attitudes ß= 0.19, t(193) = 2.60, p <

0.05. The indirect effect of paternal relationship quality on antigay

attitudes via CU-traits was not significant ß = −0.06, CI (−0.15,

0.03), as was the association of paternal relationship quality with

CU-traits, ß = −0.11, t(194) = −1.51, p = 0.13. The residual direct

effect (c
′

) of paternal relationship quality on antigay attitudes was

also not significant, ß = 0.06, t(194) = 0.91, p= 0.37.

3.2.2 Antigay bullying
In this analysis, we examined the effect of maternal and paternal

relationship quality on antigay bullying, again considering CU-

traits as a mediator. As evident in Figure 2, again total effects of the

model (c) were not significant, indicating that neither maternal nor

paternal relationship quality by itself predicted antigay bullying, β

= −0.10, t(194) = −1.28, p = 0.20; and β = 0.04, t(194) = 0.53, p =

0.60, respectively. However, lowermaternal relationship quality was

again associated with higher CU-traits β =−0.26, t(194) =−3.50, p

< 0.001, and higher CU-traits in turn predicted stronger bullying,

β = 0.34, t(193) = 4.76, p < 0.001. Critically, the indirect effect via

CU-traits was significant in our model for maternal relationship

quality, ß = −0.09, CI (−0.16, −0.04). In contrast, we observed

no significant indirect effect for paternal relationship quality β =

−0.04, CI (−0.10, 0.02). The residual direct effect (c
′

) was neither

significant formaternal, β =−0.01, t(193) =−0.15, p= 0.88, nor for

paternal relationship quality, β = 0.08, t(193) = 1.07, p = 0.29. An

additional model for bulling toward lesbian women yielded similar

results (see Supplementary Figure S1).

4 Discussion

The present study investigated potential mechanisms for the

emergence of sexual prejudice in adolescence. We focused on the

role of parent-adolescent relationship quality in the development

of psychopathic personality traits—so-called callous-unemotional

(CU) traits—and their potential association with sexual prejudice

as expressed by antigay hostile attitudes and bullying. Specifically,

we were interested in whether the relationship between parent-

adolescent relationship quality and sexual prejudice could be

explained indirectly by variations in CU-traits. Our cross-sectional

analyses revealed that poor maternal relationship quality in terms

of poor quality of communication, a lack of mutual trust and

a sense of alienation were associated with higher levels of CU-

traits. Higher CU-traits, in consequence, were associated with

more negative attitudes toward homosexual persons and higher

incidences of antigay bullying. Critically, our analyses revealed an

indirect effect of maternal attachment on sexual prejudice, with

CU-traits mediating the effect.
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TABLE 2 Gender di�erences.

Male Female F(1,195)

M SD Range M SD Range

Maternal relationship quality 97.06 18.85 85.00 100.19 17.30 81.00 1.42

Paternal relationship quality 93.05 20.26 89.00 89.93 16.34 87.00 1.33

CU-traits 26.04 6.27 53.00 20.00 7.89 33.00 35.77∗∗∗

Antigay attitude 36.46 15.66 54.00 26.43 8.82 36.00 32.58∗∗∗

Antigay bullying toward gay male 1.13 0.29 2.00 1.01 0.04 0.38 19.00∗∗∗

Antigay bullying toward lesbian 1.08 0.26 1.88 1.01 0.07 0.75 6.92∗∗

∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

FIGURE 1

Mediation model displaying e�ect estimates among paths a�ecting antigay hostile attitudes with total (c) and direct e�ects (c’). **p < 0.01; ***p <

0.001.

FIGURE 2

Mediation model displaying e�ect estimates among paths a�ecting antigay bullying against men with total (c) and direct e�ects (c’). **p < 0.01; ***p

< 0.001.

The presently observed association between maternal and

paternal relationship quality goes well in line recent with a meta-

analysis on similarities (and differences) of child-mother and child-

father attachment security (Pinquart, 2022). Specifically, although

it has been observed that attachment security to mothers is greater

than to fathers, the mean-level differences are very small and

that there is a good correlation (r = 0.32) between the measured

security of both caregivers (Pinquart, 2022). However, despite
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the presently observed association, paternal (as opposed to the

maternal) relationship quality neither reliably predicted sexual

prejudice, nor CU-traits. We speculate that this may be caused by

the putative different functioning of mothers and fathers in child

care; i.e., mothers are more likely to fulfill the “safe-haven” function

of attachment e.g., by soothing distress (e.g., Umemura et al.,

2013; Verschueren, 2020), while fathers are more likely to provide

the secure base for exploration and regulation of intense, joyful

emotions (e.g., StGeorge et al., 2018; Grossmann and Grossmann,

2020). The manifestation of CU-traits is supposed to be more

related to the (in-)ability in comforting distress (Wright et al.,

2018)—a finding which can be substantiated by the present study.

Our finding that adolescents who have a poor relationship with

their mother also show higher levels of CU-traits is consistent

with the literature pointing toward influential environmental risk

factors for psychopathy such as, for example, early maltreatment,

low parental warmth or parental indifference (for a review

see van der Zouwen et al., 2018). Moreover, our finding that

maternal relationship quality in particular is critically related to

the development of psychopathic traits complements previous

research (Kimonis et al., 2013; Bisby et al., 2017). The exact

relationship between parent-adolescent relationship and CU-traits,

namely whether pre-existing CU-traits in childrenmight negatively

affect the relationship with caregivers and thus may result in

insecure attachment—or, whether CU-traits are the result of poor

relationship quality or insecure attachment (van der Zouwen

et al., 2018) is still subject to considerable debate with some

advocating for a potential bi-directional relationship between

parenting and CU-traits (Hawes et al., 2011). Of note, Dadds and

Salmon (2003) proposed a certain punishment-insensitivity for a

subset of children, i.e., those exhibiting conduct problems. Despite

questions about the nature of the relationship, an association

between insecure (or poor) attachment (relationship) quality

and psychopathic traits has been well-documented (for a recent

meta-analysis see van der Zouwen et al., 2018) and is further

substantiated by our findings.

Consistent with previous findings, we observed substantial

gender differences, with male participants exhibiting higher scores

in CU-traits, holding significantly more antigay attitudes, and

reporting to engage in antigay bullying more frequently than their

female peers (Steffens and Wagner, 2004; Baier and Kamenowski,

2020). An explanation for this effect can be derived from the

concept of hegemonic masculinity: those who do not conform to the

predominant masculinity construct are devalued, excluded from

the group, insulted or attacked (Scheibelhofer, 2018). This could

also be observed in the present study, as the greatest aggression

toward gay classmates came from male students.

However, we found no direct relationship between sexual

prejudice, with either maternal or paternal relationship quality

without CU-traits as a mediating variable. Our mediation analyses

were theoretically motivated based on recent findings by D’Urso

et al. (2020). In this study the authors observed a significant

relation between homophobic bullying and parental relationship

quality. Unexpectedly, we did not observe such a relationship

in our sample of Austrian adolescents. As has been suggested,

we do not want to overemphasize this seemingly missing link

for the sake of theory testing and theory development (e.g., see

Rucker et al., 2011).

Furthermore and as mentioned in the introduction, evidence

regarding the relationship between sexual prejudice and parental

relationship quality is scarce and mixed. Some studies report such

a relationship between relationship quality and sexual prejudice

(Ciocca et al., 2015; Maftei and Holman, 2021), while others did

not find such an effect (Schwartz and Lindley, 2005; Metin-Orta

and Metin-Camgöz, 2020). In contrast, for non-antigay-related

delinquency and antisocial behavior such as bullying, there is

evidence that poorly attached individuals are at higher risk of

developing such tendencies (Eliot and Cornell, 2009; Walden and

Beran, 2010; Nikiforou et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2017). Antigay

bullying may represent a particular form of antisocial behavior for

its multifaceted socio-ecological origin. For instance, deep faith and

religious fundamentalism are strongly related to prejudice based on

perceived sexual orientation (Siraj, 2012; Küpper et al., 2017; Baier

and Kamenowski, 2020). Thus, one could argue that religion has the

potential to function as a surrogate parental figure because it shares

many characteristics of “conventional” parental functions, such as

providing a secure base (Kirkpatrick and Shaver, 1990; Granqvist

and Kirkpatrick, 2008; Granqvist et al., 2010), which complicates

the direct relationship between relationship quality and sexual

prejudice. One finding that merits further research is that the

mediation model for antigay attitudes, weakly (though statistically

significantly) suggests that (after accounting for the mediating

effect of CU-traits) better relationship quality is associated with

more negative attitudes.

That being said, we could show that high expression of

CU-traits reliably predicted sexual prejudice in terms of hostile

attitudes and behavior. This finding adds to previous research

demonstrating strong connections of CU-traits with delinquency,

bullying and externalizing behavior (van der Zouwen et al.,

2018). The relative level of antigay behavior compared to hostile

attitudes, however, was considerably lower. In this context, it

is important to distinguish psychopathic traits (as measured by

CU-traits) from actual psychopathy. That is, only individuals

with psychopathic traits who also show antisocial behavior are

considered psychopathic (Blair, 2001; Farrington, 2005). Thus, it

is not surprising that the estimates in our mediation model for

antigay bullying were considerably lower than those in the model

for antigay attitudes. Further, one may argue that sexual prejudice

in the present sample is—at that time of testing—mainly expressed

by hostile attitudes toward people who identify themselves with

the LGBTQIA+ community. Crucially, as Orue and Calvete (2018)

reported in their longitudinal study that antigay attitudes predicted

future antigay bullying. Thus, hostile attitudes already signal the

urgency for appropriate timely interventions (Kimonis et al., 2019).

To our knowledge, this is the first study to demonstrate a

relationship between parent-adolescent relationship quality and

sexual prejudice mediated by CU-traits. The mediation via CU-

traits highlights the crucial role of (maternal) relationship quality

on a child’s affective personality traits and, as a consequence, on its

tolerance toward people who have a sexual orientation that does

not correspond to the heteronormative model. Providing children

and adolescents a warm and sensitive environment may counteract

the consolidation of psychopathic personality traits. Previous

studies indicate that children with psychopathic tendencies are

generally not responsive to punishment (Frick and White, 2008;

Byrd et al., 2014). Thus, interventions promoting a good affective
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relationship with the child are generally more successful compared

to traditional approaches (Dadds et al., 2014; Kimonis et al., 2019).

Moreover, appropriate interventions not only foster the individual

psychological wellbeing, but also positively impacts our society

in terms of counteracting other concomitant negative effects on

the side of the victims (e.g., anxiety disorders, substance abuse).

Future studies may further investigate the factors that promote

the development of sexual prejudice, hostile attitudes and violent

behavior, taking into account psychopathic personality traits to

further refine targeted intervention methods in adolescents.

5 Conclusions

Sexual prejudice has a negative impact on our society and is

prevalent in school environments (Rivers and Cowie, 2006). The

present study shows that psychopathic personality traits (CU-traits)

mediate the relationship between maternal relationship quality and

sexual prejudice, expressed through antigay attitudes and antigay

bullying, in a sample of Austrian adolescents. Hostile attitudes

have been reported to be predictive of future antigay bullying,

thus already indicating the need for appropriate interventions

(Kimonis et al., 2019). Fostering a good affective relationship in

childhood may counteract deep manifestations of CU-traits and

thus positively influence future social behavior.

6 Limitations

The cross-sectional design of the study impedes clear causal

inferences regarding the directionality of parent-child relationship

quality and CU-traits on sexual prejudice. As we already discussed,

there is evidence that point toward a bidirectional influence of

parenting and CU-traits, while some children seeming insensitive

to punishment (Dadds and Salmon, 2003). Future studies may

substantiate the findings of the present study by investigating

mechanisms of parent-child relationship quality and CU-traits on

sexual prejudice in a longitudinal design.
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