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IMPAIRMENTS IN NONVERBAL 
EMOTION RECOGNITION AS A 
RISK FACTOR FOR AGGRESSIVE 
BEHAVIOR
Gomez, Jean-Marc1; Van der Linden, Martial2

1Swiss Center for Affective Sciences, University of Geneva, Ge-
neva, Switzerland; 2Department of Psychology, University of 
Geneva, Geneva, Switzerland

Background: As researchers have postulated and shown (Marsh &Blair, 
2008), the perception of nonverbal affective cues may contribute in impor-
tant ways to aggressive behavior in children. Indeed, misinterpretation of 
affective cues inevitably affects social interaction. This study examined the 
reliability of impairments in nonverbal emotion recognition in children with 
aggressive problems. Linguistic competence was also measured in order to 
determine its influence on facial emotional recognition. Method: 58 chil-
dren (age range=7.5-13.8 years, M=11.4 years, SD=1.5), who attended 
special education in 13 classes in Geneva, participated in the study. The 
teachers assessed the aggressive behavior of their pupils with a question-
naire (French version of SDQ, d�Acremont &Van der Linden, 2008). More-
over, the children completed two standardized tests of nonverbal percep-
tion abilities (the first including emotional pictures, the second videos and 
auditory stimuli), as well as three control tests assessing the perception of 
faces and levels of syntax and vocabulary. Results: As predicted, children 
showing more pronounced prosocial behavior were better at recognizing 
emotions, especially fear and disgust. Children showing higher relational 
competence did particularly well at recognizing fear stimuli. Furthermore, 
children showing more prosocial behaviors were not only better, but also 
faster at recognizing facial and auditory emotional stimuli than were chil-
dren with fewer empathic behaviors. We also observed a link between 
emotion perception and linguistic abilities. Conclusion: These results sup-
port the idea that deficits in emotion perception, which seem to be linked 
to linguistic competence, contribute to problematic behavior in children. 
More specifically, rapid information processing underlying the recognition 
of nonverbal emotional cues seems to be �underdeveloped� in children 
showing problematic social behavior. In conclusion, it is suggested that 
intervention programs specifically designed to boost the perception of af-
fective cues may help resolve behavioral problems in aggression-prone 
children.
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THE STRUCTURAL PHENOTYPES OF 
PERSISTENT VIOLENCE: A NIPA 
STRUCTURAL MRI STUDY
Guidi, Raffaella; Magistretti, Pierre J.; Halfon, Olivier; Car-
dinaux, Jean-René
1Institute of Psychiatry, Kings College London, UK

Detailed neurobiological models of reactive violence in ASPD and instru-
mental violence in psychopathy have emerged in the last decade. How-
ever, potential structural brain differences between psychopathic men and 
antisocial men who do not meet psychopathy criteria remain to be estab-
lished. The Neurobiological Investigations of Persistent Aggression (NIPA) 
study is attempting to distinguish between these groups across multiple 
modalities. The current study (a work in progress) examined the differ-
ences in grey matter volume between 3 groups of men matched for age 
and IQ: 1) violent offenders with ASPD but without psychopathy (PCL-
R>25) (n=20); 2) violent offenders with ASPD and psychopathy (PCL-R 
<25) (n=11) and 3) a normal control group (n=17). All participants un-
derwent a high resolution structural scan at 1.5 Tesla. Images were seg-
mented into tissue type to examine grey matter only and Voxel-Based 
Morphometry was used to investigate volume differences across the whole 
brain.  Reduced grey matter volumes were seen in the bilateral anterior 
temporal lobes in the violent offender groups (1 and 2) compared to the 
normal control group. These areas are implicated in social and emotional 
processing, serving as a repository of �social scripts� to help understand 
the social behaviours of others. The violent offenders with ASPD plus psy-
chopathy (group 2) showed significant additional volume reductions bilat-
erally in rostral prefrontal areas (BA 10) and the cerebellum (lobules VII 
and VIII) when compared to the violent offenders with ASPD but without 
psychopathy (group 1). Lesion and functional imaging data suggest that 
the implicated rostral prefrontal areas function as a supervisory atten-
tional gateway, subserving self-initiated multi-tasking and optimal specifi-
cation of behaviour in incompletely specified circumstances (triggered by 
“what do I do now?” feelings or cognitions). At this stage of our investiga-
tion, there were no differences in amygdalar volume between the violent 
offenders with (group 2) or without (group 1) psychopathy.
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