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SENSATION SEEKING AND RISK-TAKING BEHAVIOR IN YOUNG ADULTS 
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Abstract 
The aim of the paper is to study the association between sensation seeking and risk taking behavior among adolescents. The 

concept of sensation seeking and measures to assess sensation seeking are examined. Certain measures of sensation seeking are 
focused on in the paper. Risk appraisal and risk perception by sensation seekers has also been examined in the study. The impact of 
high sensation seeking on risk taking behavior is also studied.  Various expressions of sensation seeking and risk taking behaviors are 
also focused upon in the paper. The websites referred for the purpose of studying the two constructs were jstor and google scholar. 
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Introduction  

According to the statistics, among all the age groups, adolescents indulge the most in all areas of risk taking behavior (Arnett, 
1992). Adolescents are in a transitional phase during which their brain and body are in an emerging state from immaturity to maturity. 
They experience varied changes ranging from secondary sexual characteristics along with puberty and sexual maturation. These 
changes can be partly attributed to hormonal changes in the body. These changes eventually lead to alteration in cognition, affection, 
and behavior. One of the most pronounced changes in the adolescent behavior is their increased tendency to seek novelty and indulge 
in risky behaviors. The association between seeking sensation and risk taking is the main focus of the paper. The behavior can be 
called adaptive as well as maladaptive at the same time. In the short run, the behaviors are adaptive since they help the individuals 
become more independent, it gives them more exposure and opportunities to explore. Inspite of this, the maladaptive nature of risk 
taking behavior is stronger and often overweighs the adaptive side owing to the consequences of such behaviors. Risk taking 
behaviors may have strong exploratory drive and it stimulates the adolescents socially and environmentally, but it is harmful and can 
lead to major negative consequences like depression, unwanted pregnancies, suicide, addiction and various health related issues. 
Although adolescents are aware of these consequences, they are driven to take risks simply because it is viewed by them as exciting 
and rewarding. Most adolescents are high sensation seekers who look forward to seek novelty and adventures and this usually leads to 
high risk taking among adolescents. The association between risk taking and sensation seeking will be the major focus of the 
following paper (Kelley, Landry, &Schochet, 2004). 

 
Conceptual Framework 

Risk (Estrada,S., Mills,B.,&Reyna,V.F., 2008) refers to the chances of physical/social/financial harm or loss due to a hazard. 
This is a dominating perspective and it also has a neutral perspective because risk involves the outcomes (good or bad) of the 
decisions and risk also involves thrill (danger induced feelings of excitement). Risk Perception (Bauer,1960) is a person’s judgement 
(opinion, judgement) about how largely the risk is associated with a negative outcome. Risk Attitude (Harris, K., Duncan, G., 
&Boisjoly, J, 2002) is a general mind set towards taking or avoiding a risk when deciding how to deal with uncertain outcomes. Risk 
Behavior refers to the actual behavior of people when facing a risk situation. Sensation seeking (Wong, A., & Carducci, B. 1991) 
refers to excitement seeking. It refers to the tendency to pursue sensory pleasure and excitement. Young adults love experience for its 
own sake and who may take risks in having such exciting experiences. Young adults are sensation seekers. They are easily bored 
without high levels of stimulation. There is a conflict between the influence of family and peer influence (Wang, B., Stanton, S., B., 
Deveaux, L., Li, X., &Lunn., 2015). 

 
Conceptualization of Risk taking behavior 

Risk is considered as one of the aspects of decision making which is described in relevance to the uncertainty of the outcome 
of the decision at the time when risk is taken. The reason for outcome uncertainty is mainly due to outcome variability (Libby 
&Fishburn, 1977), inability to control the attainment of outcome (Vlek&Stallen, 1980), lack of knowledge about the possible 
outcomes (March, 1978). Risk is usually conceptualized with a negative outcome (Baird & Thomas, 1985; Levitt & March, 1988), but 
is also associated with positive outcome. Risk is not conceptualized as negative or positive in this paper but the extent to which the 
outcome of the risk is disappointing to the individual. From this perspective, even positive outcome could be viewed as disappointing 
to the risk taker if it does not match his aspiration level (Lopes, 1987; March &Shapira, 1987). The outcome for taking the risk must 
be really substantial in nature to actually take risks (Sitkin& Pablo, 1992). 
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Few scholars have been interested in examining the factors affecting decision making in risky situations (e.g., Hogarth, 1987; 
Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). This is simply referred to as risky behavior. Risk behavior is described as the extent to which risk is 
associated with the decision. There are certain dimensions of risk taking behavior which qualify any decision to be risky to the extent 
that the outcomes are uncertain in nature, goals associated with the decision are difficult to attain, the outcome probably has a 
possibility of being extreme in nature (Sitkin& Pablo, 1992). 

 
Certain individual characteristics play a role in risk taking behavior.  Risk preferences refers to the extent to which 

individuals enjoy the challenging nature of risky activities (Brockhaus, 1980). Risk perception refers to the judgment of the individual 
regarding the risk inherent in the situation, their perspective and labeling of the situation. Risk propensity refers to the tendency and 
willingness of the individual to take risks in order to take risks or avoid risks (Sitkin& Pablo, 1992). 

 
Adolescence is generally considered as the peak time of risk taking. Health and socially related risks are maximum during 

this age (National Center for Health Statistics, 1984). Behaviors such as unsafe sexual practices are evidence of risk taking among 
adolescents (White and Johnson, 1988; Byrne and Fisher, 1983). Risk taking behavior is subjective. For instance, rash driving may be 
viewed risky by adults but adventurous by young adults and adolescents. 

 
Problem behavior theory (Jessor, 1977) includes drinking, marijuana, early sexual intercourse is bunch of behaviors that 

deviant societal norms for adolescents. Adolescents put lower value on academics, greater tolerant of deviant norms, low religiosity, 
greater attachment to positive aspects to problem behaviors (Jessor, 1983). One view of risk taking is that adolescents who indulge in 
risk taking behaviors share certain common attitudes, values and perceptions. A second view refers to emotional content of risk in 
which pleasure and excitement play a role in risk taking behavior. Zuckerman and his colleagues (1984) suggested optimal stimulation 
of individuals is responsible for risk taking behavior. 
 
Paradigms of risk taking 

In a study by Llewellyn (2008), research on risk taking has focused mainly on two paradigms. The first paradigm is 
psychometric paradigm (Nicholson, Soane, Fenton-O’Creevy, & William, 2005; Zuckerman, 1994) which emphasizes on individual 
differences and links between personality traits and risk behaviors. The second paradigm is neuropsychological paradigm (Bechara, 
Tranel, &Damasio, 2000; Rogers et al., 1999) which emphasizes on the processes of decision making.  

 
The assessment of risk taking in the psychological paradigm focuses mainly on the self-report psychometric instruments 

(Lejuez et al., 2002). Caspi et al.’s (1997) study showed that a set of adolescent personality traits, temperament at age 3 were reliable 
dimensions that predicted healthy risk taking at 21 years of age (Llewellyn, 2008). 

 
Ebstein and colleagues (1996) & Benjamin and colleagues (1996) introduced the D4 dopamine receptor gene (D4DR) is 

associated with at least 10% of the sensation seeking personality trait (Llewellyn, 2008). 
 
Few studies have focused on the five-factor model of personality. Hoyle et al. (2000) found out that sexual risk taking was 

linked with low level of conscientiousness and agreeableness, to some extent, it is also related to high neuroticism and extroversion. 
Nicholson et al. (2005) found out that the five-factor model is linked with a lot of risk taking behaviors in combination of high 
extroversion and openness to experience and low neuroticism, agreeableness and conscientiousness (Llewellyn, 2008).  

 
From a contemporary perspective of decision making, individuals take risks by assessing the future outcomes of their 

behaviors by cost benefit analysis (Bechara,2004). Gehring and Willoughby (2002) found that neural processing of gains and losses in 
a simulated gambling task (IOWA Gambling Task) occurs within 265 ms of outcome stimulus presentation in mentally healthy 
participants. In such gambling tasks, patients with bilateral lesions of VM prefrontal cortex opt for higher immediate gains even if that 
means future losses (Bechara, Tranel, et al., 2000). This is reflective impaired decision making with other executive functions 
retained. There is a association between VM functioning and pathological risk taking. Other areas that are associated with disturbance 
in emotional and motivational regulation which are amygdala and insula again predicts decision making (Llewellyn, 2008).  

 
Researchers have found significant associations between risk taking behavior tasks and impulsivity (e.g., the Balloon 

Analogue Risk Task [BART]. In Balloon Analogue Task; Lejuez et al.,2002), participants are presented with a computer simulated 
balloon along with a balloon pump and a button labeled to collect cash obtained. Each click on the balloon inflates the balloon and 
money is gained. However, as in many real-life risk situations, pumping a balloon beyond a point might lead to explosion and loss of 
money (Llewellyn, 2008). 
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DOSPERT scale: This scale is domain specific and one domain might not predict another domain (Weber et al.,2002). 

Domain Specific Risk Taking (DOSPERT) scale assesses risk taking on 6 domains: gambling, ethical choices, health/safety, social 
interaction and recreation as updated recently (Blais& Weber, 2006). It also measures expected benefits and perceived risks of 
described activities. In a meta-analysis of 150 studies done by Figner, B., and Weber, E. (2011), gender differences in risk taking were 
well documented.  A meta-analysis of 150 studies found that males take more risks than females do in a vast majority of tasks. 
Behavioral decision research suggests that gender differences in risk taking are often mediated by cultural conditioning in perception 
of risks and expected benefits. According to multiple studies with DOSPERT, women are lower in risk taking in financial, recreational 
and ethical decisions and greater at risk taking in social decisions due to their perceptions of risk taking. Affective processes influence 
decision making.  Young adults take more risks than children and adults when their affective processes are involved centrally. 

 
Sensation Seeking 

Sensation seeking is “a trait defined by the seeking of varied, novel, complex, and intense sensations and experiences, and the 
willingness to take physical, social, legal, and financial risks for the sake of such experience” (Zuckerman, 1994, p. 27). Sensation 
seeking can be categorized into four domains: thrills and adventure seeking, experience seeking, disinhibition, boredom susceptibility 
(Zuckerman, Eysenck, & Eysenck, 1978).  High sensation seekers chose to act in a way in which they experience stimulation and 
arousal. Some examples of such behaviors are stimulating occupation choice, substance use, rash driving, unsafe sexual practices. 
Risk taking is believed to be highly associated with sensation seeking (Zuckerman, 1994). High sensation seekers do not choose to 
indulge in risk taking behaviors just for the sake of it but due to the stimulation that accompanies risk taking behaviors (Zuckerman, 
1994). The focus of the paper is to understand how sensation seeking is related to certain kind of preferences, attitudes and behaviors 
(Roberti, 2004). 

 
Adolescents were found to be higher in the areas of risk taking due to high sensation seeking trait as well as weak self-

regulation among adolescents (Steinberg, 2009). Adolescents tend to be more vulnerable to risk taking behavior due to the 
development of the socio emotional system which increase reward seeking, emotional arousal, increased sensitivity to peer influences 
and other social information (Steinberg, 2008).  The cognitive control system takes over self-regulation, response inhibition, 
gratification delay, planning (Steinberg, 2004). This system develops in 20s and does not reach maturity in adolescence. Therefore, 
both the systems are responsible in vulnerability to risk taking among adolescents (Steinberg, 2004). 

 
It is found is previous studies (Arnett, 1996) that there is strong correlation between the personality trait of sensation seeking 

and risk taking. Higher sensation seekers experience less threat and danger in risky situations and are more likely to attend parties and 
gatherings where there are greater chances of substance indulgence and unsafe sexual practices (Zuckerman & Kuhlman, 2000). 

 
Measures of sensation seeking 

Sensation seeking is considered to be an aggregate of various personality traits (Glicksohn&Abulafia, 1998; Zuckerman, 
1994) .  The main three traits associated with sensation seeking are psychoticism, extraversion and neuroticism.  These traits can 
be measured with questionnaires including the Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Openness Personality Inventory, Revised (NEO-PI-R; 
Costa & McCrae, 1992) and Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ-R; Eysenck, Eysenck, & Barrett, 1985a). As found by 
Zuckerman (1994), Costa and McCrae (1990) found that there is a positive correlation of sensation seeking with high score on the 
dimension of experience seeking in SSS-V and NEO-PI-R subscale of openness to experience. Impulsivity is linked to high sensation 
seeking, less risk sensitivity and planning skill. Such behavior is exhibited by prisoners who reflect hostility, impulsivity, negative 
affect, and anger (Knust& Stewart, 2002). 

 
Many measures of sensation seeking have been proposed. Some measures are Barratt Impulsiveness Scale- Version 1.0 (BIS; 

Barratt, 1985; Patton, Stanford, &Baratt, 1995), Eysenck Impulsiveness Scale (EIS; Eysenck, Pearson, Easting, & Allsopp, 1985b), 
and Behavioral Constraint factor of the Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire (MPQ; Tellegen, 1982). These measures define 
sensation seeking narrowly and are not inclusive of all the sensation seeking domains. Two self-report measures inclusive of most 
sensation seeking characteristics are- the Sensation Seeking Scale V (SSS-V; Zuckerman et al., 1993) and the Zuckerman-Kuhlman 
Personality Questionnaire (ZKPQ; Zuckerman et al., 1993). 

 
As reported by Patton et al. internal consistency coefficients for the BIS-11 total score tare in the range of 0.79 to 0.83 for 

different sets of individuals such as under-graduates, substance-abuse patients, general psychiatric patients, and prison inmates. 
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Extraversion, neuroticism and lie scales were found to have satisfactory reliability and validity. Psychoticism scale was found 
to have less satisfactory. Since the internal consistency scores are satisfactory, the scale-EPQRS-H is a reliable tool for measuring 
personality traits. 

The SSS-V is highly valid and reliable measure of sensation seeking. The scale assesses sensation seeking on four domains- 
Thrill and Adventure seeking, Experience Seeking, Disinhibition, and Boredom Susceptibility. Internal reliability of the scale is 
questioned.Internal consistency scores are in the range of 0.43 to 0.70 and have been published, but the internal consistency of scores 
on the full measure was not published. Alcohol and drug usage are not named. A detailed version on the psychometric properties is not 
in the published literature. The language used in the scale is very outdated.   

 
The Zuckerman-Kuhlman Personality Questionnaire is a substitute for five factors od personality (Zuckerman et al., 1993) 

that measures Impulsive sensation seeking, Neuroticism, Aggression, Hostility, Activity and Sociability. These two scales mainly 
measure the behavioral expressions of sensation seeking. The reliability of the ZKPQ scales ranged from 0.68 to 0.81. Retest 
reliabilities were acceptable (rli’s: 0.79-0.89) and internal consistency was adequate for Neuroticism-Anxiety (0.87), Impulsive 
Sensation Seeking (0.80), Aggression-Hostility (0.77) and Activity (0.72), and lower for Sociability (0.64). Evidence of high divergent 
and convergent validity is also found. 

 
 Behavioral expressions of sensation seeking refer to various forms of risky activities like consumption of alcohol, drugs, 
promiscuous sexual activities, gambling, high risk sports, and other forms of recreation. Sensation seeking is believed to be correlated 
with risk taking. Risks can be physical, legal, financial, or social according to the sensation seeking definition (Zuckerman, 1994). For 
high sensation seekers, the reward and arousal accompanied with such activities outweigh the negative consequences of indulging in 
such activities. They don’t take risk for the sake of risks but the stimulation that accompanies such activities. Most try to minimize the 
impact of risk by being cautious (Zuckerman, 1979b, 1991b, 1994). 
 
Table 1: Psychometric properties of various measures of sensation seeking 
Measure Author and Year Function Reliability Validity 

Barratt 
Impulsiveness Scale 

Barratt, 1985; Patton, 
Stanford, &Baratt, 1995 

Measure to assess impulsivity 
and one of the domain is 
sensation seeking. 

Internal 
Consistency=.79-
.83 
Retest-R- .89 

Acceptable 
concurrent, 
divergent and 
discriminant 
validity. 

Eysenck 
Impulsiveness Scale 

Eysenck, Pearson, 
Easting, & Allsopp, 
1985b 

Measure to assess impulsivity 
and one of the domain is 
sensation seeking. 

Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients- .54-.84 

High construct and 
concurrent validity 

Behavioral 
Constraint factor of 
the Multidimensional 
Personality 
Questionnaire 

Tellegen, 1982 Measure of personality 
dimensions inclusive of 
sensation seeking traits. 

Internal 
consistencies were 
good and 
comparable with 
full length scales 
and higher order 
structures. 

High criterion 
related validity 

Zuckerman-Kuhlman 
Personality 
Questionnaire 

Zuckerman et al., 1993 Self Report measure of 
sensation seeking inclusive of 
sensation seeking traits. 

0.68 to 0.81 
Retest-R= .79-.89 
Internal 
Consistency= .64-
.87 
 

High Divergent and 
Convegent validity 

Sensation Seeking 
Scale-V 

Zuckerman et al., 1993 Measures four domains-Thrill 
and Adventure seeking, 
Experience Seeking, 
Disinhibition, and Boredom 
Susceptibility 

Internal 
reliability=.43-.70 
Acceptable for thrill 
seeking-.41-.53 
Questionable for 
Disinhibition-.36-
.42 

High convergent and 
discriminant 
validity. 
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Risk perception and appraisal by sensation seekers 

High sensation seekers perceive the environment and situation differently than low sensation seekers (Franken et al., 1992; 
Horvath & Zuckerman, 1993). High sensation seekers view risk taking activities as less threatening and bearing lesser or no negative 
consequences and they come out with such behaviors without much impact on them (Zuckerman, 1994). In a study done by Horvath 
and Zuckerman (1993), undergraduates participated and their scores on SSSV negatively correlated with risk appraisal for “crime 
risk”, “minor violations risk”, and “sports risk”. High sensation rated such activities as less risky and reported their likelihood to 
participate in such activities in future (Roberti, 2004). 

 
A study by Franken et al. (1992) supports the view that high sensation seekers view fearful and risky situations as less 

threatening and fearful, therefore indulging in such behaviors was not perceived as less dangerous. Personality type does play a role in 
risk taking and sensation seeking. Differing responses in the sympathetic nervous system take place in low and high sensation seekers 
leading to differing levels of fear, anxiety, and stress (Roberti, 2004). 

 
Sensation seekers have preferences for certain kind of activities and people. High sensation seekers tend to befriend those 

who have similar sensation seeking characteristics and easily give in to peer influence for most risky behaviors like marijuana and 
alcohol use(Zuckerman, 1991a, 1994). This was also suggested in a study by Donohew et al. (1999a) and he also proposed that such 
findings can be generalized to other stimulating preferences and behaviors. Donohew et al. (1999a) propose that high sensation may 
substitute risk taking activities with healthy alternatives like video games, sports, hobbies and occupations). Similar findings have 
been proposed in the previous studies that they do not view the world as dangerous or threatening (Robert, 2004). 

 
Relationship between Impulsivity, sensation Seeking and risky behavior 

In a study on adjudicated adolescents, weak to moderate bivariate relationships were found between future orientation, 
impulsive sensation seeking and risky behaviors. Less positive future orientation and higher impulsive sensation seeking were related 
to high risk taking behavior and less risk perception. Less positive future orientation was related to having sex while using alcohol, 
higher alcohol problems, more deviant behaviors, more marijuana and drug use, higher quantity and frequency of alcohol use. It was 
also found that higher impulsive sensation seeking was associated with more alcohol problems and use, cigarette smoking and less 
condom use (as cited in Roeser,2013).   

   
Review of Literature 

The concept of sensation seeking was conceptualized by Zuckerman and various other researchers (Zuckerman, 1979, 1984a, 
1990; Zuckerman, Eysenck & Eysenck, 1978). Sensation Seeking has been defined as “the need for varied, novel, and complex 
sensations and experiences, and the willingness to take physical and social risks for the sake of such experiences” (Zuckerman, 1979, 
p.10). Sensation seeking has been associated with risk taking behavior like rash driving (Zuckerman &Neeb, 1980; Arnett, 1990), 
sexual practices (Zuckerman, Tushup&Finner, 1976), drinking alcohol (Schwarz, Burkhart & Green, 1978) as well as drug use 
(Satinder & Black. 1984).  A very widespread scale of sensation seeking called Sensation Seeking Scale, Form V (Zuckerman et 
al.,1978).  Even though the scale has been found to be valid and useful, it has certain limitations like a forced choice format, strenuous 
physical activities mentioned which might be subjective according to the age, use of terms which are more relevant to the period in 
which the scale was developed. A more recent and new measure of sensation seeking has been presented in the study (Form VI; 
Zuckerman, 1984b) with no forced choice format but it still contains various confounding variables.  

 
In one of the studies done on the measure of sensation seeking, 116 adolescents participated. They were assessed on the 

measure of Zuckerman’ Sensation Seeking Scale (Form V) along with a questionnaire assessing them on the participation in various 
types of risk taking behavior. This Form V contained four scales namely Thrill and Adventure seeking, Disinhibition, Experience 
Seeking, and Boredom Susceptibility. The internal reliability of the scale were 0.83 to 0.86. The reliabilities of the subscales were 
found to be 0.56 to 0.82. Participants were also assessed on Arnett Inventory of Sensation Seeking with likert type scaling system 
(Arnett, 1994). 

 
In another study (Arnett, 1994), the sample consisted of 139 adolescents. They were assessed on the three scales mentioned 

in the above study along with another scales like the Aggression subscale of California Psychological Inventory (CPI; Gough, 1987). 
 
In order to conclude the first two studies, the new scales of sensation seeking are a better measure of predicting risky 

behavior among adolescents. The personality characteristic of sensation seeking is reflected in want for intensity and novelty of 
experience which leads adolescent to break rules and indulge in antisocial behavior. Along with the association with risky behavior, 
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sensation seeking is associated with leadership qualities, high achievement as well as creative and divergent thinking.  Gender 
differences were also found in sensation seeking. Attributing it to the testosterone levels as well as differences in socialization since 
children, males were found to be higher in sensation seeking than females. Age differences were also found on the AISS scale 
showing adolescents indulging more in risky behavior than adults (Arnett, 1994).  

Certain limitations of the study were that self ratings of sensation seeking were not matched with peer ratings of sensation 
seeking. Along with that, sensation seeking was not considered as a distinctive trait by itself but it was associated with aggressiveness. 
Future researches should focus on sensation seeking as distinctive trait of novelty seeking. (Arnett, 1993) 

 
In a study conducted by Donohew et al., (2011), 7000 adolescents were assessed on a self-report measure of sensation 

seeking. They were assessed on Brief Sensation Seeking scale (BSSS). The scale is found to be very valid and reliable across sex, age 
and various ethnic groups. It was found that sensation seeking is highly associated with risky behaviors like drug use and other 
problem behaviors like delinquent behavior, rash driving, unsafe sexual practices. High scores on BSSS reflected higher indulgence in 
alcohol and marijuana, unwanted sex under pressure or under the influence of alcohol, as found by Donohew, Zimmerman, Cupp, 
Novak, Colon, and Abell (2000). High scores on BSSS highly correlated with higher marijuana use, belief and intention in marijuana 
use. One strength of the study is that the BSSS covers all the dimensions of the original sensation seeking scale so the results derived 
from the study are reliable and valid. The limitation of using the scale in the study is because scales based on behavioral measures are 
not appropriate for all sub groups in the population since in this case, there were differences found in African American and White 
respondents. 

 
In a HIV prevention study conducted by Abell et al., (1999), high school students were administered on scales which 

measured sensation seeking and impulsive decision making. The results on the two scales were then correlated, separately and in 
combination with various risky behaviors, mainly sexual risk taking. Sexual risk taking was assessed by asking the intentions to have 
sex, if they ever had sex, number of sexual partners, been pregnant or having caused a pregnancy, usage of condom, marijuana, 
unwanted sex under pressure or under the influence of a substance. Most of these indicated were strongly linked with both measures of 
sensation seeking. It was also found that sexual risk taking was high when the students scored high on both measures of sensation 
seeking and impulsive decision making and sexual risk taking was low when students scored low on both the measures. The study puts 
forward the idea of designing interventions and programmes for the targeted audiences who indulge in unsafe sexual practices and 
high in the trait of sensation seeking so that this can lead them to respond appropriately to risky situations. Adaptive behavioral 
rehearsal may be helpful in regulating the risk taking behavior of high sensation seekers. 

 
As cited in Jonah, Thiessen, and Au-Yeung (2001), association between sensation seeking with aggressive driving, risky 

driving as well as behavioral modification was assessed on college students. College students filled up questionnaires on driving 
behavior and Zuckerman’s measure of sensation seeking. According to the results, high sensation seekers are more likely to drive in 
high speed, tend to not follow driving rules like wearing belts, drinking and driving, perceive less danger associated with rash driving 
leading to their intention of having more beer. High sensation seekers tend to report more aggressive driving habits like driving faster 
on highways, wet roads and driving under the influence of substance in comparison to low sensation seekers. The results are in 
concordance with the past studies and researches. 

 
In a study conducted by Kahler et al., (2010), behavioral and self-report measures were assessed on adolescents (aged 9-12) 

to understand the disinhibitory traits of sensation seeking and risk taking tendency to understand if increases in these traits lead to 
increase in early adolescent alcohol use.  According to the findings of the study, both constructs of sensation seeking and risk taking 
tendency were distinctive and do not overlap, but both the constructs increased gradually with time. Greater sensation seeking and risk 
taking propensity not only was associated with initial use of alcohol by the adolescents but were also the predictors of subsequent 
alcohol use among adolescents. The results of the study are in concordance with past studies and researches. The study used the 
developmental approach and showed how changes in certain personality traits can lead to prediction of behaviors like alcohol use. 
Since adolescence is a period of substantial personality changes, one can regulate such changes so that harmful practices are not 
indulged into. Since self-report measures are combined with behavioral measures, this increases the accuracy of the assessments and 
the findings. There were certain limitations of the study as well. The self-report measures only inquired about the alcohol use in the 
past year and did not focus much upon the frequency of alcohol use. Also, there was a mismatch in the measures since sensation 
seeking was assessed through self report and risk taking through a behavioral measure. Future research should focus on administering 
self report and behavioral measure for both constructs-sensation seeking and risk taking propensity to reach more valid and accurate 
findings. 
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In a study (Kuhlman & Zuckerman, 2000), relationship between personality and risk taking are studied. The focus is done in 
six areas of risk taking, namely smoking, drinking, drugs, sex, driving and gambling. A sample of college students was given self 
report measure of risk-taking assessing them on all six areas as well as Zuckerman-Kuhlman five factor personality questionnaire. 
General risk taking which covered all six areas of risk taking is highly associated with impulsive sensation seeking, aggression and 
sociability but the same does not correlate with neuroticism and activity related tasks. It was found the certain biological traits were 
associated with risk taking like D4 dopamine receptor gene, enzyme monoamine oxidase and reduction in cortical induced potential. 
Gender differences were also found out. Men engage in more risk taking tham women and they also scored significantly higher on the 
impulsivity scale in comparison to women. Monoamine Oxidase (MAO) is high is low sensation seekers and they engage in lesser risk 
taking across all risk taking areas. Serotonin plays inhibitory role on individuals whereas dopamine increase is reflected in higher 
sensation seeking leading high risk taking behavior. The balance between reward seeking and avoiding punishment can be relied on 
the interaction between serotonin, dopamine and MAO. Even though the risk taking tasks are enjoyable, contemporary forms of risk 
taking behaviors like drug abuse, reckless driving, mountain climbing are harmful and maladaptive and need to be regulated if one 
keeps in mind the consequences of such behaviors. 

 
In research conducted by Denarie and Desrichard (2005), tendency to take occasional risk was compared with the tendency to 

take frequent risks. The sample in the study was 201 young adults who were assessed on certain measures of affectivity (positive and 
negative), sensation seeking and risk taking which focused mainly on areas of substance use, rash driving, deviant behaviors and 
sexual risk taking. According to the findings of multivariate analysis, demographic variables and personality is predictive of frequent 
risk taking but not much of occasional risk taking.  Sensation seeking is the only trait found to be correlated with occasional risk 
taking specific to areas of substance use and deviant behavior. Frequent substance use can be predicted by age, sensation seeking and 
negative affect. The other three areas of risk taking is only associated with sensation seeking. The findings of the study ensure that 
frequent and occasional risk taking are separate and are regulated by different factors. The results also show that occasional risk taking 
is associated with affective adjustment since substance use, if done occasionally does not correlate with negative affect but the case is 
opposite with frequent substance use.  The same relation is also found for deviant behavior. Certain factors like self-control, parental 
control, situational factors and lack opportunity can cause occasional risk taking rather than frequent risk taking. The study focuses on 
peculiar aspects like affect in relation to sensation seeking and risk taking. The study also focuses on the further research on 
mechanisms underlying occasional and frequent risk taking. A limitation of the study could be that measures on affectivity might be 
filled by the students on the basis of their current mood and that could influence the results greatly. Also, occasional and frequent risk 
taking depends a lot on situation, opportunies, self as well as parental control and therefore sensation seeking and affect are not the 
only determinants of both forms of risk taking. 

 
High sensation seekers have higher tendency to indulge in drug abuse and other risky activities than low sensation seekers. 

The research focused on the findings of FMRI to understand the association between the personality trait of impulsiveness and 
sensation seeking. High sensation seekers were found to be more strongly responsive on FMRI in brain areas related to arousal and 
reinforcement on viewing highly arousing stimuli in comparison to low sensation seekers. Low sensation seekers were responded on 
FMRI and brain areas responsible emotional regulation was activated. Low sensation seekers showed stronger inhibitory system 
whereas high sensation seekers showed stronger overactive system on exposure to highly arousing stimuli. The study was beneficial in 
order to understand the neurological basis of sensation seeking but other factors like situational, environmental, psychological, social 
were not focused upon in the research (Kelly et al., 2009). 

 
 A study focused on association between sensation seeking and financial risk taking through a measure of gambling. The 
findings obtained were then generalized to banking activities, insurance and career decisions. After being assessed on measures of 
financial risk taking as well as sensation seeking, it was found that males were high sensation seekers and took more financial risks 
with regards to gambling, investment decisions and household affairs in comparison to females who were found to be low sensation 
seekers. Low sensation seeking males indulged in greater financial risk taking in comparison to females found low on sensation 
seeking. Similar results were found on other areas like investment decisions, household affairs as well as gambling. Although, past 
researches support the findings of the current study, future studies should aim to find the connection between credit card use and 
sensation seeking. The study did not include real financial situation but only hypothetical situations in nature and therefore the 
generalizability of the findings in real life areas of financial risk is questioned. There are certain implications of the study as well, 
mainly in the area of personnel selection in business, banking, insurance which might expose individuals to risky situations. 
 

Sensation seeking has been criticized for its empirical development and construct validity. Also, the fact that sensation 
seeking does not motives like social needs or desire for mastery with regards to risk taking has been criticized (Jackson &Maraun, 
1996). Due to such criticism, a new of sensation seeking named Impulsive-Sensation Seeking Scale (Imp-SS) was developed by 
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Zuckerman (1994). The scale does not take specific behaviors into consideration. Also, a positive correlation has been found out 
between impulsivity and risk taking, theoretically and empirically (Llewellyn, 2008). 

 
Table 2: Review of literature 

Author Sample Findings Limitations 
Arnett (1994)  
 
 
 
 
 
 

116 adolescents (Zuckerman 
Sensation Seeking Scale-
Form V) 
 
 
 
 

Sensation seeking 
characteristic is reflected in 
desire for novelty which 
leads to high risk taking and 
antisocial behavior. 
 

Inconguent peer ratings and 
self ratings, Sensation 
seeking not considered a 
distinctive trait but 
associated with 
aggressiveness. 
 

Arnett (1994) 139 adolescents (California 
Psychological Inventory) 
 
 

Sensation seeking is highly 
associated with leadership 
qualities, high achievement 
and creativity. Males were 
found to have higher 
sensation seekers than girls. 

Sensation seeking was not 
considered as a distinctive 
trait but in association with 
other traits. 

Donohew et al.,(2011) 7000 Adolescents (BSSS)    Sensation Seeking was found 
to be highly associated with 
drug use, rash driving, unsafe 
sexual practices, high 
marijuana and alcohol use. 

Scales based on behavioral 
measures are not appropriate 
for all sub groups and 
cultures. 
 

Abell et al., (1999)    High school students 
(Measures of sensation 
seeking and impulsive 
decision making)   

Sexual risk taking was found 
to be high when scores were 
high on both measures. 
 

Measures allowed for 
socially desirable answers 
and questions were more 
behaviorally oriented rather. 
 

Jonah, Theissein, 
& Au-Yeung (2001) 
 

College students (Zuckerman 
measure of sensation 
seeking)   
 
 

High sensation seekers tend 
to be rash drivers and 
aggressive in their behaviors, 
especially under substance 
influence 

Substance influence can 
cause low sensation seekers 
to indulge in risk behaviors 
as well, not just high 
sensation seekers 

Kahler et al., (2010) 
 
 

9-12 aged adolescents 
(Behavioral and self-report 
measures of risk taking)   
 

Greater sensation seeking 
and risk taking propensity 
was associated with initial 
use of alcohol by adolescents 
and predict future alcohol 
consumption 

Focus was on alcohol 
consumption the previous 
year and not on frequency of 
consumption. Also, risk 
taking measure was self-
report whereas sensation 
seeking measure was a 
behavioral measure.  
 

Kuhlman & Zuckerman 
(2000) 

College students (Self report 
measure of risk taking on 6 
areas of risk taking and 
Zuckerman-Kuhlman Five 
factor personality.  

General risk taking is highly 
associated with impulsive 
sensation seeking, aggression 
and socialibility but the same 
does not correlate with 
neuroticism and activity 
related tasks. It was found 
that certain biological traits 
were associated with risk 
taking like D4 receptor gene, 
monoamine oxidase and 

Sensation seekers can 
indulge in healthy forms of 
risks as well like adventure 
trips, tracking. 
Therefore, personality cannot 
determine if the risk taking 
behavior is a result of 
personality traits. 
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reduction in cortical induced 
potential. Gender differences 
were found as well. 

Denarie and Desrichard 
(2005) 

201 young adults (Measures 
of affectivity, sensation 
seeking and risk taking). 

Demographic variables, 
negative affect and 
personality is predictive of 
frequent risk taking but not 
much of occasional risk 
taking. Sensation seeking is 
highly correlated with 
occasional risk taking in 
areas substance use and 
deviant behavior. 

Measures on affectivity 
might be filled by the 
students on the basis of their 
current mood and that could 
influence the results greatly. 
Also, occasional and 
frequent risk taking depends 
a lot on situation, 
opportunity, self as well as 
parental control. Therefore, 
sensation seeking and affect 
are not the only determinants 
of both forms of risk taking. 

Kelly et al.(2009) Young adults (FMRI studies) High sensation seekers have 
higher tendency to indulge in 
risky activities due to the 
higher reactivity to FMRI in 
brain areas related to arousal 
and reinforcement in 
presence of highly arousing 
stimuli. 

The focus was only on the 
neurological basis of risk 
taking and ignored other 
factors of risk taking like 
parental control, peer 
influence and other 
environmental factors. 

 Young adults (measures of 
financial risk taking and 
sensation seeking) 

Males were high sensation 
seekers and took more 
financial risks with regards 
to gambling, investment 
decisions, household affairs 
in comparison to females 
who were found to be low 
sensation seekers. Low 
sensation seeking males 
indulged in greater financial 
risk taking in comparison to 
females found low on 
sensation seeking. 

Only financial risk taking 
was focused upon while 
other areas of risk taking 
were not taken into 
consideration. 

Llewellyn (2008) Young adults (Impulsive-
Sensation Seeking Scale) 

Positive correlation has been 
found out between 
impulsivity and risk taking, 
theoretically and empirically. 

The scale does not take 
specific behaviors into 
consideration. 
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Knust& Stewart (2002) Young adults (SSS-V and 
NEO-PI-R) 

Positive correlation of 
sensation seeking with high 
score on the dimension of 
experience seeking in SSS-V 
and NEO-PI-R subscale of 
openness to experience. 
Impulsivity is linked to high 
sensation seeking, less risk 
sensitivity and planning skill. 

Only personality 
characteristics are considered 
to be the determinants of risk 
taking and environmental as 
well as situational factors are 
not taken into consideration. 
Also, openness to experience 
and experience seeking do 
not only lead maladaptive 
behaviors but they can also 
contribute t adaptive 
experience seeking like 
adventure trips, trecks and 
trying new things. 

 
Overlapping factors between sensation seeking and risk taking 

Sensation seeking and risk taking are associated with a large spectrum of behaviors and their outcomes. Sensation seeking 
correlates with behaviors like drinking, smoking, risky sexual behaviors (Zuckerman, 2008). Sensation seeking and risk taking has 
been associated with the major personality dimensions independently (Paunonen& Jackson, 2000) or are a part of the Big Five or Five 
Factor Model (Costa & McCrae, 1992). Various studies have shown that with regards to the five-factor model, sensation seeking and 
risk taking behavior share a strong correlation with openness to experience and extraversion. It is found that sensation seeking and risk 
taking share correlation with conscientiousness and agreeableness, but to a much lesser degree. Sensation seeking and risk taking 
share no association with neuroticism and emotional stability (Aluja, Garcia & Garcia, 2003; Dahlen& White, 2006; Zuckerman et al., 
1933). High sensation seekers and risk takers are found to have high level of openness to experience and extraversion and low level of 
conscientiousness and agreeableness and no amount of emotional stability and neuroticism (De Vries, de Vries, &Feij, 2009). 

 
Three sets of forces are identified in sensation seekers and risk taking. Risk takers indulge in risks because they are driven by 

three forces. Firstly, stimulation seeking is a factor in which stimulation seekers recognize risky activities as exciting internally which 
makes them feel psychologically satisfied. They find pleasure in risky activities rather than perceiving risky situation as dangerous and 
threatening. Secondly, it is risk adaptation in which risk adaptors is specific to activity and area of risk taking depending on their 
interests, preferences and dispositions. Thirdly, goal achievement in which risk is taken simply because one wants to gain an outcome 
and reach success and popularity through indulging in risk is the factor involved in risk taking (Nicholson, O’Creevy, Soane, & 
William, 2005). 

 
Therefore, risk taking is considered to have three factors and it can be clearly suggested that stimulation seeking is only one 

of the factor playing a role in risk taking, other factors like goal achievement and risk adaptation in individuals also correlate highly 
with risk taking irrespective of the level of stimulation seeking in the same individuals. The factors will be subjective for different 
individuals. 

 
Certain constructs were found to be related to the constructs of sensation seeking and risk taking such as anger, competence, 

impulsivity, value for achievement, tolerance of deviance, social aspects of an individual life and amount of substance use. All these 
constructs are strong factors causing high level of sensation seeking and risk taking in individuals (McNamara, Vaccaro, & Wills, 
1994) 
 
Contradictory Findings 

Most of the studies reviewed in the paper suggest that high level of sensation seeking is associated with interest in stimulating 
attitudes and behaviors. In case of young adults and adolescents, most high sensation seekers are believed to risk takers when they are 
exposed to physical, social, legal, and financial risks. But owing to their high sensation seeking personality trait, they indulge in risky 
as well as non-risky activities only with the purpose of seeking adventure and novelty.  Most sensation seekers also make decisions to 
increase their arousal and stimulation by choosing safe and healthy activities, not just risky and dangerous activities. If risky behaviors 
like rash driving, drug use, gambling, unsafe sexual practices are detected early in adolescents, replacing these acts with safe practices 
which increase stimulation and arousal can prove to be beneficial since the purpose of sensation seeking will be continued to be 
served. Few studies have been done on substitution of equally stimulatory non risky behaviors with risky behaviors and the aim of 
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future researches should focus on non-risky behaviors which will prove to be beneficial for high sensation seekers. Since sensation 
seekers do not like boredom and isolation, peer socialization and other forms of communication individuals are exposed to play a great 
role in the vulnerability to risk taking (Roberti, 2004). 

 
List of Abbreviations 
D4DR- D4 Dopamine Receptor Gene 
BART- Balloon Analogue Risk Task 
DOSPERT- Domain Specific Risk Taking 
SSS- Sensation Seeking Scale 
NEO-PI-R- Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Openness Personality Inventory –Revised 
EPQ- Eyesenck Personality Questionnaire 
EIS- Eyesenck Impulsiveness Scale 
ZKPQ- Zuckerman-Kuhlman Personality Questionnaire  
BIS- Barratt Impulsiveness Scale 
CPI- California Psychological Inventory  
MAO- Monoamine Oxidase 
Conclusion  

The purpose of the paper was to study the relation between sensation seeking and risk taking behavior among adolescents. In 
the studies reviewed, majority of the findings suggest that high sensation seeking is associated with stimulating and risky activities and 
behavior. The results also show how certain personality led to particular preferences and choices. Therefore, the studies can be viewed 
with a purpose of practical significance. Studies have also suggested that adolescents and young adults indulge the most in risk taking 
in all domains of risk taking. The definition of sensation seeking reveals that it is not only associated with risk taking but high 
sensation seekers also indulge in safe and healthy behaviors simply because they involve novelty and adventure. Therefore, one cannot 
be concluded that high sensation seekers take part in risky activities, there can be various others factors leading to risk taking like lack 
of self-control, lack of parental control, peer influence, environment. Further research is suggested to understand the determinants of 
risk taking. 

 
References 
 Arnett, J. (1994). Sensation seeking: A new conceptualization and a new scale. Personality and individual differences,16(2), 

289-296. 
 Desrichard, O., &Denarié, V. (2005). Sensation seeking and negative affectivity as predictors of risky behaviors: A distinction 

between occasional versus frequent risk-taking. Addictive behaviors, 30(7), 1449-1453. 
 De Vries, R. E., de Vries, A., &Feij, J. A. (2009). Sensation seeking, risk-taking, and the HEXACO model of personality. 

Personality and Individual Differences, 47(6), 536-540. 
 Donohew, L., Zimmerman, R., Cupp, P. S., Novak, S., Colon, S., &Abell, R. (2000). Sensation seeking, impulsive decision-

making, and risky sex: Implications for risk-taking and design of interventions. Personality and individual differences, 28(6), 
1079-1091. 

 Hoyle, R. H., Stephenson, M. T., Palmgreen, P., Lorch, E. P., &Donohew, R. L. (2002). Reliability and validity of a brief 
measure of sensation seeking. Personality and individual differences,32(3), 401-414. 

 Jonah, B. A., Thiessen, R., & Au-Yeung, E. (2001). Sensation seeking, risky driving and behavioral adaptation. Accident 
Analysis & Prevention, 33(5), 679-684. 

 Kelley, A. E., Schochet, T., & Landry, C. F. (2004). Risk taking and novelty seeking in adolescence: introduction to part I. 
Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1021(1), 27-32. 

 Llewellyn, D. J. (2008). The psychology of risk taking: toward the integration of psychometric and neuropsychological 
paradigms. The American journal of psychology, 363-376. 

 MacPherson, L., Magidson, J. F., Reynolds, E. K., Kahler, C. W., &Lejuez, C. W. (2010). Changes in sensation seeking and 
risk‐taking propensity predict increases in alcohol use among early adolescents. Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental 
Research, 34(8), 1400-1408. 

 Nicholson, N., Soane, E., Fenton‐O'Creevy, M., &Willman, P. (2005). Personality and domain‐specific risk taking. Journal of 
Risk Research, 8(2), 157-176. 

 Roberti, J. W. (2004). A review of behavioral and biological correlates of sensation seeking. Journal of research in personality, 
38(3), 256-279. 

 Sitkin, S. B., & Pablo, A. L. (1992). Reconceptualizing the determinants of risk behavior. Academy of management review, 
17(1), 9-38. 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.07.18 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:7(1), July: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues): www.ijmer.in 
Digital Certificate of Publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd July 2022   

 Publication Date:10th August 2022 
Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 

 

 
103 

 

 Wills, T. A., Vaccaro, D., & McNamara, G. (1994). Novelty seeking, risk taking, and related constru cts as predictors of 
adolescent substance use: an application of Cloninger's theory. Journal of substance abuse, 6(1), 1-20. 

 Wong, A., & Carducci, B. (1991). Sensation Seeking and Financial Risk Taking in Everyday Money Matters. Journal of 
Business and Psychology, 5(4), 525-530. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/25092309. 

 Zuckerman, M., & Kuhlman, D. M. (2000). Personality and risk‐taking: common bisocial factors. Journal of personality, 68(6), 
999-1029. 

 
 
  


