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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Risky sexual behaviors among individuals with psychopathic traits may
be shaped and maintained by personality characteristics such as sensation seeking as well as
adverse childhood experiences. This study aimed to examine the relationship between sensation
seeking and risky sexual behaviors and to determine the mediating role of childhood trauma in this
association among individuals with psychopathic traits.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study employed path analysis. The statistical
population consisted of individuals with psychopathic traits or a diagnosis of antisocial personality
disorder identified during 2025-2026 through psychiatric centers, psychology clinics, specialized
counseling centers, and Qazvin Central Prison. Following an initial screening of 320 individuals,
240 participants, including 67 women and 173 men, were selected through purposive sampling.
Data were collected using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire developed by Bernstein et al., the
Risky Sexual Behavior Questionnaire developed by Zarei et al., and the Zuckerman Sensation
Seeking Scale. Pearson correlation, path analysis, and bootstrap procedures were performed using
— SPSS 27 and Amos.
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RMSEA=0.072, SRMR=0.061).

Conclusion: Sensation seeking was associated with risky sexual behaviors both directly and
indirectly through childhood trauma among individuals with psychopathic traits. These findings
suggest that simultaneous screening for excessive sensation seeking and childhood trauma,
together with trauma-focused interventions and emotion-regulation training, may be relevant
components of preventive and therapeutic programs for this population.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Risky sexual behavior represents an important area of
concern in psychological, behavioral, and public
health research because it is associated with a range of
adverse physical, emotional, interpersonal, and social
consequences.  Such  behaviors may include
unprotected sexual activity, multiple sexual partners,
impulsive sexual decision-making, disregard for
possible consequences, and engagement in sexual
situations characterized by elevated uncertainty or
potential harm. Although risky sexual behavior can
occur across different populations, individuals with
psychopathic traits may be particularly vulnerable
because psychopathy is commonly associated with
impulsivity, reduced behavioral inhibition, diminished
concern for consequences, interpersonal detachment,
and a tendency toward stimulation seeking. Previous
evidence has directly addressed the association
between psychopathic characteristics and risky sexual
behavior, indicating that psychopathy-related traits
may contribute to patterns of sexual risk-taking in
young adults (Chan & Beech, 2024). These observations
highlight the importance of identifying personality
and developmental mechanisms that may explain why
some individuals with psychopathic traits are more
inclined toward risky sexual conduct.

Among the personality variables relevant to risk-
taking, sensation seeking has received considerable
empirical attention. Sensation seeking refers to a
tendency to pursue novel, varied, complex, and
intense experiences and to accept a certain degree of
risk in order to obtain such stimulation. Individuals
with high levels of sensation seeking are generally
more responsive to immediate reward, novelty, and
excitement, which may increase their likelihood of
engaging in behaviors that involve uncertainty or
potential harm. Research on users of online dating
applications has shown that sensation seeking is
associated with risk-taking behavior in contexts
characterized by novelty, rapid interpersonal contact,
and opportunities for impulsive decision-making
(Azhari & Nugrahawati, 2025). Similarly, evidence from
individuals referred to social emergency services
indicates that risky behaviors are meaningfully related
to components of sensation seeking (Nasiri Nasab et al.,
2024). These findings suggest that sensation seeking
may operate as a broad dispositional factor underlying
different forms of behavioral risk.

The relevance of sensation seeking has also been
demonstrated in  behavioral domains beyond

sexuality. For example, sensation seeking has been
shown to predict risky driving, with difficulties in
emotion regulation contributing to the pathway
through which this personality characteristic is
translated into hazardous behavior (Li et al., 2022).
Likewise, sensation seeking has been examined in
relation to decisions involving automobile insurance
coverage, with risk perception and gender influencing
the relationship between personality and risk-related
choices (Jiang et al., 2023). Such findings indicate that
sensation seeking does not simply reflect an attraction
to excitement, but may influence the way individuals
evaluate risk, process potential consequences, and
prioritize immediate reward over long-term safety.
This mechanism may be especially important among
people with psychopathic traits, for whom reduced
inhibition and diminished sensitivity to negative
consequences may intensify the behavioral expression
of sensation seeking.

Research with adolescents also supports the
association between sensation seeking and risk-
taking. Sensation seeking, peer influence, and risk-
taking behavior have been shown to be interrelated,
suggesting that dispositional tendencies and social
context jointly contribute to hazardous decision-
making (Siraj et al.,, 2021). Similarly, differences in
risk-taking, sensation seeking, and impulsivity among
adolescent girls and boys have been examined in
relation to susceptibility to peer influence,
emphasizing the interaction between personality
characteristics and environmental factors (Ghadimi
Bavil Olyayi et al., 2023). These findings are relevant to
the present study because they suggest that high
sensation seeking may not inevitably produce harmful
behavior; rather, its consequences may depend on
accompanying emotional, developmental, and social
vulnerabilities.

One developmental factor that may substantially alter
the expression of sensation seeking is childhood
trauma. Childhood traumatic experiences can have
long-term effects on emotion regulation, behavioral
inhibition, coping, risk perception, and interpersonal
functioning. Exposure to traumatic experiences during
early development may contribute to maladaptive
strategies for managing distress, including the use of
intense or risky experiences to escape negative
emotional states. Recent evidence has shown that
childhood trauma is associated with serious
psychological outcomes and that resilience and
cognitive emotion regulation strategies may help
explain how early trauma becomes linked to later risk
(Liu et al, 2026). In adolescents, structural
relationships between childhood trauma, internet




addiction, and risky behaviors have also been
reported, with emotion regulation and distress
tolerance functioning as important explanatory
mechanisms (Valaei et al, 2025). These findings
support the possibility that childhood trauma may
function not merely as an independent risk factor, but
as a developmental mechanism that shapes the
behavioral expression of personality characteristics
such as sensation seeking.

The effects of trauma are not uniform across
individuals. Individual risk factors appear to influence
the extent to which trauma exposure contributes to
posttraumatic ~ stress symptoms and  reduced
psychological wellbeing (van Duinkerken et al., 2025).
Research on clinical and counseling psychology
doctoral students has likewise shown that trauma-
related vulnerability can be associated with
posttraumatic stress and substance use outcomes,
emphasizing the importance of individual and
contextual risk factors (Tiét et al, 2025). From a
developmental perspective, early risk factors may also
exert their influence through complex pathways
involving mediators, moderators, and cumulative
effects across time (Fagan et al., 2025). Therefore,
childhood trauma may be especially consequential
when combined with pre-existing personality
characteristics that promote risk-taking.

In individuals with psychopathic traits, the
combination of sensation seeking and childhood
trauma may be particularly important. Sensation
seeking may increase the attraction of intense and
risky situations, while childhood trauma may reduce
emotional regulation capacity, increase distress, and
foster maladaptive coping strategies. In this context,
risky sexual behavior may serve both as a means of
obtaining stimulation and as a way of escaping
negative emotional states. Previous evidence linking
psychopathy to risky sexual behavior (Chan & Beech,
2024), sensation seeking to risk-taking (Azhari &
Nugrahawati, 2025; Nasiri Nasab et al., 2024), and
childhood trauma to maladaptive behavioral outcomes
(Liu et al., 2026; Valaei et al., 2025) provides a
theoretical basis for examining these variables within
a single explanatory model. Accordingly, the present
study aimed to investigate the relationship between
sensation seeking and risky sexual behaviors and to
determine the mediating role of childhood trauma in
this relationship among individuals with psychopathic
traits.

Methodology
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This study employed a descriptive-correlational
design using path analysis. The statistical population
consisted of individuals with psychopathic traits or a
diagnosis of antisocial personality disorder who were
identified during 2025-2026 through psychiatric
centers, psychology clinics, specialized counseling
centers, and Qazvin Central Prison. Initially, 320
individuals were screened, and 240 participants who
met the inclusion criteria were selected through
purposive sampling and entered the final analysis. The
sample included 67 women and 173 men aged 20 to
50 years. Inclusion criteria consisted of the presence
of psychopathic traits or a diagnosis of antisocial
personality disorder based on clinical records and
specialist confirmation, having at least basic literacy,
and providing informed consent. Incomplete
questionnaires or circumstances preventing continued
participation were considered exclusion criteria.

Data were collected using the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, the Risky Sexual Behavior
Questionnaire, and the Zuckerman Sensation Seeking
Scale, Form V. The Childhood Trauma Questionnaire
included 28 items covering five dimensions of
childhood maltreatment. The Risky Sexual Behavior
Questionnaire included 10 items designed to assess
engagement in risky sexual conduct. The Zuckerman
Sensation Seeking Scale consisted of 40 forced-choice
items assessing different dimensions of sensation
seeking. Data analysis was conducted at descriptive
and inferential levels. Assumptions related to
normality, multicollinearity, and independence of
errors were evaluated before hypothesis testing.
Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to
examine bivariate relationships among the main
variables. Path analysis was then conducted in Amos
to evaluate direct and indirect effects. The
significance of the indirect pathway was tested using
bootstrapping. SPSS 27 and Amos were used for
statistical analyses.

Findings

The results showed that sensation seeking was
positively and significantly correlated with childhood
trauma (r=0.484, p<0.01) and risky sexual behaviors
(r=0.550, p<0.01). Childhood trauma was also
positively and significantly correlated with risky
sexual behaviors (r=0.571, p<0.01). These findings
indicated that higher levels of sensation seeking were
associated with both greater childhood trauma scores
and greater engagement in risky sexual behaviors,
while greater childhood trauma was itself associated
with more risky sexual behavior.
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Path analysis further showed that sensation seeking
had a significant positive direct effect on risky sexual
behaviors (B=0.286, B=0.274, t=5.374, p<0.01).
Sensation seeking also had a significant positive
direct effect on childhood trauma (=0.276, B=0.538,
t=5.077, p<0.01). In addition, childhood trauma
exerted a significant positive direct effect on risky
sexual behaviors (p=0.278, B=0.137, t=4.625,
p<0.01). The bootstrap analysis demonstrated that the
indirect effect of sensation seeking on risky sexual
behaviors through childhood trauma was significant
(B=0.077, B=0.074, p<0.01). Because both the direct
and indirect effects of sensation seeking on risky
sexual behaviors remained statistically significant,
childhood trauma was identified as a partial mediator
of this relationship.

The overall path model demonstrated acceptable fit to
the observed data. The ratio of chi-square to degrees
of freedom was 3.356, while the incremental fit index
was 0.912, the comparative fit index was 0.910, the
goodness-of-fit index was 0.916, and the normed fit
index was 0.909. The root mean square error of
approximation was 0.072 and the standardized root
mean square residual was 0.061. Taken together, these
indices supported the adequacy of the proposed
structural model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that sensation seeking is an
important predictor of risky sexual behavior among
individuals with psychopathic traits. Participants with
higher sensation-seeking tendencies were more likely
to report risky sexual conduct, suggesting that the
pursuit of novelty, stimulation, and intense
experiences may translate into sexual decision-
making characterized by greater risk. In individuals
with psychopathic traits, this relationship may be
intensified by reduced behavioral inhibition,
impulsivity, and diminished sensitivity to negative
consequences. As a result, immediate excitement or
reward may outweigh consideration of long-term
physical, psychological, or interpersonal outcomes.

The positive association between sensation seeking
and childhood trauma should be interpreted cautiously
because the cross-sectional design does not permit
causal conclusions. Nevertheless, the result suggests
that sensation seeking and adverse developmental

experiences are meaningfully connected in this
population. One possibility is that individuals
characterized by greater sensation seeking are more
likely to enter risky environments or interpersonal
situations,  increasing  exposure to  adverse
experiences. Another possibility is that traumatic
experiences during childhood alter emotional
regulation and coping patterns in ways that
subsequently increase the need for stimulation or
intense experiences. These processes may also operate
simultaneously and be influenced by broader family
and environmental conditions.

The significant relationship between childhood
trauma and risky sexual behavior further indicates that
early adverse experiences may have lasting behavioral
consequences. Childhood trauma can disrupt emotion
regulation, distress tolerance, trust, self-control, and
interpersonal functioning. When these difficulties
persist into adulthood, risky sexual behavior may
become a maladaptive coping strategy used to reduce
distress, obtain immediate emotional relief, or seek
stimulation. This interpretation is especially relevant
in people with psychopathic traits, who may already
have vulnerabilities in impulse control and sensitivity
to behavioral consequences.

Overall, the study supports a multidimensional
explanation of risky sexual behavior among
individuals with psychopathic traits. Rather than
being attributed to a single personality characteristic
or developmental experience, risky sexual behavior
appears to emerge from the interaction of sensation
seeking, childhood adversity, and broader behavioral
vulnerabilities.  The findings emphasize the
importance of considering developmental history
alongside personality characteristics when assessing
individuals at elevated risk. They also suggest that
interventions focusing solely on behavioral control
may be insufficient if childhood trauma and its
emotional consequences remain unaddressed. In
conclusion, sensation seeking was directly associated
with risky sexual behaviors and also exerted a
significant indirect effect through childhood trauma,
confirming that childhood trauma partially mediates
the relationship between sensation seeking and risky
sexual behavior among individuals with psychopathic
traits.
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