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Deliberation aﬀects risk taking beyond sensation seeking
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Abstract
We examined the eﬀects of sensation seeking and deliberation on risk taking activities in a large sample
of college students. Students were asked to indicate how many times in the past year they had engaged in a
number of risk taking activities. We hypothesized that deliberation would account for a unique portion of
the variance in risk taking activities with negative outcomes beyond that of sensation seeking. From the
pool of risk taking items, we constructed two internally consistent scales to assess risk taking with negative
outcomes and risk taking with non-negative outcomes. Sensation seeking was signiﬁcantly positively correlated with both types of risk taking. Deliberation accounted for a unique portion of the variance in risk
taking with negative outcomes, beyond participation in activities with non-negative outcomes and sensation seeking. Deliberation may be a protective factor against choosing risk taking activities with negative
outcomes.
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Researchers have identiﬁed sensation seeking, or some variant of that trait, as a personality
factor that diﬀerentiates risk-takers from non-risk takers. Zuckerman (1979) deﬁnes sensation
seeking as the need for varied and new experiences, and incorporates the willingness to take risks
for the sake of those experiences. Risk takers seem to be higher in sensation seeking than other
members of the population (Horvath & Zuckerman, 1993). However, some risk takers experience
problems as a result of their thrill seeking proclivities, while others do not. What is the diﬀerence
between these two groups of people? While there may be several, we hypothesize that the personality trait of deliberation inﬂuences whether or not an individual participates in maladaptive
vs. adaptive risk taking. In this study, we examined level of participation in risk taking activities,
sensation seeking, and deliberation in a sample of undergraduates.
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When conceptualizing impulsivity and sensation seeking, researchers have often not sharply
diﬀerentiated between the two traits. Zuckerman placed these two traits on the same scale in a
recent factor analysis of personality measures, naming the construct Impulsive Sensation Seeking
(Zuckerman, Kuhlman, Joireman, Teta, & Kraft, 1993). These traits appear to have similar biological correlates (Zuckerman, 1996). However, Whiteside and Lynam (2001) recently conducted
a factor analysis of several diﬀerent types of impulsivity measures found in psychological literature. They reported four distinct types of ‘impulsivity’: urgency (lack of) deliberation, sensation
seeking, and (lack of) persistence. The focus of this paper is on the distinction between deliberation and sensation seeking. We chose this focus because items tapping these two constructs
have often been placed on scales together; there is a lack of diﬀerentiation between the two. A
lack of deliberation can be described as a failure to plan ahead, or acting without thinking.
Sensation seeking can be described as a tendency to seek out novel and thrilling experiences.
Even though (lack of) deliberation and sensation seeking may share some common variance,
there is evidence to suggest that they have distinct inﬂuences on human behavior. For example,
Breen and Zuckerman (1999) found that these two traits seem to have diﬀerent eﬀects on
gambling behaviors. Perhaps risk taking can be better understood by diﬀerentiating between the
two constructs of deliberation and sensation seeking and investigating each one’s inﬂuence on
behavior.
Sensation seeking is a common personality element among several diﬀerent types of risk takers,
regardless of the outcome of the activity. Individuals who participate in certain types of sports,
experiment with drugs, and participate in delinquency have higher levels of sensation seeking
than normative samples. Breivik (1996), Breivik, Roth, and Jorgensen, (1998) and Goma i
Freixnet (1991) found that parachute jumpers and mountain climbers scored higher in sensation
seeking than control groups of students and normals. Castellani and Rugle (1995) reported that
pathological gamblers, alcoholics, and cocaine abusers all obtained similar scores on an excitement seeking measure. Daderman (1999) examined diﬀerences between juvenile males with and
without conduct disorder. Conduct disorder males obtained higher scores on personality measures of sensation seeking and impulsivity. Levonson (1990) compared drug unit residents, rock
climbers, and ‘heroes’—police oﬃcers and ﬁre ﬁghters commended for bravery—on the Sensation
Seeking Scale, and found that each group obtained higher scores than the normative sample on
diﬀerent facets of the Sensation Seeking Scale.
While these groups of individuals share the personality trait of high sensation seeking, they
have experienced diﬀerent life outcomes. Evidence suggests that individuals who experience
negative life outcomes, such as losing money, drug addiction, and being arrested, are more
impulsive than normative samples. Breen and Zuckerman (1999) conducted a study in which they
examined personality factors in chasing and nonchasing gambling behavior. Chasing involves
continuing to bet money to cover losses while gambling. While the groups did not diﬀer in levels
of sensation seeking, the chasers had higher measured levels of impulsivity. Martin and Sher
(1994) found that individuals with alcohol use disorders were lower in conscientiousness than
normals, which may imply greater impulsivity. Krueger, Schmutte, Caspi, Moﬃtt, Campbell, and
Silva (1994) conducted a longitudinal study with a large birth cohort in which they examined the
relationship of personality to delinquency. In general, delinquency was associated with less selfcontrol and constraint, and conversely, higher levels of impulsivity. Donohew, Zimmerman,
Cupp, Novak, Colon, and Abell (1999) assessed a large sample of teens on sensation seeking and

