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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Adolescence represents a pivotal developmental phase characterized by profound physical,
psychological, and social transformations that significantly influence long-term functioning and well-being. This
period is marked by a heightened vulnerability to various challenges, including academic and career uncertainties,
sexual concerns, conflicts with parents and peers, depression, substance use, suicidal ideation, and engagement in
high-risk behaviors (Hosseini Kalaei & Asadi, 2020; Coleman, 2022).

High-risk behaviors, as outlined by Demuth and Brown (2004), encompass a broad spectrum of activities such as
substance abuse, alcohol consumption, smoking, physical aggression, unsafe sexual practices, reckless driving, and
carrying weapons. Similarly, Bozzini et al. (2021) highlight prevalent risky behaviors among adolescents, including
excessive alcohol use, substance misuse, unsafe sexual activities, reckless driving, extreme sports, gambling, and
illegal acts. Research consistently indicates that many of these behaviors, such as smoking, alcohol use, substance
abuse, and unsafe sexual practices, typically emerge before the age of 18, often co-occurring and exerting synergistic
effects that amplify their negative consequences (Tariq & Gupta, 2023; Wang et al., 2024; Lin & Guo, 2024).

Over the years, scholars have proposed diverse theoretical frameworks—biological, psychological, environmental,
social, and biopsychosocial—to elucidate the factors contributing to adolescents’ propensity for high-risk behaviors
(Fernandez et al., 2025). These models emphasize a range of predisposing factors, including genetic predispositions,
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psychological traits, family dynamics, and societal influences. However, no single theory comprehensively accounts
for the multifaceted nature of high-risk behaviors, as each tends to focus on specific aspects while overlooking others
(Fox et al., 2009; Mohammadi et al., 2015).

Among the key predictors, impulsivity, defined as hasty, reward-driven actions with elevated risk and minimal
forethought (Evenden, 1999), is a central factor underlying many social and psychological issues, such as substance
abuse, pathological gambling, and personality disorders (Akhtiyari et al., 2008). Novelty seeking, a personality trait
characterized by a desire for new, thrilling, and often unconventional experiences (Cloninger et al., 1993), is another
critical driver, particularly in adolescence, when underdeveloped impulse control and heightened reward sensitivity
amplify its impact (Steinberg, 2008). Additionally, difficulties in emotion regulation, described as maladaptive
responses to emotional distress, including lack of emotional acceptance and impulse control deficits (Gratz & Roemer,
2004), play a significant role in shaping behavioral outcomes. These difficulties are implicated in various
psychological disorders and are hypothesized to mediate the pathways through which impulsivity and novelty seeking
lead to high-risk behaviors (Linehan, 1993).

Given the alarming rise in high-risk behaviors among adolescents, such as substance use, aggression, and unsafe
sexual practices, and their profound implications for health, academic success, and social functioning (Nikmanesh &
Darvish Mola, 2021), this study aims to examine whether emotion regulation difficulties mediate the relationship
between impulsivity, novelty seeking, and high-risk behaviors in adolescents.

Method: This correlational study employed path analysis to examine relationships among impulsivity, novelty
seeking (exogenous variables), emotion regulation difficulties (mediator), and high-risk behaviors (endogenous
variable) among 18,355 second-cycle high school students in Zanjan, Iran (2023-2024). Using cluster sampling, 450
students from four schools in District 1 and six in District 2 were targeted, with 400 valid questionnaires analyzed
after excluding 50 incomplete responses; participants completed self-administered questionnaires (25-30 minutes)
after providing informed consent, following ethical approval (IR.IAU.ABHAR.REC.1402.008). Four validated scales
were used: the 36-item Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Gratz & Roemer, 2004; o.=.73), the 30-item
Barratt Impulsiveness Scale-11 (BIS-11; Barratt, 2004; a = .85), the novelty seeking subscale of the 125-item
Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI; Cloninger, 1994; o = .79), and the 38-item High-Risk Behaviors Scale
(Zadeh Mohammadi & Ahmadi, 2009; a = .95), with path analysis assessing direct and indirect effects and model fit
evaluated using SRMR, NFI, and GOF indices.

Results: Among 400 students (39.25% male, 60.75% female; ages 16-18), data showed normal distribution and no
multicollinearity; correlation analyses revealed a significant positive relationship between emotion regulation
difficulties and high-risk behaviors (p <.01).

Table 1. Direct And Indirect Effects of Impulsivity, Novelty Seeking, and Difficulty in Emotion
Regulation on Adolescents’ Risky Behaviors

Path B 95% ClI T p
Direct effects
Impulsivity — Risky behaviors 0.31 0.18,044 451 0.001
Impulsivity — Difficulty in emotion regulation 052 0.44,061 1177 0.001
Novelty seeking — Risky behaviors 0.17 0.04,0.29 290 0.004
Novelty seeking — Difficulty in emotion regulation 0.01 -0.08,0.10 0.26 0.70
Difficulty in emotion regulation — Risky behaviors 0.13 -0.21,0.23 257 0.001

Indirect effects
Impulsivity — Difficulty in emotion regulation — Risky behaviors 0.07 0.01,0.12 243 0.001
Novelty seeking — Difficulty in emotion regulation — Risky behaviors 0.02 -0.01,0.01 0.25 0.07

As shown by the results presented in Table 1, the direct effects of impulsivity, novelty seeking, and difficulty in
emotion regulation on adolescents’ risky behaviors, as well as the direct effect of impulsivity on difficulty in emotion
regulation, are significant (p < 0.05). However, the direct effect of novelty seeking on difficulty in emotion regulation
is not significant (p > 0.05). The indirect effect of impulsivity on risky behaviors mediated by difficulty in emotion
regulation is also significant (p < 0.05), whereas the indirect effect of novelty seeking on risky behaviors mediated by
difficulty in emotion regulation is not significant (p > 0.05).
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Discussion: The present study investigated the mediating role of difficulty in emotion regulation in the relationship
between impulsivity, novelty seeking, and risky behaviors among adolescents. The findings indicated that impulsivity
has a significant direct effect on risky behaviors, which is consistent with previous research (Doustian et al., 2013;
Verdejo-Garcia et al., 2008). Impulsivity, defined as acting with little forethought or planning, is considered a core
factor in various clinical disorders and maladaptive behaviors, including substance abuse and antisocial tendencies
(Evenden, 1999). The association between different components of impulsivity motor, cognitive, and non-planning
and risky behaviors has been well documented. Motor impulsivity involves immediate actions without considering
consequences and is linked to behaviors such as substance use and unsafe sexual activity (Arends et al., 2018).
Cognitive impulsivity reflects deficits in planning and decision-making, which can lead to poor judgments in risky
situations (Reynolds, 2019). Non-planning impulsivity refers to limited future orientation, making individuals less
likely to evaluate long-term consequences.

The results also showed that novelty seeking has a significant direct effect on risky behaviors. During adolescence,
when self-regulatory systems are still developing, novelty seeking may exert a stronger influence on behavior
(Steinberg, 2008). According to sensation-seeking theory, individuals high in novelty seeking are motivated to engage
in stimulating and risky activities to achieve optimal arousal. Prior studies have reported positive associations between
novelty seeking and behaviors such as substance use and antisocial activities, often intensified by peer influence (Wills
etal., 2001).

Furthermore, difficulty in emotion regulation was found to be significantly associated with risky behaviors.
Adolescents who struggle to manage emotions are more likely to rely on maladaptive coping strategies, leading to
impulsive actions such as aggression, self-harm, and substance use (Gratz & Roemer, 2004; Linehan, 1993).
Importantly, impulsivity was shown to indirectly influence risky behaviors through emotion regulation difficulties,
emphasizing the mediating role of emotional dysregulation (Long, 2014; Garofalo et al., 2017). These findings
underscore the importance of interventions that simultaneously target impulsivity and emotion regulation skills to
reduce adolescents’ engagement in risky behaviors.
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