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According to Marvin Zuckerman’s theory, sensation seeking is defi ned as the need for 
stimulation required to maintain the optimum level of arousal. The goal of this study 
is to characterize the stimulation requirements manifested by sensation seeking in the 
offi  cer cadets of the Polish Air Force Academy in Dęblin (PAFA) and to compare these 
requirements to those of the students of other technical universities.

The study was conducted in a group of 23 offi  cer cadets of PAFA, aged 20-23 years, and 
a group of 25 students of other technical universities. The stimulation demand was 
measured using the Sensation Seeking Scale (SSS) developed by Marvin Zuckerman.

Studies revealed that the offi  cer cadets required more stimulation (sensation seeking) 
than the students of other technical universities.

Pilots are characterized by higher demand for stimulation, which may be one of the 
components involved in motivation for a stress-related occupation.

Zuckerman’s Sensation Seeking Scale (SSS), stimulation demand, sensation seeking, 
students, military aviation
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INTRODUCTION

The groundwork of Marvin Zuckerman’s sensa-
tion seeking theory was laid by sensory depriva-
tion studies and analyses conducted by Hebb or 
Berlyne as well as by studies on the temperament 
conducted by Gray or Eysenck [1].

Sensation seeking, defi ned by Marvin Zucker-
man as a “sensory requirement based on the opti-
mum level of arousal” is a trait refl ecting individu-
al’s tendency to seek diverse, novel, complex and 
intense sensations and experiences as well as their 
readiness to take up risks [2]. Sensation seeking 
is a structure consisting of four diff erent factors 
rather than a single general trait. The component 
factors include:
– thrill and adventure seeking (TAS) – manifest-

ed by the passion for outdoor activities, physi-
cally risky activities, and engagement in sports 
providing high levels of excitation (e.g. skiing);

– experience seeking (ES) – related to experi-
ences associated with mental and sensory 
activation or the choice of non-conformist life-
styles (e.g. unplanned travels);

– disinhibition (DIS) – most strongly deter-
mined by biological factors, manifested by 
a tendency towards emotional discharge and 
seeking relaxation in such behaviors as drink-
ing, gambling, etc.;

– boredom susceptibility (BS) – associated with 
aversion to repeatable experiences, routine 
work, or boring people, manifested by anxiety 
as a response to monotony.

In addition, the sensation seeking requirement 
is strongly determined by biological factors. It is 
relatively stable, thus explaining diff erences be-
tween individuals and presenting features of psy-
chological trait rather than psychological condi-
tion. The optimum level of arousal is signaled as 
a positive emotional condition, suggesting that 
emotional conditions could be the key to under-
standing some behavioral choices [1].

According to Zuckerman’s theory, glaring dif-
ferences can be observed between individuals 
with regard to sensory deprivation. Individuals 
with high stimulation demand usually perceive 
the risks to be lower, experience lower levels of 
anxiety, are more impulsive, may experience vari-
ous types of tension, poorly respond to routine 
situations and require to continuously seek for 
novelty. On the other hand, individuals with low 
stimulation demand usually perceive the risks to 
be higher, experience higher levels of anxiety, are 
less impulsive, more withdrawn and timid. Nu-
merous signifi cant diff erences may be observed 

between students of diff erent specialties in terms 
of the sensation seeking trait [4].

The goal of this study is to demonstrate such 
potential diff erences in sensation seeking be-
tween the students of PAFA and students of other 
technical universities.

METHODS

The study was conducted in a group of 23 offi  c-
er cadets of PAFA, aged 20-23 years, and a group 
of 22 students of other technical universities, in-
cluding Warsaw University of Technology, Military 
University of Technology, and Warsaw University 
of Life Sciences, aged 19-24 years. The stimula-
tion demand was measured using the Sensation 
Seeking Scale (SSS) developed by Marvin Zucker-
man. The Polish version of the tool consists of 5 
subscales:
– General Stimulation Demand Scale (G)
– Thrill and Adventure Seeking Scale (TAS): 

related to the willingness to experience dan-
ger, engage in risky, exciting activities, such as 
skiing or parachuting;

– Experience Seeking scale (ES): related to the 
search for experiences associated with mental 
and sensory activation or the choice of non-
conformist lifestyles (e.g. unplanned travels, il-
licit drugs);

– Disinhibition Scale (DIS): most strongly de-
termined by biological factors, manifested by 
a tendency towards emotional discharge and 
seeking relaxation in such behaviors as drin-
king or gambling;

– Boredom Susceptibility Scale (BS): associated 
with aversion to repeatable experiences, routine 
work, or boring people, manifested by anxiety as 
a response to monotony. An additional scale was 
also used in the Polish version of the tool, i.e.

– I Scale: refl ecting the demand for intellectual 
and cognitive stimulation.

RESULTS

The hypothesis of the presence in stimulation 
demand between the study groups was verifi ed 
by Student’s t-test (parametric test for two inde-
pendent samples). The compared groups were 
equivalent in numbers.

The table below (Tab. 1.) compares the results 
obtained by the PAFA students and the students of 
other technical universities with respect to the indi-
vidual traits comprising the stimulation demand.
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cognitive processes. In face of these requirements, 
pilots are subjected to signifi cant burden, both in-
tellectual and cognitive. Therefore, the best pilots 
are individuals with high demand for the specifi c 
kind of stimulation, i.e. intellectual and cognitive 
stimulation [3].

CONCLUSIONS

Signifi cant diff erences in sensation seeking 1. 
were observed between the students of PAFA 
and students of other technical universities 
at the level of intellectual and cognitive sti-
mulation, which was higher in PAFA students 
compared to the students of other technical 
specialties.
No diff erences were observed between the 2. 
PAFA students and the students of other tech-
nical universities in terms of general stimula-
tion demand.
Pilots are characterized by higher demand for 3. 
intellectual and cognitive stimulation, which 
may be one of the components involved in 
motivation to take up this highly stimulative 
occupation.

The independent samples t-test analysis re-
vealed that the only statistically signifi cant diff er-
ence between the PAFA students and the students 
of other technical universities was that related to 
the additional subscale (I). PAFA students scored 
higher in the additional subscale I as compared to 
the students of other technical universities: t(43) 
= 2.243; p < 0.05. Aviation students were found to 
be characterized by higher demand for intellec-
tual and cognitive stimulation than the students 
of other technical specialties. Diff erences in the 
remaining subscales were statistically insignifi -
cant. This means that both study groups, i.e. the 
PAFA students and the students of other technical 
universities, diff ered only slightly in terms of the 
willingness to experience danger, engage in risky, 
exciting activities, seek sensations associated with 
activation of brain and senses and choose non-
conformist lifestyles, as well as of the tendency to 
discharge and aversion to boredom and routine.

 The occupation of a pilot is diffi  cult, stress-
ful and imposing much responsibility. Pilots are 
require to react quickly and resolutely, make apt 
decisions, be aware of their responsibility andca-
pable to act under the pressure of time as well as 
cope with the burden associated with intellectual 

Sensation Seeking 

Factor
Academy Mean F Signifi cance t df

Signifi cance 

(double-sided)

General Stimulation 

Demand (G)

PAFA 11.48
2.618 0.113 1.059 42 0.296

Other 10.43

Thrill and Adventure 

Seeking (TAS)

PAFA 10.48
0.949 0.335 0.929 43 0.358

Other 9.64

Experience Seeking 

(ES)

PAFA 7.39
3.301 .076 .869 43 .390

Other 6.68

Disinhibition (DIS)
PAFA 8.87

4.349 .043 .892 43 .377
Other 7.91

Boredom suscepti-

bility (BS)

PAFA 8.87
.886 .352 .545 43 .589

Other 8.23

Additional subscale 

(I)

PAFA 5.17
6.891 .012 2.243 43 .030

Other 4.18

Tab. 1.  Student’s independent sample t-test comparison of PAFA students and students of other technical universities 
with respect to stimulation demand (using individual subscales of the Sensation Seeking Scale).
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