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The central aim of the present study was to address whether sensation seeking traits
are related to severity of posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms (PTSD) in soldiers
conducting military operations in Afghanistan, and whether this effect is moderated
by selected personality traits and strength of traumatic stimulus. The study was drawn
upon the Regulatory Theory of Temperament by Strelau, in reference to which it can
be assumed that people characterized by both the highest and the lowest levels of
sensation seeking traits would be at greater risk of suffering from PTSD symptoms.

125 Polish soldiers of the Armored Cavalry Brigade who took part in military mission
in Afghanistan in 2013/2014 filled in the following psychological questionnaires: PTSD
Questionnaire (PTSD - C Scale); Impact of Event Scale (IES); Sensation Seeking Scale
(SSS -V); Impulsiveness Questionnaire (IVE); Eysenck Personality Questionnaire Revised
(EPQ-R); Combat Exposure Scale (CES).

Results indicated no direct relationship between sensation seeking and the severity
of posttraumatic stress among Polish soldiers participating in combat operations in
Afghanistan. However, after controlling for the effect of neuroticism and impulsiveness
in the studied group of soldiers, the sensation seeking appeared to be a strong predictor
of PTSD symptoms.
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Conclusion: The study provided information on the feature of sensation seeking which regardless
of its severity should not be treated as a predictor of emotional disturbances. However
under certain conditions created by personality variables the relationship between the
sensation seeking and symptoms of posttraumatic stress can occur. Possible explanatory
mechanisms refer to the urge to immediate reduction the emotional tension. Among
the personality types, individuals with high anxiety and high impulsivity would be most
susceptible to the consequences of traumatic stress.
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INTRODUCTION

The risk of developing post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) is associated with numerous
temperamental and personality factors. Many of
them, including neuroticism or emotional clarity,
are correlated with other emotional disturbances.
However, some of them refer to the formal aspects
of behavior which make them neutral from the
clinical perspective. The impact of these tempera-
mental traits, which tend to determine individual
mobilization when facing extreme stimulus, is far
from evident. One of them is sensation seeking.

The concept of sensation seeking refers to the
tendency to seek or avoid stimulation. According
to Marvin Zuckerman [39], sensation seeking is
a temperamental trait that is associated with the
need to search for different, new, complex and in-
tense experiences with a willingness to take part
in various types of risk. This trait is associated with
the area of differential psychology and does not
include any aspects related directly to difficulties
in emotional adaptation. However, the develop-
ment of mental disorders is usually triggered by
the interaction of various factors, and sensation
seeking can often be one of them.

The modifying role of sensation seeking be-
comes more evident when taking into account
the classification of psychopathological symp-
toms. Sensation seeking most clearly refers to
the excitement - slowing down dimension and
therefore its impact seems to be apparent when
it comes to the disorders in which this dimension
plays a vital role. Hence the connection between
sensation seeking and bipolar or addiction disor-
ders occurs.

When examining the moderating function of
sensation seeking in the context of the develop-
ment of PTSD, attention should be paid to specific
traits which make post-traumatic stress disorder
differ from other mental disorders. The first relates
to the fact that the level of traumatic stress is ex-
treme, while the second relates to the long-term
development of the disorder, during which symp-
toms may be latent at some stage.

This second aspect was pointed out by Neria et
al. [16], who concluded that most of the research
on this topic focused on immediate or short-term
stress response. Consequently, only the effect of
the impact of sensation seeking in the context of
adaptation to current stressful life experiences
was usually analyzed. The results of this analysis
situated the sensation seeking in the area of high-
stress tolerance.

Previous research more often perceived sensa-
tion seeking as a protective factor in the context
of PTSD proneness [16,21,33]. The explanations for
these findings refer to the activation of both inter-
nal and external coping strategies, which are spe-
cific to high-sensation-seekers. These individuals
are willing to focus on the problem, which results
in a more benign emotional response. On the con-
trary, individuals with low sensation seeking use
a mechanism of denial, which leads to the percep-
tion of the stressful situation as more threatening
and unpredictable than it actually is.

Neria [16] indicated that sensation-seekers dur-
ing wartime were willing to take the initiative as
well as risk their lives in the face of danger. Com-
pared with low sensation seekers, they developed
less severe PTSD symptoms. At the same time, he
discovered that although high and low sensation-
seekers differed in their adaptation to war condi-
tions, they did not show significant differences in
the overall level of emotional distress. It was only
the intensity of the stimulus that made the differ-
ence in tolerance to stress, causing high sensa-
tion-seekers to trigger more creative and flexible
thinking, which was a protecting factor during ex-
posure to the traumatic experience.

However, in the literature on the impact of
sensation seeking, opposing views on the devel-
opment of post-traumatic symptoms can also be
found. These approaches point out that under
some circumstances, the tendency to sensation
seeking can affect the difficulty of “dealing” with
traumatic experience. Yehuda and MacFarlane
[34] noticed that individuals with high sensation
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seeking were more exposed to traumatic experi-
ence due to the tendency to seek activity associ-
ated with exposure to stress.

Moreover, Van der Kolk [29] indicated that survi-
vors of traumatic experiences tended to re-engage
in a situation with high stress intensity and hypoth-
esized about the “compulsion of repeat” in refer-
ence to exposure to trauma, which links sensation
seeking to posttraumatic stress disorder. According
to the “re-exposure hypothesis”, numerous experi-
ences connected with extreme levels of stress can
lead to the addiction to trauma, causing individu-
als to intensely seek further such experiences This
process constantly exposes them to stress, which
eventually leads to emotional disorders.

Joseph [14] noted that the re-exposure hypoth-
esis had rarely been covered in empirical data.
Therefore, he recognized sensation seeking as
a multidimensional concept and suggested a ref-
erence to Eysenck’s concept of impulsiveness. Ey-
senck’s theory distinguished two types of impul-
siveness: one that is associated with risk awareness
(venturesomeness) and one that does not take
into account its consequences (impulsiveness). Ac-
cording to Joseph et al. [14], this distinction is sig-
nificant, because it is the ability to assess risk that
determines the susceptibility to the development
of PTSD symptoms. Impulsive people who exhibit
reduced awareness of risky behavior are far more
exposed to trauma. The study by Volkert et al. [31]
seemed to confirm this idea, as the delay in risk as-
sessment associated with sensation seeking was
characteristic of individuals with PTSD symptoms.

Summarizing, we concluded that studies on the
relationship between sensation seeking and PTSD
have not yet yielded unequivocal results. First of
all, many empirical data indicated that increased
tolerance to intense stimulation could be treated
as a mechanism protecting against the develop-
ment of trauma-related disorders. On the other
hand, the tendency to seek stimulation was asso-
ciated with an increased risk of exposure to trau-
matic experiences, which, considering the mecha-
nisms of post-traumatic stress disorder develop-
ment, may cause it to become a risk factor.

The concepts of posttraumatic stress develop-
ment [2,6] indicated that a key signal of difficulty
in adapting to intense stressor was associated
with a persistent gap between the emotional and
cognitive domains, leading to the formation of
intrusions. Horowitz [13] specified this process as
an inability to accept information about trauma.
Brewin et al. [2] pointed to a situationally activated
memory system containing memories that cannot
be verbalized. In addition, Ehlers and Clark’s mod-

el [6] referred to traumatic memories as separated
from biographic data.

At the same time, many researches dealing with
specific phenomena associated with PTSD also
pointed out the relationship between emotion
regulation and the development of symptoms. It
was found, among other things, that the existence
of the dissociation during a traumatic event led
to the risk of increased symptoms [18]. Similarly,
emotion-focused coping strategies were usually
associated with greater susceptibility to trauma
[23]. Moreover, Boden et al. [1] found in their study
that people with PTSD symptoms were used to
applying avoidance strategies and thus did not
sufficiently adapt the cognitive mechanisms of
coping with trauma.

What we have learned from the Theory of
temperament [25] is that its role in the emotion
regulation process is indisputably ponderable.
Strelau [22] also noticed that the significance of
temperamental factors increases when an individ-
ual is exposed to extremely difficult situations. In
this study, we proposed the Regulative Theory of
Temperament (RTT) as a theoretical basis to clarify
the relationship between sensation seeking and
posttraumatic stress.

According to RTT [25], temperament regulates
human behavior during stressful situations, and
therefore can affect the development of trau-
matic stress in two ways. Firstly, by increasing
sensitivity to traumatic experiences and secondly
by increasing the frequency of such experiences
[22]. Strelau [25] also indicated the significance of
an adequate level of activation during exposure
to stressful situations. It is precisely the increased
level of activation that is often associated with
the risk of greater severity of PTSD symptoms.
Increased level of activation arises as a result of
a tendency to overstimulate, which consists of
the interaction of two temperamental features
of emotional reactivity and activity. According to
RTT [25], both these factors are separate.

Increased level of activation can appear both
as a result of inner predispositions in the form of
a certain intensity of the sensation-seeking trait,
and as being due to the emotional consequences
of this severity. Thus, in the domain of sensation-
seeking features, an increased level of activation
can occur due to two processes. In the first, peo-
ple with low sensation seeking personalities are
constitutionally less resistant to excessive exter-
nal stimulation, as is the case with highly reactive
people. In the second case, however, an individual
with high sensation seeking trait will tend to be
exposed to situations of excessive stimulus value.
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A positive correlation between emotional reac-
tivity and the severity of PTSD symptoms was ob-
tained in a flood survivors study [22], in the group
of survivors of a mining disaster [23], and among
survivors of traffic accidents [35]. Similar relation-
ships were also found by Oniszczenko [17] in his
study among the population of uniformed servic-
es: firefighters, soldiers and policemen.

However, according to Strelau [25], sensation
seeking is associated not only with emotional re-
activity, but also with activity, as Zuckerman [41]
differentiates individuals into seeking and avoid-
ing stimulation based just on their activity. Moreo-
ver, Zuckerman'’s definition of a sensation-seeking
trait includes a motivational aspect for specific life
activities [40]. At this point, we should remember
the assumption of RTT, according to which, de-
spite obvious mutual relationships, reactivity and
activity are two separate temperament traits [25].
Thus, the risk of developing symptoms of traumat-
ic stress not only depends on the emotional reac-
tivity trait but also on the frequency and intensity
of the reactivity state, which is associated with the
level of activity.

The accumulation of traumatic stimuli provides
powerful stimulation to the war participant [5]. It
can therefore be assumed that sensation seeking
among members of armed forces plays an impor-
tant role in the context of stress resilience. On the
one hand, sensation seeking is perceived as a fac-
tor conducive to antisocial behavior during com-
bat duties, such as unnecessary risk-taking [10,11].
On the other hand, there are reports of a posi-
tive relationship between adventure seeking and
effectiveness on the battlefield [30]. Research
conducted among Danish soldiers deployed in
Afghanistan [19] found no correlation between
sensation seeking and the severity of psychopath-
ological symptoms.

Considering that war conditions usually mean
prolonged exposure to trauma, it can be assumed
that the way in which sensation seeking affects
the level of posttraumatic stress in soldiers de-
pends on the mechanisms of stimulation regula-
tion described by Strelau’s Regulatory Theory of
Temperament [25].

The Present Study

Based on Zuckerman’s theory and the regula-
tory theory of temperament (RTT), it was assumed
that there is a relationship between sensation
seeking and the level of posttraumatic stress.
Since sensation seeking is related to high activity
and low emotional reactivity, it was assumed that
this relationship is curvilinear, in which individu-

als with the highest and lowest sensation seek-
ing would be most exposed to the risk of post-
traumatic stress symptoms. It was also assumed
that the relationship between sensation seeking
would be moderated by factors related to the se-
verity and type of the traumatic stimulus, and by
factors related to the significance that individuals
attribute to this experience as a result of their per-
sonality traits.

According to RTT, the development of post-
traumatic stress is preceded by an increased level
of activation. However, the level of activation is
affected not only by temperament traits, but also
by the power of the traumatic stimulus and per-
sonality traits. In the theoretical context of sen-
sation seeking [14], the level of activation is also
correlated with impulsiveness. Therefore, it is rea-
sonable to ask a question about determining the
moderation of factors, such as the strength of the
traumatic stimulus, the level and type of impul-
siveness, and personality traits for the relationship
between the sensation seeking and posttraumat-
ic stress.

METHODS

Participants

The sample was formed from 125 soldiers of
the Polish Armored Cavalry Brigade in Swietoszéw
participating in military operations in Afghanistan
(14th PKW shift). The Armored Cavalry Brigade is
stationed in the Swietoszéw garrison in the Lower
Silesian Voivodeship and is part of the 11th Lu-
buska Armored Cavalry Division. Brigade soldiers
have participated in military missions outside Po-
land since 2000, including four shifts in Iraq and
three shifts in Afghanistan. This study concerned
soldiers who participated in the 14th shift in Af-
ghanistan, which numbered 1,000 people, with
the core being soldiers from Swietoszéw.

Participants were between 21 and 43 years old.
The average age of the research group was 32.8
years. The vast majority (80%) had secondary edu-
cation; 10% higher education, 8% vocational edu-
cation. The study group consisted solely of men.

MEASURES

PTSD-C

The PTSD Questionnaire: Factorial Version (ab-
breviation in Polish: PTSD-C); Zawadzki et al. [36].
This inventory contains 30 items that can be divid-
ed into three scales, as identified through explora-
tory factor analysis: Intrusion/Arousal (15 items);
Avoidance/Numbing (15 items); and a Global Scale
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(all items). The Intrusion/Arousal scale refers to
persistent re-experiencing of a traumatic event,
causing chronic symptoms of hyperarousal not
present before. The Avoidance/Numbing scale
refers to avoidance of stimuli associated with the
trauma, causing decreased involvement in signifi-
cant life activities and decreased capacity to feel
certain feelings. Participants are asked to report
on four-point Likert-type scales how often they
experienced a given thought, behavior, or emo-
tion related to the traumatic event in the past
several months. Cronbach’s a, for the Intrusion/
Arousal scale, the Avoidance/Numbing scale, and
the Global scale are .96, .92, and .93, respectively.

Impact of Event Scale Revised (IES - R)

Post-traumatic psychological symptoms were
assessed using the IES-R, which is a 22-item self-
rating questionnaire with a four-point Likert scale
ranging from “never” to “often.” The IES-R consists
of three subscales: Intrusion with seven items;
Avoidance with eight; and Hyperarousal with sev-
en items. Cronbach’s a is 0.75).

Sensation-Seeking Scale (S5S-V)

Sensation-seeking traits were measured
through Zuckerman, Eysenck and Eysenck’s Sen-
sation Seeking Scale (SSS) Form V [37], an inven-
tory for assessing sensation-seeking traits on four
sublevels: Thrill and Adventure Seeking (TAS);
Experience Seeking (ES); Disinhibition (Dis); and
Boredom Susceptibility (BS). Form V of the SSS
represents an improvement on several earlier
sensation-seeking scales, with internal reliabili-
ties of .77, .61, .14, .57, .84 for TAS, ES, Dis, BS and
Total Sensation Seeking scores, respectively [37].
The Sensation Seeking Scale Form IV has dem-
onstrated convergent validity with several other
personality scales [28] and has also demonstrated
predictive ability with many criterion measures,
including involvement in risky sports, illegal drug
use and promiscuous sexual behaviors.

Eysenck Personality Questionnaire
(EPQ-R)

Major dimensions of personality were meas-
ured through Eysenck and Eysenck’s [7] Personal-
ity Scale Revised (EPQ-R-Short Scale). The EPQ-R-S
is an improved version of the EPQ, and measures
the three broad dimensions of Eysenck’s person-
ality theory: Psychoticism or Tough-Mindedness;
Neuroticism or Emotionality; and Extraversion.
The EPQ-R-S also includes a lie scale measuring
conformity. The EPQ-R-S demonstrates internal
reliabilities of .62, .88, .84, and .77 for psychoticism,

extraversion, neuroticism and lie scales respec-
tively [4]. The extraversion and neuroticism scales
in particular have demonstrated high conver-
gence with corresponding personality trait meas-
ures [38] and the EPQ has demonstrated a general
predictive ability for a variety of criterion meas-
ures, including depression, criminal involvement
and schizophrenia [7].

Impulsivity, Venturesomeness and
Empathy (IVE)

This questionnaire comprises 54 items meas-
uring impulsivity, venturesomeness (sensation
seeking), and empathy. The higher the score, the
more likely it is that the person has these person-
ality traits. Only the impulsivity and venturesome-
ness scales were analyzed in the current study
and these have been found to have satisfactory
alpha coefficients (0.84 and 0.85, respectively) [8].
For males, the correlation between impulsivity
and venturesomeness is very low: 0.24 and 0.21
[8]. This is because the impulsivity and venture-
someness scales measure different aspects of im-
pulsivity, with the former being more associated
with dysfunctional aspects of personality, such as
psychoticism, whereas venturesomeness is more
related to extraversion.

Combat Exposure Scale (CES)

The Combat Exposure Scale (CES) is a seven-
item self-report measure that assesses wartime
stressors experienced by combatants. Items are
rated on a five-point frequency (1 ="“no” or “never”
to 5 ="26+ times” or “51+ times”), five-point dura-
tion (1 = “never” to 5 = “7+ months”), or 45-point
degree of loss (1 = “none” to 45 = “76% or more”)
scale.

Respondents are asked to reply based on their
exposure to various combat situations, such as fir-
ing rounds at the enemy and being on dangerous
duty.

Demographics

Demographics was used to obtain information
on subjective variables such as gender, age, edu-
cation, military rank and the number of previous
deployments.

PROCEDURE

The research project was part of the Military
Medical Institute grant and required the consent
of the military authorities, which was granted.
The examination took place at the military unit in
the 10th Armored Cavalry Brigade in Swietoszéw.
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The study was carried out in the form of a ques-
tionnaire. The participants were gathered in the
lecture hall of the military unit, where they filled
the battery of tests under the assistance of a psy-
chologist.

The study was longitudinal. The first measure-
ment took place in September 2013, which was
about a month and a half before leaving for the
battlefield in Afghanistan. The second measure-
ment took place 3 months after returning from
the battlefield. In the meantime, the participants
spent about 7 months in a war zone in Afghani-
stan.

DATA ANALYSIS

The initial part of the statistical analyses carried
out included calculations of the value of descrip-
tive statistics. A frequency distribution specifying
the number of individual categories was present-
ed for all categorical variables. The mean values,
standard deviations, minimum and maximum re-
sults were calculated for interval variables. Then,
the assumption about the normal distribution of
analyzed variables was verified. For this purpose,
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used. Since
statistically significant deviations from the normal
distribution were found for most of the analyzed
variables, subsequent analyses were performed
using statistical methods that do not require nor-
mal distribution. The bootstrapping method was
used, which created a probability distribution sep-
arately for each of the analyzed variables based on
the results of multiple draws with returns. A total
of 1,000 subsequent draws were carried out in the
analyses. Other calculations used nonparametric
statistical methods, which also did not require
a normal distribution.

The hypothesis regarding the curvilinear rela-
tionship between sensation seeking and the level
of posttraumatic stress was verified by estimating
the quadratic function curve based on the least
squares method.

Further hypotheses regarding the modifying
effect of impulsiveness and traumatic stimulus
strength on the relationship between sensation
seeking and posttraumatic stress were analyzed
using moderation analysis. The latter, unlike me-
diation analysis, is used to analyze the interaction
between an explanatory variable and a variable
that is relevant to the relationship between an
explanatory variable and an explained variable,
i.e. moderator. The verified interaction is that the
strength and / or sign of the relationship between
the explained and explanatory variables depends

on the level of the moderator. The presented anal-
yses verify whether the level of impulsiveness and
the strength of the traumatic stimulus changes
the strength and / or sign of the relationship be-
tween the sensation seeking and posttraumatic
stress. The feature that defines a moderator is not
entering statistically significant relationships with
explanatory variables, but entering statistically
significant interactions with these variables. The
verified hypotheses speak about the moderating
impact of impulsiveness, personality traits and the
strength of the traumatic stimulus, so the main
part of the statistical analysis is based on modera-
tion analysis.

RESULTS

No statistically significant fit of the square curve
to the data was obtained in any of the analyzed
models, therefore it should be stated that no re-
sults confirming the hypothesis were obtained
(Tab. 1).

One statistically significant interaction was
obtained between the sensation seeking and im-
pulsiveness in relation to the overall level of post-
traumatic stress measured using the PTSD-C ques-
tionnaire. It was found that people characterized
by a low level of general sensation seeking were
characterized by a higher intensity of PTSD symp-
toms, provided that they also had higher results
on the impulsiveness scale (Tab. 2). Based on the
Johnson-Neyman procedure, it was found that
the relationship between sensation seeking and
severity of PTSD symptoms, in which sensation
seeking is an explanatory variable was explained
in 43.12% of subjects with the highest level of im-
pulsiveness. However, no statistically significant
relationship was found between the sensation
seeking and the severity of PTSD symptoms in the
group of people with average or low impulsive-
ness.

Three statistically significant interaction effects
were obtained. Each of them concerned the sever-
ity of neuroticism. A positive relationship between
the sensation seeking and the severity of PTSD
symptoms measured using the PTSD-C question-
naire was obtained in a group of 14.29% of people
with the highest intensity of neuroticism (Tab. 3).

Statistically significant positive correlations
were obtained between the severity of neuroti-
cism and the severity of PTSD according to the re-
sults in the PTSD-C and IES-R questionnaires and
the severity of intrusion (Tab. 4).
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Tab.1.  The results of the analysis of the relationship
between sensation seeking and the severity

of PTSD symptoms.
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R 2 — percentage of explained variance, F — model statistical significance
test statistics; df — degree of freedom; p - statistical significance.

Tab.2. Results of moderation analysis, in which
impulsiveness was analyzed as a moderator
of the relationship between sensation
seeking and the severity of PTSD symptoms.

Exp_lanatory Moderator Expl.alned
variable variable

Low sensation

" Impulsiveness PTSD-K 2.68 2,12  0.036
seeking

High sensation

. Impulsiveness PTSD-K -0.58 -058  0.559
seeking

Low sensation

: Venturesomeness PTSD-K -0.39 -0.37 0.705
seeking

High sensation

. Venturesomeness PTSD-K 1.26 1.08 0.282
seeking

B - non-standardized regression coefficients; t — value of the predictor
statistical significance test; p — statistical significance.

Tab.3. Personality traits as moderators of the
relationship between the sensation seeking
and the severity of PTSD symptom:s.

Moderator Explained variable B t P

Extravert PTSD Symptoms -0.10 -0.89 0.371
Neuroticism PTSD-C 0.36 3.09 0.003
Psychoticism -0.26 1.66 0.098
Extravert PTSD Symptoms -0.02 1.62 0.107
Neuroticism IES-R 0.02 2.02 0.046
Psychoticism -0.02 1.78 0.077
Extravert Intrusions 0.01 1.68 0.095
Neuroticism 0.01 2.14 0.034
Psychoticism 0.01 174 0.084
Extravert Avoiding 0.01 1.1 0.268
Neuroticism 0.01 1.86 0.065
Psychoticism 0.01 1.40 0.163
Extravert Hyperarousal 0.01 1.34 0.183
Neuroticism 0.01 1.92 0.057
Psychoticism -0.01 1.83 0.070

B - non-standardized regression coefficients; t — value of the predictor
statistical significance test; p - statistical significance.

Tab.4. Correlation coefficients between the severity
of personality traits and symptoms of PTSD.

PTSD Symptoms Personality Traits

Extraversion  Neuroticism Psy.ChOtl_ Contro!

cism Scale - Lie

Severity of PTSD .
PTSD-C 0.094 0.203 0.160 0.109
Severity of PTSD -0.108 0.204* 0.000 -0.104
IES-R
Intrusions -0.104 0.249%* 0.034 -0.126
Avoiding -0.117 0.063 -0.029 -0.010
Hyperarousal -0.094 0.164 -0.047 -0.100

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01.
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DISCUSSION

The results indicated a lack of a direct relation-
ship between sensation seeking and posttrau-
matic stress among soldiers participating in the
mission in Afghanistan.

As a result of the applied moderation analysis,
it was found that low sensation seekers were char-
acterized by a higher intensity of posttraumatic
stress symptoms, provided that they simultane-
ously revealed a high level of impulsiveness.

Considering the individual personality traits,
the role of neuroticism turned out to be a key fac-
tor. A positive relationship between the sensation
seeking and symptoms of posttraumatic stress
was found in about 14% of respondents with the
highest level of neuroticism. However, in a more
detailed view, high neuroticism favored the rela-
tionship between sensation seeking and intru-
sions.

The study also showed that the severity of
the traumatic stimulus surprisingly did not play
a significant role in moderating the relationship
between sensation seeking and posttraumatic
stress.

Additional analysis revealed two interesting re-
lationships. Firstly, the level of posttraumatic stress
correlated with the level of neuroticism. Secondly,
after returning from the mission, the subjects ob-
tained significantly higher scores on the lie scale.

Previous efforts had placed the sensation seek-
ing either in the area of risk factors or in the field
of protective factors. The results of the study left
this answer open. First of all, the results did not
confirm the hypothesis about the relationship
between the sensation seeking and the level of
posttraumatic stress. This meant that the sensa-
tion seeking was not a factor that directly affected
their ability to adapt to war conditions. Their psy-
chological response to the combat stressor turned
out to be completely independent of the level of
sensation seeking and all its components. The
result turned out to be in line with Zuckerman’s
theoretical assumption [41] according to which
the feature of sensation seeking - regardless of its
severity — had no psychopathological significance.
It was also worth noting that very similar results
were obtained in recent studies that concerned
Danish soldiers deployed in Afghanistan [19].

On the basis of Polish research, the results
brought to mind the hypothesis of Dudek and
Wojtecka [5], who believed that sensation seek-
ing played a dual role during exposure to trauma
while being both protective and risk factor. There-
fore, the possibility of influencing the develop-
ment of symptoms of posttraumatic stress by

seeking sensations exists, provided that there are
interactions with other factors. The type of inter-
action that determined the direction of modera-
tion was also significant.

Analysis of impulsiveness as a moderator
showed that in the area of interaction between
sensation seeking and impulsiveness, it was pos-
sible that the sensation seeking — under certain
conditions - acted as a risk factor. Although sta-
tistical interactions were too rare to speak of un-
ambiguous confirmation of the hypothesis, the re-
sult turned out to be consistent with the adopted
assumption. This result confirmed Joseph’s intui-
tion [14] regarding the significance of the distinc-
tion between impulsiveness and venturesomness
when examining relationships for sensations and
symptoms of posttraumatic stress. According
to the theory of Eysenck and Eysenck [9], these
two components differed in terms of awareness
of undertaken actions as well as their risk and
consequences. The results showed that among
the soldiers with the greatest tendency to take
no action, low sensation seeking was associated
with a greater severity of symptoms of posttrau-
matic stress. However, this result was only partly
in line with expectations, because theoretical as-
sumptions showed that this relationship would
also apply to high sensation seekers. Still, it shed
new light on the importance of various psycho-
logical mechanisms in the process of developing
PTSD symptoms. While there was no doubt that
impulsiveness in the functioning of an individual
performs a regulatory function [9], the methods of
regulation might be different. The study assumed
that the moderate role of impulsiveness would be
associated to a greater extent with a tendency to
thoughtless, premature, excessively risky and in-
adequate reactions to situations that, combined
with high activity and a high sensation seeking,
would be associated with a greater risk of expo-
sure to trauma. Meanwhile, the situation in which
the intensity of impulsiveness affects people with
low sensation seeking suggests that the develop-
ment of posttraumatic stress was less related to
the consequences of a certain type of behavior,
but rather was associated with internal abilities to
regulate emotional tension, and, strictly speaking,
with difficulties in tolerance of aversive stimuli. It
was the tendency to immediately reduce emo-
tional tension that seemed to be a factor indirectly
hindering the integration of traumatic experienc-
esinto the structures of autobiographical memory
and thus the integration of this experience. This,
of course, did not mean that low sensation seek-
ers were generally more at risk of traumatization.
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Rather, the high level of impulsiveness could do
more “harm” among people with low stimulation
processing capabilities, because, as the results
suggest, the development of posttraumatic stress
was more associated with the importance of emo-
tional reactivity than activity.

This interpretation seemed to correspond to
the results of current research, in which the rela-
tionship between impulsiveness and PTSD was
explained by the mechanism of negative urgency,
i.e., a tendency to violent behavior while experi-
encing intense stress to reduce emotional tension
[20]. This mechanism referred to internal predis-
positions and is associated with difficulties in reg-
ulating emotions [33]. It was also worth mention-
ing that the association between PTSD symptoms
and dysphoric symptoms was found by Taft et al.
[27], who suggested the relevance of aggression
theory to the study of combat veterans.

In turn, the analysis of the impact of personality
traits showed that a high level of neuroticism de-
termined the relationship between the sensation
seeking and the symptoms of posttraumatic stress.
Neuroticism is, in fact, a trait that is commonly as-
sociated with susceptibility to PTSD symptoms
[15]. According to the researchers’ opinion, it is
even considered the most important personality
dimension when it comes to the possibility of pre-
dicting post-traumatic stress disorder. Numerous
studies (see for example Bromet et al. [3]) indicat-
ed that a history of anxiety disorders constitutes
a significant risk factor of revealing PTSD. It is also
worth adding that a correlation between the level
of neuroticism and the severity of posttraumatic
stress was also obtained in this study.

The importance of intensifying neuroticism in
the context of the relationship between sensation
seeking and posttraumatic stress is complex and
its cause is likely to lie in multiple phenomena.
One possible explanation seems to be a situation
in which an increased level of anxiety, by influenc-
ing the interaction between emotional activity
and reactivity, would be a factor facilitating the
tendency to overstimulation (expressed by an in-
crease in the level of activation). It is known that
neurotic people are prone to excessively strong
psychophysiological responses to stress. This
would mean that high levels of anxiety disrupt
the stimulation regulation mechanism. However,
it is difficult to precisely define the mechanisms of
this phenomenon, if only because the activation
construct does not allow a distinction to be made
between anxiety and mental excitement [24].

In turn, research on individual differences indi-
cated that people with high extraversion and high

neuroticism were particularly susceptible to risky
behavior [32]. Also Zuckerman [39] put forward
the hypothesis that neurotic entities — on the ba-
sis of anti-phobia - tend to undertake risky behav-
iors. This seems to be another clue by which one
can attempt to explain the effect of high levels of
neuroticism on the positive relationship between
sensation seeking and PTSD symptoms. It would
mean that highly neurotic people undertaking
risky behavior in situations of intense stimulation
would be guided by a need to reduce tension
rather than a rational assessment of the situation.
The mechanism of action of highly neurotic per-
sons would therefore be similar to those charac-
terized by high impulsiveness. A certain argument
for adopting this interpretation would also be the
result concerning the relationship between the
sensation seeking and the symptoms of intrusion
moderated by a high level of neuroticism. As is
known from the theory of double representation
[2], the symptoms of intrusion had their origins
in memories that were not included in the verbal
memory system, because during the traumatic
event they required too much attention. However,
it seems that the mode of action of highly neu-
rotic people during stress exposure is to focus on
reducing internal tension at the expense of atten-
tion to external stimuli.

In addition, the importance of traumatic stimu-
lus strength was also analyzed for relationships
with personality variables. The result showed that
the relationship between the strength of the trau-
matic stimulus and the symptoms of posttraumat-
ic stress applies to the same extent regardless of
the severity of personality variables, which meant
that there was no structure of personality traits
that would protect against PTSD after a traumatic
event.

However, the explanation for the unexpected
decrease in the severity of distraction observed
during the second measurement seems to be hid-
den under the lie scale results, which turned out
to be significantly higher after returning from the
mission. The situation of the group of respond-
ents was such that during the first measurement
they had already completed the process of quali-
fying for the mission, and therefore the participa-
tion in psychological research was not in any way
threatening for them. The situation was different
during the second measurement, where the is-
sue of further military service was involved. This
perspective could undoubtedly play a role in re-
inforcing the tendency to present oneself in a fa-
vorable light.
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In any case, the higher lie score obtained dur-
ing the second measurement is very puzzling.
It obviously suggests that posttraumatic stress
symptoms may be dissimulated and confirms the
stereotype of soldiers as a group reluctant to re-
veal their emotional problems. This is in some way
convergent with recent studies that found that
veterans receiving mental health care perceived it
as a kind if stigma [12].

CONCLUSIONS

1. The results confirmed that there is no system
of personality factors that would absolutely
protect against the symptoms of posttraumat-
ic stress. Regardless of individual personality
and temperament equipment, any individual
exposed to a traumatic event may experience
post-traumatic stress symptoms.

2. The study provided information on the feature
of sensation seeking, which, regardless of its
severity, did not have a psychopathological di-
mension, and therefore should not be treated
as a predictor of emotional disturbances.

3. The results of the conducted research allow it
to be stated that among the soldiers fighting in
Afghanistan, individual differences in the area
of sensation seeking did not have a direct im-
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pact on the level of severity of posttraumatic
stress. However, under certain conditions cre-
ated by personality variables, a relationship
between sensation seeking and posttraumatic
stress can occur.

. Among the personality factors moderating this

relationship, neuroticism and impulsiveness
should be distinguished, because of their asso-
ciation with the risk of mechanisms triggering
the development of posttraumatic stress.

. A possible explanatory mechanism included

increased readiness to undertake risky behav-
iors in the event of exposure to intense and
long-term stressors due to intolerance to aver-
sive stimuli leading to the urge to immediately
reduce emotional tension.

. Among the personality types, individuals with

high anxiety and high impulsiveness would
be most susceptible to the consequences of
traumatic stress. This configuration was also
the opposite of the structure that made up the
construct of emotional stability [26].

. The research results confirmed that the bal-

ance point of the diagnosis of susceptibility
to posttraumatic stress is placed closer to the
sphere of emotion than formal behavioral
characteristics.
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