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Abstract
Background: A major issue to consider in high risk behaviors such as substance abuse is personality factors.
Objectives: This study aimed to determine the role of personality factors (anxiety sensitivity, sensation seeking, hopelessness, and
impulsivity) in substance use, psychotropic drug use, smoking, and alcohol drinking in a sample of male medical students in Iran.
Patients and Methods: In this cross-sectional study, conducted in Isfahan and Kermanshah Medical Universities in Iran, a total of
425 male medical students were randomly selected with the proportional to size from different faculties to participate voluntarily
in the study. A self-report written questionnaire was applied to collect data. Then, the obtained data were analyzed by SPSS version
20 using logistic regression statistical tests at 95% significant level.
Results: Our findings showed that hopelessness (OR = 1.095, 95% CI: 1.033, 1.160) and sensation seeking (OR = 1.139, 95% CI: 1.065, 1.219)
were the main influential predictors on smoking. Anxiety sensitivity (OR = 1.436, 95% CI: 1.114, 1.851) and impulsively (OR = 1.443, 95%
CI: 1.153, 1.806) were the main influential predictors on drug abuse. In addition, anxiety sensitivity (OR = 1.460, 95% CI: 1.004, 2.124)
and sensation seeking (OR = 1.756, 95% CI: 1.120, 2.753) were the main influential predictors on psychotropic drug abuse. Finally,
sensation seeking (OR = 1.222, 95% CI: 1.121, 1.331) was the main influential predictor on alcohol drinking.
Conclusions: Our findings indicated that sensation seeking was the best predictor for alcohol drinking, cigarette smoking, and
psychotropic drug abuse.
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1. Background
Addiction is a disorder with clinical, behavioral, and
cognitive symptoms affected by social, psychological, biological, and pharmacological factors; social factors mostly
affect onset of substance abuse and biological factors are
responsible for maintenance of substance abuse (1). In
spite of the obvious risks and complications of addiction,
its victims increase every day and reports by international
organizations indicate the rise of substance abuse all over
the world (2). Developing countries has been known to be
at higher risk of substance abuse due to their large youth
population, where college students like other groups are
not supported against the risky factors (3). Substance
abuse is one of the psychological problems among college
students (4). Considering several educational and noneducational side consequences of substance abuse, such as
lack of motivation, education failure, physical and mental
problems, suicide and aggressive behaviors, lack of iden-

tity, and risky sexual behaviors among college students, it
seems necessary to design and implement preventive interventions (3, 5). A major issue in designing preventive
interventions is to gain knowledge on the effects of personality factors on predicting substance abuse. In this regard, several studies investigated the association of personality factors such as anxiety, depression, impulsivity,
and sensation seeking with substance abuse (6-12). For example, Wills emphasized the effects of personality factors,
especially sensation seeking, on substance abuse (6). Grant
et al. reported the relationship between alcohol drinking
and personality factors of anxiety and depression (7). Ersche and Kopstein also showed that high rates of sensation
seeking increases probability of substance abuse (8, 9). In
addition, some other studies mentioned the role of poor
impulsive control in substance abuse (10, 11). In this regard,
Malmberg et al. introduced sensation seeking and impulsivity as strong factors to predict substance abuse, though
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they rejected the relationship between anxiety and substance abuse (12). On the other hand, several studies suggested higher rates of substance abuse among men compared to women which shows the importance of considering gender in studies on substance abuse (13, 14). It seems
that knowledge of behavioral science experts on personality factors which predict substance abuse could help planning preventive interventions (6-12).
2. Objectives
Regarding the absence of related studies in developing
countries, our study focused on personality traits related
to drug abuse, psychotropic drug use, smoking, and alcohol drinking in a sample of male medical students in Iran.
3. Patients and Methods
3.1. Participants and Procedure
The study was a part of a project conducted among
male medical students in Kermanshah and Isfahan Medical Universities during 2014 – 2015, with the goal of providing knowledge for the prevention of the substance abuse.
The first part of project was a cross-sectional study conducted on 425 male college students in two Kermanshah
and Isfahan Medical Universities during 2014. The sample size of 425 was calculated at 95% significant level according to the results of the previous study (15) and considering 20% attrition rate. Omitting the incomplete questionnaires, 355 questionnaire were analyzed (response rate
was 84%). To enroll the participants and collect data, the
following stages were taken. First, each faculty in 2 medical universities in Iran was considered as a class (category). Then, proportional to the number of male students
in each faculty (medical, dentist, pharmacy, health and nutrition, paramedical, and nursing), participants were randomly enrolled in the study. Finally, the volunteers were
given the self-questionnaire. This study was approved by Isfahan University of Medical Sciences’ institutional review
board and informed consents were obtained from all participants. In addition, Ethics Committee of Isfahan Medical
Science University approved the study.

3.2.2. Substance Abuse
This part includes 4 questions to assess the respondents’ history of drug abuse (opium, crack, heroin),
psychotropic drug abuse (methamphetamine, ecstasy,
LSD), alcohol drinking or cigarettes smoking. One question for each category was asked as follows: “Have you
consumed drug abuse/psychotropic drug abuse/alcoholic
drinks/cigarettes smoking during the past 3 months?” The
reply options for each question was “Yes” or “No”.
3.2.3. Personality Factors Scale
The personality factors were measured by a standard
scale, including 28 items (16), which were composed of
4 major constructs of 1) anxiety sensitivity, 2) sensation
seeking, 3) hopelessness, and 4) impulsivity. Prior to conducting the main project, a pilot study was done to assess the utility of the instrument. The pilot study participants were 18 male medical students, similar to those
who participated in the main study. It was conducted to
obtain feedback about the clarity, length, comprehensiveness, and completion time of the various instruments as
well as collecting data to estimate the internal consistency
of the measures. It should be noted that the validity of the
questionnaire was approved by an expert plan (comprising of a psychologist, a sociologist, a health educator, and
an addiction expert).
Seven items were designed to measure anxiety sensitivity e.g., “It frightens me when I feel my heart beat change”.
Seven items were designed to measure sensation seeking
e.g., “I am interested in experience for its own sake even if
it is illegal”. Eight items were designed to measure hopelessness e.g., “I feel that I’m a failure”. Six items were designed to measure impulsively e.g., “ I feel I have to be manipulative to get what I want”. In order to facilitate the participants’ responses to the items, they were standardized
based on Likert scale, selecting 1 of 4 response options (1 =
strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly
agree). The reliability coefficients for the abovementioned
constructs in our pilot study were as follows: anxiety sensitivity, α = 0.71; sensation seeking, α = 0.75; hopelessness, α
= 0.80; and impulsively, α = 0.72.
3.3. Statistical Analysis

3.2. Measures
The questionnaire used in the study comprised 3 parts
which are discussed below.
3.2.1. Demographic Characteristics
Demographic information, including age, marital status, parents’ educational status, having a drug abuser
friend, having a drug abuser family, living in dormitory,
and parents’ divorce was evaluated in this part.
2

The data were analyzed by SPSS software for Windows
(ver. 20). Descriptive statistics were used to summarize
and organize the demographic data. Backward stepwise
multiple logistic regression analysis was performed to predict the personality factors on substance abuse. Results of
logistic models were expressed as ORs with 95% CIs. The
level of significance was (P < 0.05). The Cronbach Coefficient α was used to estimate the internal consistency of the
various measures
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4. Results
The mean age of participants was 19.9 years (95% CI:
19.79, 20.04), ranged from 18 to 22 years. Almost, 95.2 %
of respondents were single. In addition, 19.4%, 3.9%, 1.1%,
and 10.1% of the participants had respectively the history
of smoking, drug abuse, psychotropic drug abuse, and alcohol consumption during the past 3 months.
Backward stepwise multiple logistic regression analysis was conducted for the prediction role of personality factors on substance abuse. Based on our findings regarding
smoking, drug abuse, and psychotropic drug abuse, the
best model was selected in the third step and for alcohol
drinking the best model was selected in the fourth step (Tables 1 - 4).
Table 1 indicates that the hopelessness (OR = 1.095, 95%
CI: 1.033, 1.160), and sensation seeking (OR = 1.139, 95% CI:
1.065, 1.219) were the main influential predictors on smoking.
Table 2 shows that the anxiety sensitivity (OR= 1.436,
95% CI: 1.114, 1.851), and impulsively (OR= 1.443, 95% CI: 1.153,
1.806) are the main influential predictors on drug abuse.
Table 3 shows that among the personality factors, the
anxiety sensitivity (OR = 1.460, 95% CI: 1.004, 2.124), and
sensation seeking (OR = 1.756, 95% CI: 1.120, 2.753) were the
main influential predictors on psychotropic drug.
Finally, our result showed that the sensation seeking
(OR = 1.222, 95% CI: 1.121, 1.331) was the main influential predictor on alcohol drinking among the participants (Table
4).

5. Discussion
The main goal of our study was to determine a typology
for classifying substance abusers based on personality factors. Our study indicated that anxiety sensitivity could be
a predicator of drug abuse and psychotropic drugs abuse.
Buckner et al. also showed the relationship between anxiety sensitivity and using marijuana (17). Furthermore,
Lejuez et al. reported greater heroin use among participants with high anxiety sensitivity (18). Anxiety sensitivity
is a cognitive, individual difference variable that refers to
the fear of arousal-related bodily sensations (19). Regarding the effect of anxiety sensitivity on predicting opium
and psychotropic drug abuse, it seems necessary to consider and suggest solutions to control anxiety sensitivity
among college students. A commonly suggested solution
to control anxiety sensitivity is relaxation, reported to be
effective by several studies (20-22). Therefore, we recommend that counseling centers design and implement related training programs in universities.
Int J High Risk Behav Addict. 2017; 6(1):e27551.

Another finding of our study was that sensation seeking could predict smoking (OR: 1.139), psychotropic drugs
(OR: 1.756), and alcohol drinking (OR: 1.222), which suggest
its more prediction value than other personality factors.
Sensation seeking is a personality trait believed to have
a biological basis expressed as a need for physiological
arousal, novel experience, and willingness to take social,
physical, and financial risks (to obtain such arousal) (23).
Sensation seekers explore such environments which offer
them opportunities on illegal provocations and joining deviant peer groups (24). Several studies indicated that sensation seeking was associated with several illegal and risky
behaviors such as alcohol consumption, drug abuse, unprotected sex, and violent behaviors (25-27). On one hand,
Bancroft et al. stated that sensation seeking increases risk
taking among the youth to gain joy, which lead them to
consume drug and alcohol and further feel the joy and fix
the uniformity. On the other hand, they might underestimate the danger and negative consequences of risky behaviors in their lives (27). In addition, Woicik et al. and
Brunelle et al. in their studies reported sensation seeking
as a major factor to predict alcohol consumption (28, 29).
Sensation seekers always find themselves in risk settings.
Although these people are aware of the risk, they still believe that they need a certain level of danger to live happily
(30). Our findings showed that it is essential to consider
sensation seeking while designing and developing training and preventive programs to substance abuse and control of sensation seeking among young adults. Developing
alternative environments such as sport complexes (including exciting sports) and guiding youth mental power to
friendly routes through group activities such as social and
political activities, festivals as well as local and group competitions could be efficient to deplete youth excitement.
Hopelessness is another personality factor investigated in the present study. In this respect, our results
showed that hopelessness was a predicator to cigarette
smoking (OR = 1.095). One of the underlying factors of the
risky behavior is hopelessness, defined as a system of negative expectations concerning oneself and one’s future life
and also an important concern in health and social care (31,
32). Researchers believe that people smoke to feel happier
and improve their mood (33). The present study results
show that hopelessness is a predicting factor to smoking.
Therefore, providing counseling centers and psychological services could help in on time recognition and treatment of mental health problems. Holding religious and
national festivals and celebrations, planning trips and improving students’ participation in cultural, educational,
recreational, and sport programs could improve and solve
students’ temper and mental problems, while reduce their
hopelessness. All these eventually help decrease smoking
3
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Table 1. Logistic Regression Analysis of Variables Related to Smoking

Variable

Odds Ratio

95% CI

P Value

Lower

Upper

Hopelessness

1.095

1.033

1.160

0.002

Sensation seeking

1.139

1.065

1.219

0.001

-

-

-

Final model: Step 3

Table 2. Logistic Regression Analysis of Variables Related to Drug Abuse

Variable

Odds Ratio

95% CI

P Value

Lower

Upper

Anxiety sensitivity

1.436

1.114

1.851

0.005

Impulsively

1.443

1.153

1.806

0.001

-

-

-

-

Final model: Step 3

Table 3. Logistic Regression Analysis of Variables Related to Psychotropic Drug Abuse

Variable

Odds Ratio

95.0% CI
Lower

P Value
Upper

Sensation seeking

1.460

1.004

2.124

0.048

Final model: Step 4

1.756

1.120

2.753

-0.048

Final model: Step 3

-

-

-

-

Table 4. Logistic Regression Analysis of Variables Related to Alcohol Drinking

Variable

Odds Ratio

P Value

Lower

Upper

Sensation seeking

1.222

1.121

1.331

0.001

Final model: Step 4

-

-

-

-

rates among college students.
Finally our findings indicated impulsivity as a significant predicator to opium abuse (OR = 1.443). Impulsivity
includes a wide range of behaviors, being mostly ignored,
which are done immaturely for gaining a reward or joy, entailing high risk, and lead to significant undesirable consequences (34). Also, behaviorists define impulsivity as gaining short-term benefits, even if they are worthless, instead
of long-term worthy achievements (35). Impulsive behaviors are precipitance, unplanned, and error prone (36). Epstein et al. in their study reported the effects of impulsivity on substance abuse (37). It seems that tendency to solve
problems while not considering its negative consequences
and acting impulsively to face life events could be some
predicators to substance abuse. In this respect, training of
4

95.0% CI

coping strategies could be beneficial and result in helpful
solutions to prevent substance abuse among college students. Therefore, educational researchers have suggested
problem solving and define it as a coping strategy to improve personal and social abilities and to decrease tensioning and psychopathological symptoms (38). This could be
effective on avoiding substance abuse among college students.
Knowledge of behavior factors predictors could facilitate designing and implementing behavior change interventions. Our findings suggested that personality factors are effective predictors to substance abuse. Furthermore, sensation seeking is the best predictor for alcohol drinking, cigarette smoking, and psychotropic drug
abuse. In conclusion, considering relevant personality facInt J High Risk Behav Addict. 2017; 6(1):e27551.
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tors would result in designing efficient preventive interventions.
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