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Emerging adults have been shown to engage in risky sexual behavior at an increased rate 
which may result in STIs/STDs, unplanned/early pregnancies, and abortions (Copen, 
2017; Curtin et al., 2013; Fielder and Carey, 2010; Kriesel et al., 2021; Martinez et al., 
2018). One factor that has been shown to impact risky sexual behavior is personality 
(Allen & Walter, 2018). The present study aimed to understand the impact of the Big-5 
Personality Traits on risky sexual behavior. A secondary analysis was completed of the 
data from the Relationship Dynamics and Social Life (RDSL) Study [Genesee County, 
Michigan], 2008-2012. Participants were 1,003 women ages 18 to 22 (Barber et al., 2016). 
The independent variables were Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, 
Neuroticism, and Openness. Risky sexual behavior was captured by the dependent 
variables of age at first sex, number of sexual partners, and birth control use. Increased 
Neuroticism was found to be associated with increased sexual risk behaviors, increased 
Extraversion was associated with an in increased number of sexual partners, and increased 
Conscientiousness was found to be associated with less sexual partners. This study 
highlights the need to explore more closely specific sexual risk behaviors and underscores 
the need for sexual education for emerging adults.

Background and Significance of Study
• Safe sexual practices as vital to an individual’s health and well-being.
• Emerging adult stage (18-25) as a time of increased risky sexual behavior (Copen, 

2017; Fielder & Carey, 2010). 
• RSB increases the likelihood of obtaining an STI/STD, unplanned pregnancy, and 

getting an abortion (Curtin et al., 2013; Kriesel et al., 2021; Martinez et al., 2018).
Research Question
• What is the effect of personality traits on sexual risk behaviors among emerging adults?
Hypotheses
• Hypothesis 1: For emerging adult women, increased Extraversion will result in 

increased sexual risk behavior compared to those with decreased Extraversion.
• Hypothesis 2: For emerging adult women, increased Agreeableness will result in 

decreased sexual risk behaviors compared to those with decreased Agreeableness.
• Hypothesis 3: For emerging adult women, increased Conscientiousness will result in 

decreased sexual risk behaviors compared to those with decreased Conscientiousness. 
• Hypothesis 4: For emerging adult women, increased Neuroticism will result in 

increased sexual risk behaviors compared to those with decreased Neuroticism. 
• Hypothesis 5: For emerging adult women, increased Openness will result in increased 

sexual risk behaviors compared to those with decreased Openness.

• Increased Extraversion strongly related to increased RSB (Allen & Walter; 2018). 
• Decreased Agreeableness connected to increased RSB but strength of association has 

been shown to be small (Allen & Walter; 2018; Baams et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2004). 
• Some studies support increased Conscientiousness being associated with decreased 

RSB, some show no or small association (Baams et al., 2014; Bogg & Roberts, 2004; 
Ruiz-Palomino, 2017; Turchik et al., 2010). 

• Some studies support increased Neuroticism being associated with increased RSB and 
some show no association (Miller et al., 2004; Mõttus et al., 2012; Trobst et al., 2002).

• Mixed results regarding Openness and RSB (Allen & Desille, 2017; Miller et al., 2004; 
Raynor & Levine, 2009; Ruiz-Palomino, 2017; Turchik et al., 2010). 

• Gaps in the research on personality and RSB include a lack of studying these factors in 
diverse emerging adult women with regards to race, educational attainment, and SES.

Research Design
• Secondary analysis of the data from the Relationship Dynamics and Social Life (RDSL) Study 

[Genesee County, Michigan], 2008-2012.
• Cross-sectional design with data utilized only from the baseline survey.
Sample
• 1,003 women ages 18 to 22 years old. Diverse educational, racial, and SES background.
Data Collection
• Participants contacted via mail and in person, informed consent was completed followed by 

baseline surveys.
• Surveys were 60-minute in-person interviews with time and location decided by participants.
Measures
• Independent variables are Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and 

Openness. Measured through a 20-item self-report questionnaire.
• RSB measured through four dependent variables each asked through a single, self-report 

question: age at first sex, number of sexual partners, and ever had sexual intercourse with birth 
control, and ever had sexual intercourse without birth control.

Statistical Analysis
• Descriptive statistics conducted on Age, Race, Religious affiliation, Income of parents, Income, 

Educational level, Diploma attainment, Employment status, and Relationship status
• Multiple linear regression analyses performed for age at first sex and number of sexual partners.
• Binary logistic regression analyses performed for birth control variables. 

Age At First Sex
• The regression model was significant (F(7, 587) = 11.102, p < .001), with an R2 of .117. 
• Participants who had higher levels of Neuroticism were more likely to be younger at the age of 

first sex than participants with lower levels of Neuroticism (b = -.758, p < .001).

Number of Sexual Partners
• The regression model was significant (F(7, 585) = 4.383, p < .001), with an R2 of .050. 
• Participants who had higher levels of Extraversion (b = .564, p < .05) and Neuroticism (b = .720, 
p < .05) were more likely to have a higher number of sexual partners than participants with lower 
levels of Extraversion and Neuroticism.

• Participants who had higher levels of Conscientiousness were more likely to have a lower 
number of sexual partners than participants with lower levels of Conscientiousness (b = -.577, p
= .012). 

Ever Used Birth Control 
• Five factors significantly contributed to birth control use, while holding all other 

variables constant (C 2 = 31.021, df = 7, p < .001 with Nagelkerke R2 = .057). 
• Participants with higher levels of Extraversion (OR = 1.476, p < .05) and Neuroticism 

(OR = 2.151, p < .001) were more likely to use birth control than those with lower 
levels of Extraversion and Neuroticism.

Ever Have Sex Without Birth Control 
• Five factors significantly contributed to sex without birth control, while holding all 

other variables constant (C 2 = 49.411, df = 7, p < .001 with Nagelkerke R2 = .115).
• Participants with higher levels of Neuroticism were more likely to have had sex without 

birth control than those with lower levels of Neuroticism (OR = 2.157, p < .001). 

Major Findings
• Overall increased Neuroticism was associated with increased risky sexual behaviors. 
• Increased Extraversion was linked to a greater number of sexual partners but also the 

variable ever having sex with birth control. No other associations were found.
• Increased Conscientiousness was associated with less sexual partners. No other 

associations were found.
• No association was found between Agreeableness and Openness and RSB.
Implications for Research, Practice, and Policy
• Warrants future research on emerging adult women regarding this topic. 
• For personality factors with a greater likelihood of engaging in RSB, sexual education 

may be valuable for practitioners to provide. 
Strengths and Limitations
• Strengths include the use of a diverse sample, and high response and respondent-level 

cooperation rate.
• Limitations were the use of secondary data, limited measure of birth control, and lack 

of Latinx and Asian women in the sample. 
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Variable B SE Sig. Odds Ratio 
Ever Used Birth Control      

Extraversion .389 .171 .023 1.476 
Agreeableness .132 .232 .569 1.141 
Conscientiousness -.161 .283 .379 0.851 
Neuroticism .766 .203 <.001 2.151 
Openness .192 .211 .362 1.212 
Age .320 .136 .018 1.377 
Income of Parents -.078 .085 .356 0.925 

 
Ever Have Sex Without Birth Control 

    

Extraversion .015 .187 .937 1.015 
Agreeableness -.251 .261 .338 0.778 
Conscientiousness -.165 .196 .400 0.848 
Neuroticism .769 .212 <.001 2.157 
Openness -.144 .236 .542 0.866 
Age .216 .142 .127 1.241 
Income of Parents -.410 .091 <.001 0.664 
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