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Background: The aim of this study was to investigate the structural relationships
between health-related risky behaviors, adverse childhood experiences, and
psychological status by examining the mediating role of protective moral
competencies.

Method: This study was a correlational study using structural equation modeling.
The statistical population was all second-year high school students in Semnan city
in the last quarter of the academic year 1402-1403, and the sample size was 1084
students who were selected by cluster sampling. To collect data, the questionnaires
for adolescent risky behaviors by Alizadeh Mohammadi and Ahmadabadi, moral
competencies by Martin and Ashtin, traumatic experiences in childhood by
Vanderhart and Vanderleen, NEO (only the neurotic dimension), and perception of
a dark future by Zaleski et al. were used.

Results: The results showed that the indicator variables in the latent variables of
risky behaviors and protective moral values loaded consistently and significantly
on these latent constructs (t> 1.96). The effect of protective moral values on risky
behaviors was negative and significant (= -0.54). The effects of traumatic
childhood experiences on risky behaviors (y= 0.11), unfavorable psychological
state on risky behaviors (y= 0.22), and perception of a bleak future on risky
behaviors (y=0.10) were positive and significant (t> 1.96). The effects of traumatic
childhood experiences on moral competence (y=-0.27), unfavorable psychological
state on moral competence (y= -0.42), and perception of a bleak future on moral
competence (y=-0.15) were negative and significant (t> 1.96). The indirect effects
(mediated by protective moral competences) of the variables of traumatic
childhood experiences on risky behaviors (IE= 0.14), adverse psychological state
on risky behaviors (IE=0.23), and perception of a bleak future on risky behaviors
(IE= 0.08) were significant.

Conclusion: The results of the study showed that traumatic childhood experiences,
adverse psychological state, and perception of a bleak future play a role in the
formation of risky behaviors, while moral competences act as a protective factor.
These results can be used in designing preventive interventions and promoting the
mental health of children and adolescents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In 2019, more than 1.5 million adolescents
died from health-related risky behaviors.
These  behaviors include  self-harm,
unprotected sex, substance use, and risky
driving, which are influenced by factors such
as personality traits (such as neuroticism),
adverse  childhood experiences, and
perceptions of a bleak future. Neuroticism,
along with negative affect and emotional
instability, increases the tendency to engage
in risky behaviors. Traumatic childhood
experiences also lead to the formation of
negative schemas and maladaptive coping
styles. Adolescents who perceive a bleak
future experience anxiety, hopelessness, and
reduced self-control. In contrast, moral
competencies such as moral judgment and
good character play a protective role against
risky behaviors. This study also analyzes the
mediating role of moral competences,
aiming to examine the  structural
relationships between childhood trauma,
neuroticism, and dark future with risky
behaviors.

Method

This was a cross-sectional, descriptive,
correlational study using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population of this
study was all second-year high school
students in Semnan city in the last quarter of
the 1402-1403 academic year. The sample of
this study consisted of 1084 students who
were selected using cluster sampling. The
sample size is based on the sampling logic in
structural equation modeling. Therefore,
according to Bentler (39), the sample size is
determined according to the number of
estimable parameters, so that the sample to
parameter ratio is at least 5to 1 or 10to 1 in
the ideal case and 50 to 1. Since 41
parameters must be estimated in the present
study, the sample size based on the ratio of
50 to 1 was equal to 1050 people. In this
study, criteria such as being Iranian, not
having a physical disability, and having a
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chronic physical illness were considered for
selecting participants, which were assessed
through teacher reports and direct
observation.  Incomplete or distorted
completion of the questionnaire was also an
exclusion criterion. Data collection tools
included several validated questionnaires:
Alizadeh Mohammadi and Ahmadabadi's
questionnaire, Martin and Ashtin's moral
competencies, Vanderhart and Vanderlein's
traumatic childhood experiences, Costa and
McCrae's neuroticism (subscale of the NEO
questionnaire), and Zaleski et al.'s
perception of a dark future.

Results

The findings showed that the students in the
group showed average and above average
values in all risky behaviors. The findings
show that the students reported lower than
average values of moral values. Also, these
students showed average values of traumatic
childhood experiences, neuroticism. In the
variable of perception of a dark future, the
reported values were also higher than
average. The overall condition of the data
was checked in terms of abnormal data and
outliers.  Statistical assumptions were
checked. The findings showed that all the
indicator variables in the latent variables of
risky behaviors and the protective moral
values variable loaded consistently and
significantly on these latent constructs
(t>1.96). The findings in this table also show
that the moral values variable has a negative
and significant effect on risky behaviors
(t>1.96), and the three exogenous variables
of traumatic childhood experiences,
unfavorable psychological state, and
perception of a dark future in adolescents
have a positive and significant effect on
risky behaviors (t>1.96). The three
exogenous variables of traumatic childhood
experiences, unfavorable psychological
state, and perception of a dark future in
adolescents have a negative and significant
effect on the endogenous and mediator
variable of moral values in adolescents
(t>1.96). The indirect effects of the
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exogenous Vvariable of traumatic childhood
experiences, unfavorable psychological
state, and perception of a dark future through
the mediator variable of moral values on
risky behaviors are also significant, and the
total effects of these variables on risky
behaviors are also significant (t>1.96). In
this study, the bootstrap test was used to
examine the mediating role of moral
competence in the relationship between
adverse childhood experiences, neuroticism,
and dark future perceptions with risky
behaviors. The results showed that the
indirect effect of moral competence was
significant (coefficient = 0.15), indicating its
mediating role in reducing the negative
impact of independent variables on risky
behaviors. The full model was able to
explain 64% of the variance in risky
behaviors and 42% of the variance in moral
competence, while the model without
mediator explained only 47% of the variance
in risky behaviors. This difference indicates
the significant effect of moral competence as
a mediating variable.

Conclusion
The findings of the study showed that the
variables of  neuroticism, traumatic

childhood experiences, and perception of a
bleak future each significantly increase risky
behaviors in adolescents. Neuroticism, with
characteristics such as chronic anxiety,
emotional instability, negative affect, and
poor logical decision-making, increases
individuals' tendency to engage in behaviors
such as substance use, violence, or risky
sexual behaviors. Traumatic childhood
experiences also expose adolescents to
maladaptive behaviors by changing the
cognitive system, developing ineffective
coping styles, and disrupting the
internalization of moral values. These
experiences can lead to disruptions in the
formation of moral boundaries, especially in
the field of sexual behaviors, decreased trust
in others, and a tendency toward antisocial
behaviors. Also, perception of a bleak future,
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which is accompanied by a negative attitude
toward the future and society, weakens hope,
optimism, and self-control, and reduces the
individual's motivation to comply with
social and moral norms. As a result, risky
behaviors such as alcohol consumption,
dangerous driving, or damage to public
property  occur.  Meanwhile,  moral
competences, as a mediating variable, play a
key role in reducing the impact of these
factors on risky behaviors. Adolescents who
have a higher level of moral competences
pay more attention to the consequences of
their behavior, responsibility, adherence to
social principles and values, and care for
others, and their decision-making is less
emotion-oriented and more value-oriented.
The results of the path analysis showed that
the reduction of moral competences
strengthens  the  relationship  between
neuroticism, childhood trauma, and negative
future outlook with risky behaviors. In other
words, the increase in psychological and
mental trauma weakens moral competences,
and this reduction leads to an increase in the
tendency to risky behaviors. Therefore,
strengthening moral competences can be
considered as an effective preventive
intervention against risky behaviors in
adolescents.
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