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A B S T R A C T   

Based on the evolutionary framework of risk-taking, the present study aims to examine how the fundamental 
social motives relate to health risks, interpersonal risks and deviant non-violent behaviors as a function of sex 
and across different life stages of transitioning to adulthood. A total of 1370 Spanish adolescents and young 
individuals participated in the survey study. The results showed that status-seeking and kin care (family) were 
the principal social motives related to risk-taking behaviors. Specifically, status-seeking acted as a promoting 
factor of risk-taking behaviors, while kin care (family) exerted the opposite effect. Therefore, the results in 
general demonstrate the significant role of the fundamental social motives on risk-taking behaviors. The impact 
of sex and age group on the relationship between social motives and risk-taking behaviors is discussed.   

1. Introduction 

Substance use, unsafe sexual practice, self-harm, transport injuries 
and interpersonal violence are examples of risk-taking behaviors related 
to the main causes of death in adolescents and youth (GBD 2019 
Adolescent Mortality Collaborators, 2021). Generally, engagement in 
risk-taking behaviors has been explained by approaches such as psy
chopathological (e.g., Satchell et al., 2018) or developmental cognitive 
imbalances during adolescence and youth (Murray et al., 2021). Both 
approaches assume that risk-taking is irrational or illogical; given the 
potential costs to both the individual carrying them out (e.g., injuries 
and death), and to the proximate environment and society in general 
(Hawley, 1999). 

One important consequence of a dysfunctional perspective on risk- 
taking behaviors has been to overlook the potential payoffs for the in
dividuals who engage in them. However, risk-taking can be used as a 
means of gaining status and ascending in social hierarchies (Van Kleef 
et al., 2021), and as a mating strategy (Baker & Maner, 2009). 

1.1. An adaptive perspective on risk-taking behaviors 

The fundamental social motives approach proposes that individuals 

are equipped with a set of social motives defined as “systems shaped by 
our evolutionary history to energize, organize and select behavior to manage 
recurrent social threats and opportunities to reproductive fitness” (Neel 
et al., 2016, p. 887). Social motives help individuals to cope with the 
evolutionary challenges of survival, growth and reproduction, and are 
arranged in a hierarchical disposition following an adaptive logic. More 
specifically, survival and social motives will form the bases for mate 
acquisition, which in turn will be the prior requirement for establishing 
a long-term partner, the ultimate objective being the production and 
rearing of offspring. Moreover, one motive does not replace another; 
rather, the individual assigns motives different priority along the life 
cycle. As Kenrick et al. (2010) established, individuals need to continue 
to contribute to their social and physical needs even after they have 
started to mate. Activation of the social motives will depend on the 
evolutionary objective to be achieved, which generates individual dif
ferences at the affective, cognitive and behavioral level (Kenrick et al., 
2010). As a result, social motives have been demonstrated as powerful 
means for analyzing individual differences in a wide variety of behaviors 
(Cook et al., 2021). Age and sex are two factors that help to understand 
these individual differences (Ko et al., 2020). 
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1.2. Life stages 

Through the different stages of the life cycle, individuals will have to 
cope with different evolutionary objectives (Kenrick et al., 2010). Ac
cording to the evolutionary goals of each life stage, the social motives to 
be prioritized will be different. Specifically, adolescence and young 
adulthood are characterized as mating stages, in which mate-seeking, 
status and affiliation motives will exert a strong influence (Griskevi
cius & Kenrick, 2013). The activation of these social motives might help 
to explain why risk-taking behaviors are typically initiated and height
ened during this life stage (Willoughby et al., 2021). 

Previous studies have examined risk-taking in young adults aged 
18–30 years (e.g., Vincke, 2016) or even up to 35 years (e.g., Tamás 
et al., 2019). Research assume no differences in these individuals aged 
18–30 years, since studies typically did not take into account the rele
vant developmental changes during this 12 years’ period. However, 
findings suggest a specific pre-adult period of emerging adulthood at 
approximately 18–25 years old (Hochberg & Konner, 2020). From an 
evolutionary standpoint, emerging adulthood is a particularly relevant 
biological stage in humans and other mammals. In human beings, the 
brain continues its maturation process until approximately the age of 25 
years. In addition, emerging adulthood is characterized as a social stage 
where individuals develop the skills needed for mating and reproduction 
success. In short, emerging adulthood is an extension of the adolescent 
stage aimed at growth and brain maturation but increasing the in
dividual’s reproductive value, which allows the acquisition of survival 
skills and reproductive behaviors (Hochberg & Konner, 2020). 

1.3. Sex 

In general, men are more predisposed to take risks than women 
anywhere (e.g., Mata et al., 2016). One explanation for these sex dif
ferences comes from social and gender norm theories, which establish 
that differences between men and women in risk-taking are socially 
constructed and learned (Heise et al., 2019). From an evolutionary 
perspective, sex differences in risk-taking are due mainly to the higher 
disposition of men towards mating compared to women, who in turn are 
more oriented towards caring and parenting (Ko et al., 2020). Given 
their fundamental role in offspring survival, females’ minimal parental 
investment is greater than male parental care (Mogilski, 2021; Trivers, 
1972). According to the evolutionary perspective, that is one of the 
reasons why women tend to be more averse to risk-taking than men 
(Archer, 2019). 

Men compared to women can increase their reproductive success 
through access to multiple partners (Mogilski, 2021; Trivers, 1972). 
Wilson and Daly (1985) coined the term young male syndrome to refer to 
the higher tendency of young men to take interpersonal risks as a 
mechanism for enhancing their reputation and achieving status and 
access to resources, including opposite-sex partners. In addition, Apal
kova et al. (2018) found that women judged occasional risk-takers as 
more attractive than lower risk-takers for short-term relationships. For 
this purpose, men may exhibit health risks (e.g., Vincke, 2016) or take 
part in interpersonal risks (e.g., Griskevicius et al., 2009). 

On the other hand, women tend to take unhealthier risks that are 
aimed at increasing their attractiveness (Hill & Durante, 2011), and to 
rely on interpersonal risks and deviant behaviors, such as denigration of 
same-sex competitors and trying to socially exclude them (Vaillancourt 
& Krems, 2018). 

1.4. Present study 

Because of the lack of research on the contribution of fundamental 
social motives to risk-taking according to sex and the life stages, our first 
aim was to explore the relationship between fundamental social motives 
and engagement in different risk-taking behaviors across men and 
women and different life stages in the transition to adulthood. In 

addition, our second aim was to compare engagement in the three types 
of risk-taking behaviors as a function of sex and age. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Participants 

A total of 1370 participants from the metropolitan area of Málaga 
(Spain) took part in the study. Data from young adults (26–30 years old, 
n = 487) were collected in community settings; data from emerging 
adults (18–24 years old, n = 598) were collected both in community 
settings and high schools; and data from adolescents (14–17 years old, n 
= 285) were exclusively collected in high schools. Most of the partici
pants were Spanish (n = 1287), aged 14–30 years (M = 21.83, SD =

Table 1 
Sociodemographic characteristics for each of the sample.   

Adolescents 
(n = 285) 

Emerging 
adults (n 
= 598) 

Young 
adults 
(n =
487) 

Full 
sample 
(N =
1370) 

Sex Men 141 (49,5 
%) 

288 (48,2 
%) 

248 
(50,9 
%) 

677 
(49,5 
%) 

Women 143 (50,2 
%) 

310 (51,8 
%) 

239 
(49,1 
%) 

692 
(50,5 
%) 

Nationality Spain 267 (93,7 
%) 

555 (92,8 
%) 

465 
(95,5 
%) 

1287 
(94,0 
%) 

Foreign 17 (6,0 %) 43 (7,2 %) 22 
(4,5 %) 

82 (6,0 
%) 

Education No studies/ 
primary 

109 (38,2 
%) 

13 (2,2 %) 22 
(4,5 %) 

144 
(10,5 
%) 

Secondary 176 (61,8 
%) 

115 (19,2 
%) 

110 
(22,6 
%) 

401 
(29,3 
%) 

Post- 
secondary 

0 (0,0 %) 402 (67,2 
%) 

221 
(45,4 
%) 

623 
(45,5 
%) 

Tertiary 0 (0,0 %) 68 (11,4 
%) 

133 
(27,3 
%) 

201 
(14,7 
%) 

Relationship 
status 

In a 
relationship 

95 (33,3 %) 365 (61,0 
%) 

369 
(75,8 
%) 

829 
(60,5 
%) 

Single 190 (66,7 
%) 

233 (39,0 
%) 

118 
(24,2 
%) 

541 
(39,5 
%) 

Parental 
status 

Yes Not 
measured 

19 (3,4 %) 88 
(18,1 
%) 

107 
(10,2 
%) 

No Not 
measured 

540 (96,6 
%) 

399 
(81,9 
%) 

939 
(89,8 
%) 

Employment 
status 

Employee 0 (0,0 %) 77 (12,9 
%) 

252 
(51,7 
%) 

329 
(24,1 
%) 

Unemployed 0 (0,0 %) 34 (5,7 %) 61 
(12,5 
%) 

95 (7,0 
%) 

Student 285 (100,0 
%) 

475 (79,4 
%) 

144 
(29,6 
%) 

904 
(66,2 
%) 

Housework 0 (0,0 %) 4 (0,7 %) 16 
(3,3 %) 

20 (1,5 
%) 

Other 0 (0,0 %) 6 (1,0 %) 11 
(2,3 %) 

17 (1,2 
%) 

Age M (SD)  15.94 (0.83) 20.42 
(1.74) 

27.01 
(1.83) 

21.83 
(4.50) 

Note. Education: No studies/primary (no more than 6 years); Secondary (10 
years of schooling finished); Post-secondary (12 years of schooling finished); 
Tertiary (at least 15 years of schooling finished). 
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4.50), students (66.23 %) and at post-secondary level (i.e., 12 years of 
school finished; 45.51 %). Table 1 summarizes the sociodemographic 
statistics. 

2.2. Measures 

2.2.1. Fundamental social motives inventory – short version 
This inventory (FSM: Neel et al., 2016; Spanish version: Gómez- 

Jacinto & Salas-Rodríguez, 2018) was applied to measure the following 
social motives: self-protection, disease avoidance, affiliation (group), 
affiliation (exclusion concern), affiliation (independence), status, mate- 
seeking, and kin care (family). The FSM short form is an abbreviated 
version of the FSM that includes 33 of the original items, with three 
items per social motive. The response format from the original version 
was reduced from a 7-point to a 5-point Likert scale. Participants rated 
their level of agreement across the items at that time in their life on a 
scaled that ranged from Strongly disagree to Strongly agree. Both the 
Spanish and original versions of the FSM showed satisfactory psycho
metric qualities (Gómez-Jacinto & Salas-Rodríguez, 2018; Neel et al., 
2016). In the present study, the internal consistency of the dimensions 
ranged between α = 0.82 for mate-seeking to α = 0.65 for affiliation 
(exclusion concern). 

2.2.2. Risky behavior questionnaire (RBQ) 
This questionnaire is a one-dimensional instrument that measures, 

through 20 questions, participants’ level of engagement in a wide range 
of risk-taking behaviors in the last six months (Auerbach & Gardiner, 
2012; Spanish version: Gómez-Jacinto & Salas-Rodríguez, 2018). Re
sponses were operationalized on a four-point Likert scale from Never to 
Always. Items were grouped into three risk-taking domains: health risks 
(substance use, unsafe sexual practices, self-injurious behaviors); inter
personal risks (aggressive and/or violent behaviors); and deviant non- 
violent behaviors (illegal and dangerous behaviors). The internal con
sistency in the current sample was appropriate, ranging between α =
0.70 (interpersonal risks) to α = 0.63 (health risks). 

2.2.3. Sociodemographic questionnaire 
Participants reported their sex (man/woman), nationality (Spanish/ 

foreign), level of education (none/primary, secondary, postsecondary, 
or tertiary), employment status (employed, unemployed, student, 
housework, other), relationship status (in a relationship/single), 
parental status (yes/no), and age (in years). 

2.3. Procedure and statistical analysis 

For access to the general community sample, undergraduate Social 
Psychology students were trained to handle the questionnaires for the 
adult population aged 18–30 years. Participants were recruited from 
community settings, including universities, workplaces and sports or
ganizations. The survey was carried out in two phases: at the end of 2016 
(n = 429) and at the beginning of 2017 (n = 617). The high school 
sample (n = 324) was obtained from six education centers, where 
members of the research team and school counsellors handed the 
questionnaires to students during school hours. A subgroup of partici
pants from the community settings responded to the Risky Behavior 
Questionnaire and the Fundamental Social Motives Inventory using a 5- 
point and a 7-point Likert scale, respectively. Therefore, it was necessary 
to standardize these data to the remaining sample before conducting the 
statistical analyses. 

Regarding data analysis, hierarchical linear regressions were carried 
out separately by sex and by life stage. Sex and age were introduced as 
predictors in Step 1. Given that groups at risk of social exclusion are a 
relevant variable in the study of risky deviant behaviors (Piquero et al., 
2015), nationality was introduced as a predictor in Step 1 to control its 
potential effect. In all cases, health risks, interpersonal risks and deviant 
non-violent behaviors were introduced as dependent variables, and the 

fundamental social motives were added in Step 2 as predictors. Because 
only 39.5 % of the participants were in a relationship and 10.2 % were 
parents (see Table 1), we decided not to introduce the mate retention 
and kin care (children) social motives in the regression analysis to avoid 
a significant loss of participant data. 

Finally, hierarchical linear regressions were carried out to verify 
interaction effects between sex and age for health risks, interpersonal 
risks, and deviant non-violent behaviors, respectively. Sex, age, and 
sex*age were the predictor variables. Age was introduced as a contin
uous variable and nationality as a control variable. 

The present study was approved by the ethical committee on 
experimentation from the University of Málaga (CEUMA) (Registry 
number: 45-2018-H). In all the waves, participants gave their consent 
before answering the questionnaires. In the adolescent wave, parents 
and/or legal tutors of the participants were informed so that they could 
approve the objectives and methods of the study. 

3. Results 

Table 2 summarizes the descriptive statistics and the correlations. 
The three domains of risk-taking behaviors had significant positive 
correlations between them. Status and kin care (family) motives were 
the only ones that correlated with all the three domains of risk-taking 
behaviors. Status seeking is positively correlated with health risks, 
interpersonal risks, and deviant non-violent behaviors. Kin care (family) 
showed a negative association with the three domains of risk-taking 
behaviors. 

The results of the hierarchical regression analyses for the prediction 
of health risks are displayed in Table 3. Status seeking was positively 
related to risky health behaviors in both men and women and in 
emerging adults and young adults. Kin care (family) was negatively 
related to health risks in men and women and in adolescents and young 
adults. Self-protection motive was negatively related to health risks in 
men and in adolescents. Affiliation (independence) motive was inversely 
related to health risks in women and in emerging adults. 

The data in Table 4 show that, for all models, individuals with a 
higher activation-of-status motive showed greater engagement in 
interpersonal risks. Mate seeking was positively related to interpersonal 
risks for both men and women and in young adults. Kin care (family) 
was negatively correlated with interpersonal risks in men and in 
emerging adults. Affiliation (group) motive was negatively associated 
with interpersonal risks in women and in emerging adults. Affiliation 
(exclusion concerns) motive was negatively related to interpersonal 
risks in men and in young adults. In adolescents, self-protection motive 
was negatively related to interpersonal risks. 

Table 5 indicates that status seeking was positively related to 
engagement in deviant non-violent behaviors in men and women and in 
emerging adults and young adults. Mate seeking motive was positively 
associated with deviant non-violent behaviors in females and young 
adults, and kin care (family) was negatively related to deviant non- 
violent behaviors in men and in adolescents and in emerging adults. 
In addition, affiliation (group) was negatively associated with deviant 
non-violent behaviors in women and in emerging adults. Last, self- 
protection motive was negatively correlated with deviant non-violent 
behaviors in women and in adolescents. 

The interaction effects between sex and age for the three types of 
risk-taking behavior are presented in the supplementary materials 
(Table S1). For health risks, the interaction effect between sex and age 
was significant. Women took more health risks than men during 
adolescence. This pattern reversed later, in early adulthood, when men 
began to take more health risks than women (Fig. S1). For interpersonal 
risks, the interaction between sex and age was almost significant. Spe
cifically, men engaged in more interpersonal risks than women from 
adolescence to young adulthood (Fig. S2). Finally, the interaction effect 
between sex and age for deviant non-violent behaviors was non- 
significant. 
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4. Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between 
the fundamental social motives and risk-taking behaviors. To the best of 
our knowledge, this is the first study to assess the role of fundamental 
social motives in intrapersonal and interpersonal risk-taking behaviors, 
including antisocial outcomes, across sex and different stages of devel
opment. In general, the findings showed that status-seeking acted as a 
risk factor for risk-taking behaviors, as it was expected. Remarkably, kin 
care (family) acted as a protective factor. Furthermore, the association 
of status and kin care (family) with risk-taking behaviors through 
adolescence, emerging adulthood and young adulthood suggests a long- 
term effect of these motives. The inverse association found between 
status and kin care (family) with the three types of risk-taking behaviors 
would be in line with the tradeoff between mating and parenting effort 
(Ko et al., 2020). Consistent with this allocation problem, our findings 
show that individuals who engage in risk-taking behaviors are more 
motivated to seek status but less motivated towards kin care. 

Our findings suggest that the search for status promoted engagement 
in risk-taking behaviors which supports the adaptive function of risk- 
taking as a means of attaining the respect and deference from others 
in adolescence and youth (Ellis et al., 2012). Interestingly, the effect of 
status-seeking over health risks and deviant non-violent behaviors 
showed a growth pattern, with the highest correlation occurring in 
young adulthood. Moreover, the status motive related only with inter
personal risks in adolescents, even though adolescence is considered to 
be the onset of a wide variety of risk-taking behaviors (Willoughby et al., 
2021). This finding is particularly relevant because violent behaviors 
such as aggression peak in adolescence (Willoughby et al., 2021). Mate- 
seeking promoted higher interpersonal risks and deviant non-violent 
behaviors in young adults. Given that emerging adulthood is still a 
developmental stage of maturation (Hochberg & Konner, 2020), it is 
possible that it is not until young adulthood that mate-seeking starts to 
exert its higher influence on behavior, when individuals are biologically, 
socially and economically more prepared (and/or pressured) for having 
children. 

Kin care (family) exerted a protective effect against some of the risk- 
taking behaviors in the life stages analyzed. This finding reinforces the 
high value of family support as a buffer against youth and adolescent 
risk-taking behaviors (e.g., Steiner et al., 2019). In addition, kin care 
(family) might activate in individuals an awareness of the potential costs 
that risk-taking behaviors could have on their relatives, thus reducing 
their involvement. 

In adolescents, self-protection inversely predicted engagement in the 
three risk-taking behaviors. Thus, self-protection appears to show an 
adaptive function by reducing the likelihood of engaging in highly costly 
behaviors in a developmental stage where individuals start to spend 
more time with peers and less with parents. In emerging adults, affili
ation (independence) was related to less engagement in health risks and 
affiliation (group) was related to less interpersonal risks and deviant 
non-violent behaviors. These findings reinforce the view of emerging 
adulthood as a relevant social stage of development (Hochberg & Kon
ner, 2020). 

4.1. Fundamental social motives of risk-taking behaviors in men and 
women 

Mate-seeking only predicted interpersonal risks among men, sug
gesting that aggressive behaviors are the main strategy to mate-seeking, 
in line with other studies (Griskevicius et al., 2009). In addition, this 
relationship can be explained by the male warrior hypothesis (McDonald 
et al., 2012), which establishes that men engage in interpersonal con
flicts to gain access to reproductive resources, in this case opposite-sex 
partners. These findings can also be explained by gender norm ap
proaches which state that across most of societies, aggressive strategies 
are perceived as a valid strategy to increase male sexual opportunities Ta
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Table 3 
Hierarchical linear models on health risks.   

Men (n = 654) Women (n = 664) Adolescents (n = 254) Emerging adults (n = 580) Young adults (n = 484) 

β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error 

Sex      0.23***  0.39  − 0.05  0.29  0.00  0.30 
Age  0.24***  0.03  0.15***  0.03       
Nationality  − 0.02  0.56  0.02  0.51  0.01  0.75  0.01  0.54  − 0.04  0.71 
Self-protection  − 0.09*  0.04  − 0.07† 0.05  − 0.17*  0.08  − 0.05  0.05  − 0.04  0.05 
Disease avoidance  − 0.03  0.04  0.03  0.04  0.04  0.06  0.01  0.05  − 0.06  0.05 
Affiliation (Independence)  − 0.03  0.04  − 0.09*  0.04  − 0.06  0.07  − 0.10*  0.05  0.01  0.05 
Affiliation (group)  0.02  0.05  − 0.05  0.05  − 0.06  0.08  − 0.07  0.06  0.00  0.06 
Affiliation (exclusion concern)  − 0.08† 0.05  − 0.02  0.05  − 0.08  0.07  − 0.07  0.05  − 0.04  0.05 
Status  0.13**  0.05  0.12**  0.04  0.10  0.08  0.11*  0.05  0.20***  0.05 
Mate seeking  0.02  0.04  0.10*  0.04  0.08  0.06  0.06  0.04  0.09† 0.05 
Kin care (family)  − 0.08*  0.05  − 0.09*  0.06  − 0.15*  0.07  − 0.08† 0.07  − 0.10*  0.07 
Adjusted R2  0.07   0.04   0.06   0.03   0.05  
F for change in R2  2.79**   4.04***   2.30*   2.82**   4.07***   

† p < .1. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 
*** p < .001. 

Table 4 
Hierarchical linear models on interpersonal risks.   

Men (n = 651) Women (n = 667) Adolescents (n = 253) Emerging adults (n = 582) Young adults (n = 483) 

β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error 

Sex      − 0.16*  0.32  − 0.16***  0.20  − 0.04  0.20 
Age  − 0.13**  0.02  − 0.07† 0.02       
Nationality  − 0.03  0.42  0.06  0.33  0.01  0.64  0.04  0.37  − 0.02  0.48 
Self-protection  − 0.02  0.03  0.00  0.03  − 0.15*  0.06  0.04  0.03  − 0.01  0.03 
Disease avoidance  0.02  0.03  0.04  0.03  − 0.07  0.05  0.08† 0.03  0.03  0.03 
Affiliation (independence)  − 0.06  0.03  − 0.07† 0.03  − 0.08  0.05  − 0.08† 0.03  − 0.03  0.03 
Affiliation (group)  − 0.03  0.04  − 0.08*  0.03  − 0.03  0.07  − 0.09*  0.04  − 0.04  0.04 
Affiliation (exclusion concern)  − 0.12**  0.03  − 0.03  0.03  − 0.12† 0.06  − 0.03  0.04  − 0.11*  0.04 
Status  0.21***  0.03  0.20***  0.03  0.30***  0.07  0.14**  0.03  0.25***  0.03 
Mate seeking  0.08*  0.03  0.10**  0.02  0.06  0.05  0.06  0.03  0.16**  0.03 
Kin care (family)  − 0.09*  0.04  − 0.07† 0.04  − 0.10† 0.06  − 0.11*  0.05  − 0.06  0.04 
Adjusted R2  0.08   0.07   0.13   0.08   0.09  
F for change in R2  5.58***   6.11***   4.20***   4.27***   6.44***   

† p < .1. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 
*** p < .001. 

Table 5 
Hierarchical linear models on deviant non-violent behaviors.   

Men (n = 648) Women (n = 666) Adolescents (n = 250) Emerging adults (n = 580) Young adults (n = 484) 

β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error β Std. error 

Sex      0.04  0.39  − 0.17***  0.24  − 0.04  0.27 
Age  − 0.06  0.03  − 0.08*  0.02       
Nationality  0.01  0.53  0.02  0.44  0.03  0.80  0.03  0.45  − 0.01  0.64 
Self-protection  − 0.07  0.04  − 0.11**  0.04  − 0.23**  0.07  0.00  0.04  − 0.07  0.04 
Disease avoidance  − 0.05  0.04  0.00  0.04  − 0.05  0.06  0.00  0.04  − 0.08† 0.04 
Affiliation (independence)  − 0.04  0.04  − 0.03  0.03  − 0.02  0.07  − 0.08† 0.04  0.02  0.04 
Affiliation (group)  0.03  0.05  − 0.10*  0.04  0.03  0.08  − 0.12**  0.05  − 0.02  0.05 
Affiliation (exclusion concern)  − 0.06  0.04  0.02  0.04  − 0.11  0.07  0.02  0.04  − 0.04  0.05 
Status  0.17***  0.04  0.13**  0.04  0.13† 0.08  0.15**  0.04  0.21***  0.04 
Mate seeking  0.03  0.04  0.09*  0.03  0.13† 0.06  0.04  0.03  0.14**  0.04 
Kin care (family)  − 0.11**  0.05  − 0.02  0.05  − 0.15*  0.07  − 0.09*  0.06  − 0.06  0.06 
Adjusted R2  0.04   0.05   0.07   0.07   0.07  
F for change in R2  3.74***   4.09***   3.55**   3.35**   5.37***   

† p < .1. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 
*** p < .001. 
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(Heise et al., 2019). 
In women, mate-seeking positively predicted health risks, interper

sonal risks and deviant non-violent behaviors. This finding was partic
ularly remarkable given that, compared with men, mate seeking related 
to a higher variety of risk-taking behaviors in women. Women’s 
engagement in health risks could be aimed at increasing their attrac
tiveness (Hill & Durante, 2011), whereas engaging in interpersonal risks 
and deviant non-violent behaviors could be directed towards romantic 
competition (Vaillancourt & Krems, 2018). 

Kin care (family) was related with a reduction of engagement in 
health risks, interpersonal risks and deviant non-violent behaviors in 
men. In accordance with the good-father hypothesis (Lu et al., 2015), 
men’s interest in caring for their relatives could have a signaling func
tion for attracting women who put more emphasis on rearing as opposed 
to competition qualities. As a result, lesser engagement in risk-taking 
behaviors would act as an honest indicator of men’s kin care compro
mise. It is interesting that kin care (family) correlated negatively only 
with health risks in women, which could be explained by their higher 
minimal investment in offspring survival (Trivers, 1972). Affiliation and 
self-protection motives were shown to be a protective factor towards 
some of the risk-taking behaviors in both men and women. This finding 
suggests that these motives seem to be not only crucial in women’s 
aversion to social and physical risk-taking behaviors (Benenson et al., 
2021) but also in men, specifically by decreasing engagement in health 
and interpersonal risk-taking behaviors. 

4.2. Interaction effects between sex and age on risk-taking behaviors 

Women’s greater expression of health risks during adolescence might 
be due to their earlier entry in puberty (Fechner, 2003). However, in the 
initial stages of emerging adulthood, men surpass women in health risks, 
although both sexes still express an increase in these risk-taking be
haviors. This is in line with the proposition that emerging adulthood is a 
developmental stage in which mating motives become more salient and 
individuals begin to experience greater autonomy from their parents 
(Hochberg & Konner, 2020). 

With respect to interpersonal risks, the results were in the opposite 
direction, with men expressing the highest levels of these behaviors 
during adolescence. In addition, men engaged in interpersonal risks 
more than women throughout the life stages analyzed. Also, although 
not significant, the pattern of deviant non-violent behaviors was similar 
to that of interpersonal risks. These findings suggest that the use of 
violence and deviant behaviors as a dominance mechanism appears to 
be more effective and adaptive in the high school years, being less 
accepted later in university and older years. 

In general, these results are in line with the young male syndrome 
hypothesis, given the greater tendency of men to express risk-taking 
behaviors. However, the pattern is different in the function of the type 
of risk-taking behavior, which could depend on differences in evolu
tionary needs from adolescence to young adulthood. Specifically, 
emerging and young adult males showed more engagement in health 
risks, which could be related to the aim of meeting their reproductive 
needs. In contrast, interpersonal risks and deviant non-violent behaviors 
were more frequent in male adolescents, possibly as a way of attaining 
social dominance and respect from peers. 

4.3. Implications, limitations and future directions 

The present study has several relevant theoretical and practical im
plications. At a theoretical level, the findings strengthen the major role 
of the social status motive on risk-taking behaviors in both men and 
women. On the other hand, kin care (family) stood out as the main 
protective factor against the engagement in risk-taking behaviors. As Ko 
et al. (2020) suggested, despite its relevance in human behavior, social 
and evolutionary psychologists have paid little attention to kin relations. 
The results from the present study reinforce the need to carry out further 

research to analyze the role of kinship relationships on human behavior. 
Moreover, even though we have found some commonalities in the 
impact of social motives on risk-taking behaviors in adolescence and 
emerging and young adulthood, there have also been unique influences 
in specific life stages, reinforcing the need to establish a distinction 
between these life stages (Hochberg & Konner, 2020). 

This work is not free of limitations. Mate retention and kin care 
(children) dimensions were omitted from the regression analyses to 
avoid losing a high proportion of cases. Furthermore, despite the level of 
concordance between both gender and sex self-identification (e.g., Kal 
Kaltiala-Heino & Lindberg, 2019), the binary approach that was applied, 
and the fact that only biological sex was evaluated across samples, are 
important limitations. Moreover, the sample was obtained in Spain, a 
Western context, which means that the generalizability of results can be 
challenging for other culturally, socially, and politically diverse coun
tries. In addition, due to the cross-sectional nature of present study, it 
would be appropriate to carry out longitudinal research to test the intra- 
individual long-term effects of social motives on risk-taking behaviors. 
Finally, given that the young male syndrome hypothesis covers an age 
range from the final years of adolescence to young adulthood, it is 
necessary to compare the interaction effects between sex and age 
including other developmental stages. 

Nonetheless, our findings have several implications. This work 
highlights the key protective role of family bonds in relation to risk- 
taking behaviors. In addition, they suggest the potential adaptive 
value of risk-taking behaviors and might explain why health and safety 
campaigns aimed at adolescents and young people are not as effective as 
expected and may even exert the opposite effect. Instead of using zero- 
risk interventions, efforts might be oriented towards reducing the po
tential costs of risk-taking behaviors. 
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