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Introduction 

During research in social settings, you are often surprised about the respondents’ conceptual 

precision when defining phenomena from their own life-world. As will be argued in the following, 

the concept of ‘adrenalin junkies’ is no exception to that rule. Among professional soldiers, an 

‘adrenalin junkie’ is a person who chooses to be deployed on one mission after another, not because 

of duty, patriotism, or economic gain, but in order to have his desire for excitement satisfied.  

 In a Military Psychology article from 2012, Parmak, Euwema and Mylle observes that 

soldiers’ level of ‘sensation seeking’ increases during and following deployment.1 Using excellent 

panel data with Estonian soldiers, the authors convincingly show that their findings are accurate. 

They fail, however, to provide an argument why this is the case. This is the empirical puzzle of this 

article. Why do soldiers return from war with a higher level of excitement motivation than they had 

before their deployment? Given the transgressive nature of combat, this seems counter-intuitive. It 

calls for an answer. The answer suggested here is that satisfying our desire for excitement pushes 

our perceived limit of what qualifies as exciting. A thrilling experience tends to be most thrilling the 

first time. The theoretical warrant for this claim is that our stimulation optimum is not as stable as is 

often assumed. Instead, it is affected by contextual factors. Here, this claim is substantiated 

empirically by focusing on one such factor, combat exposure.  

The article is structured as follows. In the next section, the key concept of excitement 

motivation is explained. This leads to the main hypotheses, stated in section 3: If excitement 

motivation really is affected by contextual factors, it ought to increase during deployment, and it 

ought to be susceptible to the soldiers’ actual experiences during their deployment. These 

expectations are tested using panel data from two Danish companies deployed to Afghanistan in 

2011. The data and the methods of analysis are presented in section 4. In sections 5 and 6, the 

findings are reported and discussed, while section 7 concludes. 

 Before turning to the theoretical argument, a number of points should be emphasised. First, 

the term ‘adrenalin junkie’ is a metaphor. Therefore, its truth value depends on its social 
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meaningfulness, not on its correspondence with objective facts. When this metaphor is claimed to 

be adequate, it is because describing a soldier as an adrenalin junkie tells us something important 

about his social behaviour. Whether his level of adrenalin actually changes is not the issue here, and 

readers will look in vain for medical tests on the following pages.  

Second, the overall claim of this article is that combat exposure may help us understand why 

soldiers return from war with a higher degree of excitement motivation than they had before their 

departure. Not that combat exposure should be regarded as the only reason why they do so. Military 

sociology has provided a number of other reasons why soldiers enlist and what makes them ‘want to 

keep going’.2 Yet, this article centres on the development of excitement motivation following 

deployment and only indirectly addresses questions of recruitment motivation. Moreover, due to 

data limitations, it is only possible to obtain partial support for the role of combat exposure in this 

regard. Hence, the explanatory structure of this article should not eclipse the fact that its main 

contribution is exploratory. Its aim is to inquire why soldiers’ excitement motivation increases. And 

while it provides one possible answer why this is the case, it does not seek to close this debate. 

Third, although excitement motivation has not been much in focus in military sociology, 

thrill-seeking behaviour is a well-known subject in the social sciences. In 1920, Freud revised the 

framework of psychoanalysis, adding the concept of the ‘Death Drive’ to explain why millions of 

young men willingly sacrificed their lives in the trenches of World War I.3 Behavioural psychology 

has later developed measures – most prominently the sensation seeking scale (SSS)4 – to estimate 

thrill-seeking motivation and behaviour. Likewise, the significance of aggression in human conduct 

has been a recurrent theme in anthropology.5 And although military sociology has not focused on 

excitement motivation, military sociologists have studied the opposite of excitement, ‘boredom’.6 

 

Theory 

What is here called excitement motivation lies conceptually close to what psychologists call 

sensation seeking. Hence, this construct is the natural point of departure for a description of the 
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dependent variable of this article. The sensation seeking scale (SSS) was developed by Zuckerman, 

Kolin, Price, and Zoob in 1964.7 As a tool of measurement, the scale constitutes a detailed empirical 

operationalization of a phenomenon known and studied by psychologists for quite some time as the 

‘optimal level of arousal’ or ‘the optimal level of stimulation’ (OLS).8 

Initially, OLS was understood as a psychological constant, a general level of stimulation 

determining our behaviour according to the ‘Yerkes-Dodson Law’: If our need for stimulation is not 

satisfied, we seek more excitement; if we are ‘over stimulated’, (if we are exposed to a higher level 

of arousal than our need requires), we seek less.9 The measurement of sensation seeking has 

evolved throughout the years, and today, most studies use either the fifth version of the scale, the 

40-item SSS-V,10 or – for practical reasons – an eight-item version hereof, ‘The brief sensation 

seeking scale’ BSSS-8.11 The SSS has been used to study a vast array of aspects of human conduct, 

including sexual behaviour, extreme sports, drug use, consumer habits, tourism, and soldiery.12 

While Zuckerman accepts the notion that our behaviour is determined by the level of arousal 

we seek, he also emphasises that this level differs from one individual to another. Hence, apart from 

providing a very useful tool of measurement, Zuckerman also reconceptualises the idea of OLS, or, 

as reflected in the title of his 1979 book, he goes ‘beyond the optimum level of arousal’.13  

From a sociologist’s point of view, the question is, of course, whether contextual factors in 

general, and social factors in particular, play any role at all in regard to the individual’s pursuit of 

excitement. Zuckerman’s answer would be a clear ‘no’: Each one of us has a certain amount of 

sensation seeking guiding our individual conduct, and this level is biologically – not socially – 

determined. Neither Zuckerman nor other researchers studying OLS rejects that arousal seeking is 

related to the social sphere. But given that that the optimum is either the same for everybody or 

biologically determined, it would logically precede the behaviour we attempt to predict. Sensation 

seeking is studied as an independent variable: as a direct cause or as an antecedent moderator. 

Yet, the notion that sensation seeking precedes other factors does not logically exclude that 

it can change over time. First, the notion that the individual’s level of sensation seeking is 
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biologically determined also implies that this level changes with the individual’s biological 

development. Hence, Zuckerman has shown that adolescents score higher on the sensation seeking 

scale than adults.14 Second, accepting the Yerkes-Dodson Law also implies accepting that the 

arousal seeking behaviour is not stable. Hence, we may explain differences in soldiers’ level of 

sensation seeking from one context (when they leave) to another (when they return home) as a 

result of the thrill they have experienced while being deployed. Following this interpretation, we 

should expect soldiers who have seen a great deal of combat to return with a lower SSS score, and 

vice versa. The expectation stated here is the opposite. As will be explained below, this may also be 

understood within the OLS framework – but only with a theoretical specification. 

 Zuckerman defined sensation seeking as ‘the need for varied, novel, and complex sensations 

and experiences, and the willingness to take physical and social risks for the sake of such 

experiences’.15 Here, excitement motivation is defined as the desire for varied, novel, and complex 

sensations and experiences. The differences between these two definitions stem from the fact that 

although Zuckerman’s conceptualisation has proven its explanatory potential, it is not undisputed. 

Thus, Arnett criticises Zuckerman for making the mistake of, first, including both motivational (‘the 

need’) and behavioural (‘the willingness’) aspects in his definition, and, second, of overlooking ‘the 

role of socialisation in modifying any biological and/or generic propensity for sensation seeking’.16 

In the definition of excitement motivation stated above and operationalized in the next 

section, Arnett’s first point of critique is accommodated by focusing solely on the ‘motivation 

causes’ and excluding their ‘effects’. The second point – that excitement motivation cannot be seen 

as a stable construct – follows from the replacement of ‘need’ with ‘desire’.   

 In accordance with a distinction coined by Lacan, a need (in line with Zuckerman’s focus 

on biology) is here regarded as primarily individual, whereas a desire (in line with Arnett’s 

statement above) is seen as intrinsically social.17 The claim stated here is that the level or the 

development of excitement motivation is not merely a question of biological predestination. It may 

also be affected by other, contextual, factors, and in the following, the role of one such contextual 
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factor, exposure to combat, is addressed.  

What is suggested here is that the framework of sensation seeking should be revised. This 

does not imply giving up the notion that we all strive to fulfil our individually distinct, optimal level 

of stimulation, nor that this level may be biologically determined. It just means that the optimal 

level itself is not necessarily stable over time and that it is susceptible to contextual factors.  

Hence, although we may all have an optimal level of arousal that we seek to reach, there is 

no reason to assume that this level, once we have reached it, will remain the same.18 On the 

contrary, to use another biological analogy particularly relevant in this context, it is very likely that 

adrenalin junkies  – just as real drug addicts – build up a mental (if not a physiological) tolerance as 

a result of their thrill seeking behaviour. What goes for the consumption of alcohol, medicine and 

euphoriants also goes for the consumption of adrenaline: The more you take, the more it takes to 

gain the same effect next time.19 If we translate this to the sphere of soldiers, this implies that an 

initial level of excitement motivation may actually be ‘pushed upwards’. On their return, soldiers 

who have had a lot thrilling experiences will still feel a void because their optimum has been 

pushed. They will still regard this type of motivation as more important than those of their 

colleagues who have had fewer thrilling experiences. 

  

Hypotheses 

The overall purpose of this article is exploratory. Hence, the aim of stating the hypotheses below is 

to test one reason why soldiers’ excitement motivation increases following deployment, not to claim 

that this is the only explanation. On the contrary, as mentioned above, other studies should address 

other plausible reasons why this might be the case.  

Core observations from previous studies in the OLS literature as well as the revision of the 

OLS framework suggested here lead to six hypotheses. Along with the main independent variable, 

deployment (H5), and the key control, combat exposure (H6), gender, age, military function and 

deployment experience constitute potential confounders and are included in the analyses (H1-H4). 
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Age should be included in the general model, first, because age – in lieu of better data – can 

be considered as a proxy for other important factors, that is, rank, marital, and parental status. 

Second, psychological studies have, as mentioned, shown age to correlate with sensation seeking. 

Given that younger people regard sensation seeking as more important than their counterparts, it is 

fairly safe to expect that this will also be the case in regard to excitement motivation.  

H1: The younger you are, the higher your excitement motivation score will be. 

What has just been mentioned in regard to age can more or less also be said of gender. Since 

Zuckerman’s initial studies, sensation seeking has proven to be much more outspoken among men 

than women (although this pattern seems to have changed over time).20 Accordingly, the second 

hypothesis is as follows:  

H2: Female soldiers score lower on excitement motivation than their male colleagues. 

The soldiers analysed here serve in two combat companies, and in order to prevent the development 

of mistrust between staff and line personnel, all soldiers of all ranks and function had to participate 

in patrols, where the risk of skirmishes and IED attacks were greater than within the confines of the 

patrol base. Nevertheless, those who primarily fulfil functions ‘outside the fence’ are, first, more 

exposed to the danger of combat than those primarily serving ‘inside the fence’. Second, given that 

the soldiers themselves distinguish sharply between the two groups, they might have self-selected 

for the role they will actually fulfil. Hence, without controlling for the function of the individual 

soldier, we cannot exclude the possibility that the explanation suggested here, that soldiers exposed 

to combat return wanting more, is simply due to differences between the types of soldiers analysed.  

H3: Soldiers of the ‘line’ score higher on excitement motivation than soldiers of the ‘staff’. 

The soldiers’ deployment experience constitutes another plausible confounder. A soldier who has 

already been deployed is a soldier whose optimum may already have been affected by combat 

exposure, and, following the argument above, we should expect his initial level of excitement 
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motivation to be higher than that of his inexperienced colleagues.  

H4: Soldiers who have already seen combat score higher on excitement motivation than soldiers 

with no prior combat experience. 

Given that the general purpose of this article is to offer an explanation why excitement motivation 

increases following deployment, it should be shown that this is actually the case. Therefore, the aim 

of the fifth hypothesis is simply to reproduce the results of the abovementioned Estonian study. 

H5: After their deployment to war, soldiers return with a higher level of excitement motivation than 

they had before their departure. 

The fundamental question is why soldiers return wanting more. Following the assertion that the 

stimulation optimum is not as stable as often assumed, combat exposure during deployment is 

expected to affect the individual soldiers’ optimal level. As we shall see below, the soldiers already 

had a high degree of excitement motivation before their deployment, and because they served in 

combat units, they were actually exposed to the danger of combat during their tour of duty. Instead 

of expecting this to imply that the soldiers return satisfied, it is, however, seen as one reason why 

their excitement motivation increases: Their stimulation optimum is ‘pushed upwards’. By having 

their ‘desire for varied, novel and complex sensations and experiences’ met, they build up a mental 

tolerance for such experiences, and therefore, it will take more to get the same ‘kick’ next time. 

This also means, however, that soldiers who have been exposed to danger, should be expected to 

return with an even stronger desire for excitement than those of their colleagues who have had a 

more tranquil deployment.  

H6: Soldiers who have seen actual combat are more likely to return wanting more excitement than 

soldiers who have seen little actual combat. 

If this hypothesis finds support, it does not mean that H5 should be rejected. Instead, the purpose of 

adding combat exposure to the equation is to understand why deployment to war increases 

excitement motivation. Practically seen, combat exposure is expected to mediate the effect of 
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deployment on excitement motivation. Yet, as will be addressed in the next section, data limitations 

confine the explanatory scope of the test conducted here. In that regard as well, it should be 

emphasised that the value of this study should be assessed according to the hypotheses it manages 

to inspire rather than to the claim it tests. 

 

Data and Methods 

The data used in the following analyses are based on two surveys conducted with Danish combat 

soldiers before and after their deployment to Helmand, Afghanistan. The soldiers came from two 

different regiments, the Hussard Guardsmen (Garderhusarregimentet) and the Jutland Dragoons 

(Jydske Dragonregiment). Although, formally, there is still compulsory military service in 

Denmark, the Army does not deploy draftees. Hence, all soldiers interviewed were on a 

professional contract. The surveys were conducted at the barracks by the author. 78 soldiers 

participate in both surveys. In the first round, 171 handed in a valid questionnaire. In the second 

round, 126 soldiers responded. Thus, the response rate in the first round (70 %) was somewhat 

higher than in the second (50 %). Since background information about the soldiers who did not 

participate in the surveys has not been available, a proper dropout analysis could not be conducted. 

However, conditions regarding data collection gave little reason to assume a selection bias in the 

handed-in questionnaires. Those who responded were those who were present and able to 

participate in the surveys. Those who did not were, for instance, at the shooting range or handing in 

equipment. Likewise, a comparison of the soldiers who only participated in the pre-deployment 

survey with those who handed in a valid questionnaire in both rounds did not show any remarkable 

differences. Apart from four soldiers who refused to give their service number (the panel key) and 

other background information in both rounds, the distributions of age, gender, and earlier combat 

deployments were similar (results not shown). However, in order to take into consideration any 

unobserved variation between these subsamples and to test the robustness of the results, only 

findings from the balanced panel are reported below. 
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Given that the aim of this article is to explore what causes a change over time, a panel 

design has been chosen. It enables us to ‘track’ such changes and to examine whether they depend 

on other factors characterising the cases analysed. In the design used here, all respondents 

participating in the study received the ‘treatment’, deployment to war. Hence, there is only ‘within-

case variation’ (before and after) on the independent variable and no ‘between-case variation’. 

(There is no control group of soldiers who were not deployed). Compared to studies with a control 

group – for instance, experimental designs – the design of this study does not enable us to control 

for the effect of exogenous factors. In this case, an experiment proper was not an option, because it 

is hardly ethically defensible or practically possible to select who is going to be deployed (the test 

group) and who is not (the control group) by random. Yet, the lack of ‘between-case variation’ on 

the independent variable nevertheless limits the subsequent tests (for moderation and mediation) 

that can actually be conducted. 

 The great advantage of a panel design over a cross-sectional design is that it enables us to 

study changes over time. Panel regression coefficients are nevertheless interpreted similarly to 

ordinary least square coefficients. Here, where we only have pre- and post-treatment observations, 

coefficients report whether and how the dependent variable, excitement motivation, changes 

between these two points in time. And, in a panel design as this, p-values reflect whether the 

estimated change can be considered as significantly different from 0.   

 The dependent variable, excitement motivation, is measured using a three-item reflective 

index. The exact wording of these items and the factor loadings are reported in table 1, below. 

[table 1] 

The Cronbach’s Alpha (.84) and the factor loadings (.925-.771) suggest that the internal reliability 

and (the factorial aspect of) the construct validity of this index are fairly high. Of course, whether 

the index actually measures what it is intended to measure – in this case, whether the soldiers serve 

for the sake of ‘novel sensations and experiences’ – cannot be determined sufficiently by empirical 

means alone. Two points should be mentioned in this regard. First, the three items reflect, 
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conceptually, three of the four dimensions of the traditional Sensation Seeking Scale (i.e., 

disinhibition [4f], thrill and adventure seeking [4g] and experience seeking [4h]). In accordance 

with Arnett’s critique, none of these items are behavioural or ‘effect’ questions. Nevertheless, a 

three-item index is likely to lack some of the conceptual broadness characterising a 40-item 

measure. Hence, the last of the traditional four SSS dimensions, boredom susceptibility, is not 

included in this measure. Likewise, whereas the traditional measures of ‘disinhibition’ focus on the 

breach of social norms, the item used here centres on the transgression of personal ‘barriers’. 

Second, in panel studies, the exact same wording should be used in the pre- and post-treatment 

surveys to ensure that everything else but the differences caused by the treatment itself are kept 

constant. Nevertheless, as mentioned in table 1, it was necessary for practical and linguistic reasons 

to change the tense of the wording of the three items in the second round of the study. 

To make interpretations easier, the constructed index ranges from 0 to 1, where 0 designates 

the lowest possible form of excitement motivation and 1 the highest. The index is left skewed with 

a mean of .80 and a standard deviation of .24. This has consequences for the methods chosen.  

  The other variables included are used to test whether the changes observed are consistent on 

a caeteris paribus basis. Gender, age, function, and deployment experience are measured using self-

reported responses from the pre-deployment survey. The distributions of these four variables in the 

balanced dataset are reported in table 2, below.  

[table 2] 

Function is measured using a dichotomous variable indicating whether the soldier is primarily 

fulfilling functions inside or outside the fence. Whereas, for instance, gunners, NCOs, and officers 

were categorised as fulfilling combat functions, mechanics and logisticians were regarded as 

primarily fulfilling support functions.  

 Qualitative interviews conducted concurrently with the surveys reveal that the soldiers 

themselves distinguish sharply between ‘blue’ and ‘green missions’. A blue mission is a UN 

peacekeeping mission, for instance, in Cyprus or Kosovo, primarily expected to include 
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constabulary tasks. A green mission is a mission to a theatre of war, expected to include actual 

combat. In accordance with this distinction and with the theoretical expectation that exposure to 

combat affects excitement motivation, only soldiers who had been on an actual combat mission 

before were coded as having deployment experience.  

 Combat exposure is measured using a formative index consisting of four items indicating the 

frequency of actual incidents during deployment.  

[table 3] 

As can be seen from the items chosen (9a, 9b, 9c and 9f), two questions (9d and 9e) from this 

battery were not included. These questions, which regard whether the soldiers have seen dead 

civilians or dead enemies were excluded from the index because a soldier may experience both 

without ever firing a shot himself or experience neither although he has seen intense combat. 

Soldiers who experience actual combat are more prone to have to shoot at others, to try to be shot 

at, to see comrades go down, and even to run into a road side bomb, than those who only 

occasionally leave the base. In other words, the variables chosen can be expected to correlate just as 

if they were used in a reflective index. Yet, given that the items can hardly be said to reflect a latent 

construct – firing your weapon or being shot at is not an ‘effect’ of engaging in combat, it is what 

engaging in combat is all about – the measure is regarded as formative.  

This index also ranges from 0-1, where 0 designates that the respondent has experienced 

none of the described during the mission and 1 that he or she has tried them all five times or more. 

As reflected by the mean (.61) and the standard deviation (.29), this index is also left skewed, 

although less so than the one used to measure the dependent variable. 

The purpose of controlling for combat exposure is to contribute to our knowledge about why 

excitement motivation increases following deployment. Therefore, H6 claims a mediating effect of 

combat exposure. Although recent studies have criticised Baron and Kenny’s method as being 

insufficient for testing mediation, and for having severe limitations in regard to panel designs,21 a 
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stepwise approach will be pursued in the following; (combined with Sobel’s test of mediation 

conducted via a bootstrapping analysis to determine whether adding the mediating variable to the 

equation causes a significant reduction of the main independent variable’s explanatory power). Yet, 

as already mentioned, the panel design used here limits the possibilities of testing each step 

exhaustively.22  

As also mentioned, the distribution of the dependent variable may have consequences for the 

methods of analysis chosen. The problem is not the skewness itself but the suspicion that the 

residuals are not normally distributed. In this case, where the sum of the standard deviation added to 

the mean exceeds the variable maximum, we cannot exclude the possibility of a ceiling effect. (We 

cannot tell an extremely positive answer from a very positive one). Tobit panel regression applies in 

cases where data are truncated or where there is a clear ceiling effect.23 However, ordinary panel 

regressions are easier to interpret, and therefore, the findings reported in tables 4 and 5 below show 

the results of the tobit panel regression and the random effects regression, respectively. While 

allowing us to control for time-invariant factors such as gender and former deployment experience, 

random effects models lack the precision of fixed effects models in which individual characteristics 

of the respondents examined are kept constant, which is preferable when we want to minimise the 

risk of any omitted variable bias. Yet, because a Hausman test showed no significant difference 

between the estimates produced by the two methods, the choice of using random effects is justified.  

For a more thorough inspection of the effect of deployment on excitement motivation, the 

slopes for each control variable category have been estimated using fixed effects regression. (In 

fixed effects models, the y-intercept corresponds to the average score of the pre-deployment survey, 

thus making it more directly visualisable than the slope estimates obtained from tobit and random 

effects models). Likewise, in order to test whether the increase in soldiers’ excitement motivation is 

associated with deployment or combat exposure, table 6 shows the effect of deployment on 

excitement motivation for soldiers who report to have seen a much combat (i.e., equal to or above 

the median of .69) and those who report to have seen little (i.e., below the median value). 
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Findings 

Gender, age, function, and deployment experience are expected to correlate with excitement 

motivation (H1-4). Deployment to war is expected to affect excitement motivation positively (H5), 

and controlling for combat exposure is expected to diminish this relation (H6). Tables 4 and 5 show 

the results of the tobit and the random effects regressions in which these hypotheses are tested. 

[Tables 4 and 5] 

As can be seen from the two tables, the results deviate very little, and they will be reported and 

discussed together in the following. Model 1 shows the effect of gender, age, function, and 

deployment experience. Both the expectation that men are more likely to be driven by excitement 

motivation than women and the expectation that the older you are, the less likely it is that you 

consider excitement motivation important, are justified (H1-H2). Neither function nor experience 

seems to correlate with excitement motivation when controlling for gender and age (H3-H4). Most 

importantly, none of the background variables affect the subsequent analyses of hypotheses H5-H6.   

  Model 2 tests the hypothesis that being deployed to war affects excitement motivation 

positively (H5). The expectation is supported: Not only do soldiers on average feel more strongly 

motivated by excitement after their return, the result is also highly significant, even when 

controlling for gender, age, function, and experience.   

Model 3 tests the hypothesis that soldiers with a high degree of combat exposure return with 

a high degree of excitement motivation. Following Baron and Kenny’s stepwise approach, this 

hypothesis is partly – but only partly – supported. As shown above, there is a strong correlation 

between deployment and the increase in excitement motivation, (step 1). Beyond the fact that 

deployment constitutes a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for being exposed to combat, the 

lack of between-case variation on the independent variable in this panel design makes it difficult to 

substantiate a correlation between the independent and the mediating variable (step 2). Likewise, 
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analyses only partly support the assumption that the mediator correlates with the dependent 

variable, when controlling for the independent variable, (step 3). Although combat exposure 

correlates strongly with excitement motivation in the post-deployment data, model 3 shows that 

when using information included in the panel and hence controlling for deployment, this correlation 

is only significant on a .1 level and only so when using the tobit model.24 However, the assumption 

that the mediator diminishes the direct effect of the independent variable is clearly supported (step 

4). Hence, introducing combat halves the regression coefficient and doubles the standard error of 

the deployment variable, and the subsequent Sobel’s test using bootstrapping sample estimates also 

indicates that this reduction is highly significant (results not shown).  

 Table 6 and graph 1 show the coefficients for the effect of deployment on excitement 

motivation by soldiers with high and low degrees of combat exposure.  

[Table 6 & graph 1] 

These findings render further support to the notion that combat exposure affects excitement 

motivation. Hence, although all soldiers seem to experience an increased level of excitement 

motivation following deployment, this development is only significant for those who report a high 

level of combat exposure. It is worth noticing, however, that the two groups were also initially 

different, a point we shall return to in the discussion below. Likewise, the t-test of the difference 

between the two slopes show that there is not a moderating effect, neither in the case of combat 

exposure or, as shown by graphs 2a-d, below, in regard to the other control variables.25 

[Graph 2a-d] 

 

Discussion 

What Parmak, Euwema, and Mylle observed in regard to Estonian soldiers seems to be true among 

Danish combat troops as well: The deployment experience does not weaken the soldier’s need for 
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excitement. Instead, in accordance with their empirical finding and with the theoretical expectation 

formulated on the basis of the revision of the OLS framework, soldiers return wanting more. 

 Yet, including the level of exposure to combat obliterates the direct effect of deployment on 

excitement motivation. For soldiers serving in expeditionary forces, deployment to war is a 

necessary, but not sufficient, condition for combat exposure. Combat follows deployment, not vice 

versa. Given that the significant decrease of the direct effect of deployment is regarded as sufficient 

support for the mediation hypothesis, whether or not you have been to Afghanistan is not what 

determines the increase in excitement motivation. It is whether or not you have entered combat.  

If this is true, it suggests that the metaphor ‘adrenalin junkies’ used to describe soldiers 

volunteering for deployment to war time after time is adequate. Like the drug addict, the adrenalin 

junkie pursues a kick, the kick of excitement. And like the drug addict, the adrenalin junkie is on a 

pursuit for the unattainable. The alleged fulfilment of his desire only leads to the craving for more.  

 Although neither gender, age, function nor experience altered the effects of deployment and 

combat exposure on excitement, observations made in regard to these background variables lead to 

questions, that ought to be addressed in future studies. First, female soldiers serve in an organisation 

saturated with ideals of ‘hypermasculinity’26. Therefore, we may inquire whether the findings in 

regard to gender, tell us something about the difference between men and women in general or 

about the difference between women serving in uniform and women in general. This question can 

hardly be answered on the basis of this small subsample of women or without in-depth interviews.  

Likewise, it can be difficult to distinguish age from other age-related factors, such as the 

responsibilities following promotion, marriage, or having children. Soldiers in their late 20s are 

more likely to be married, to have children, and to be higher ranking than their younger colleagues. 

They are responsible for their family and for their subordinates, and they often rely more on duty 

motivation than the rank and file. Hence, what is most interesting in regard to age may not be the 
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mere observation that older soldiers’ excitement motivation is lower – overall – but rather why this 

is the case. Again, answering this question lies beyond the scope of the present article. 

Although military function did not seem to have an independent effect on excitement 

motivation, it should be noted that this variable correlates strongly with combat exposure (p<.000). 

This is highly relevant in regard to the main contribution of this article, that the effect of 

deployment becomes obsolete when controlling for combat. First, as shown in table 6 and graph 1, 

the slope for soldiers reporting little combat exposure also increases. Hence, although combat may 

mediate the effect of deployment, we cannot reject the possibility that excitement motivation 

increases for all soldiers serving abroad. Second, in accordance with the view, that soldiers self-

select into combat functions, the y-intercepts differ between the two slopes. In other words, soldiers 

who were going to see a great deal of combat were already having a higher degree of excitement 

motivation before their departure.  

Contrary to the expectation stated in hypothesis 4, the excitement motivation of experienced 

soldiers seems to be systematically lower than that of soldiers going on their first tour. Yet, not 

unlike soldiers in non-combat functions, deployment still appears to have an effect. The findings are 

insignificant and should probably be seen as an indication of the significant effect of age throughout 

the analyses. Nevertheless, the observation that an additional tour of duty does not lead to an 

increased pre-deployment excitement motivation suggests that something important happens 

between deployments. This is not captured by the pre-/post-deployment data used here.  

This study has its strengths and its weaknesses. Its primary strength is its panel design 

because it enables us to minimise any doubt about the sequence of events and, hence, to strengthen 

the claim that what we observe is the actual effects of this development. Moreover, although the key 

variables are skewed, reproducing the findings across different methods of analyses indicates the 

robustness of the observations made here.  
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The study’s primary weaknesses, however, also relates to the panel design, or rather, to what 

is missing in this design. First, the lack of a randomly assigned control group (or between-case 

variation) limits the analyses that can be conducted on the basis of these data. Second, when 

controlling for deployment, the effect of combat exposure was only moderately significant. This 

might be a result of the limited number of observation from both before and after deployment. 

Third, the data only includes two rounds of surveys, one conducted just before their departure and 

one conducted after their return. Whereas other studies have focused on the long-term effects of 

deployment in general27 and on the long-term effects of sensation seeking in particular,28 the design 

of this study allows us to say little about the lasting effects of deployment or of combat exposure. 

Finally, surveying the soldiers before departure and after their return makes it possible to analyse 

their level of excitement motivation following deployment. It does not, however, enable us to state 

with certainty what actually happens to their excitement motivation during deployment. According 

to H6, soldiers’ excitement motivation was expected to increase as a result of exposure to combat. 

The warrant for this claim was that contrary to the traditional OLS approach, the stimulation 

optimum should not be regarded as a constant. Instead, the individual’s OLS can be affected by 

contextual factors. The problem is, of course, that if we are only examining the soldiers after their 

return, we cannot reject the possibility that they actually had their need for sensations satisfied 

during deployment but that – after their return – they are now longing for more. To minimise this 

problem, the second round of questionnaires were collected immediately after their return, while 

they were still at the barracks. And, although this design problem challenges the theoretical 

explanation, the findings were in accordance with those of Parmak, Euwema, and Mylle, who also 

surveyed the soldiers during deployment. Most importantly, this problem does not change the core 

empirical finding that combat exposure may help us understand why soldiers’ excitement 

motivation increases.  

While the theoretical claim of this article is that the individual stimulation optimum may be 

affected by contextual factors, only one such contextual factor – combat exposure – has been in 
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focus here. Hence, further research is required in order to determine how excitement motivation is 

affected by other contextual factors. From a sociologist’s point of view, it would be particularly 

interesting to analyse how the social context relates to thrill seeking motivation and behaviour. 

Psychological studies have already begun doing so, but sociologists would have much to contribute 

with in this regard. As mentioned above, Arnett criticises Zuckerman for overlooking how 

processes of socialisation affect sensation seeking. Likewise, Donohew, Clayton, Skinner, and 

Colon argue that socialisation processes mediate the behavioural effects of sensation seeking. Thus, 

while agreeing that the optimum logically precedes the socialisation process, they demonstrate how 

peer groups affect the perception of sensation seeking among drug users.29 Although Donohew, 

Clayton, Skinner, and Colon do not refer to Becker’s path-breaking work on deviance,30 the two 

studies reach similar conclusions: Using drugs may be one way of achieving the arousal desired, but 

how to use drugs – and, for instance, enjoy the intoxication – is learned socially. In this context, we 

may assume that just as the drug addict must learn – socially – to interpret his experience as 

enjoyable, the adrenalin junkie must also learn – socially – to interpret the terror of combat as an 

experience worthwhile pursuing.  

In a wider societal perspective, studies inquiring how social factors relate to excitement 

motivation would supplement the findings of this article excellently. The Danish soldiers studied 

here have grown up with nearly unlimited access to welfare benefits. Hence, they may be more 

prone for excitement motivation than soldiers enlisting under circumstances with greater social 

insecurity. Likewise, studies examining the relationship between excitement motivation and other 

contextual factors, characteristic of the military, (for instance unit cohesion or socialisation during 

training), would enhance our understanding of excitement motivation in particular, and further the 

integration between military psychology and military sociology in general. 

 

Conclusion 
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Why do soldiers return from war wanting more? The article has provided one possible reason, why 

this is the case. However, its main purpose has been to invite other researchers to offer other 

explanations as well. The theoretical argument suggested here has been that thrill exposure 

increases one’s mental tolerance towards excitement, causing the measured level of excitement 

motivation to increase on the soldiers’ return. This theoretical notion has been tested and found 

partial empirical support using a panel study of Danish combat troops deployed to Afghanistan in 

2011. Not only are these findings in accordance with Parmak, Euwema, and Mylle’s observation 

that soldiers’ sensation seeking increases during deployment. They also align with the expectation 

that soldiers who have been exposed to the danger of combat return with a higher degree of 

excitement motivation than soldiers who have seen less fighting.  

 Data limitations confine the scope of the findings. But if these empirical observations 

genuinely reflect the effect of combat, they render support for the theoretical notion that our initial – 

biologically determined – sensation optimum is not as stable as it is usually assumed to be in the 

various branches of the optimal level of stimulation literature. On the contrary, the optimum is 

affected by contextual factors. Here, one such factor – combat exposure – has been in focus. While 

supporting the view that it is what the soldier experiences during deployment and not the 

deployment itself that affects the soldiers’ level of excitement motivation upon his return, this does 

not leave out the possibility that other factors might also prove relevant in this regard. Accordingly, 

the article also calls for further studies focusing on how socialisation processes – for instance, how 

soldiers learn to enjoy combat – relate to excitement motivation.   
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Tables and Graphs 

Table 1: Operationalization of the dependent variable: Excitement motivation 

Variable 
number 

Translated wording (Danish original in parentheses) Factor 
loadings 
(unrotated) 

4f I will participate in the mission to transcend my barriers 
(Jeg deltager i missionen for at prøve mine grænser af) 

.925 

4g I will participate in the mission to gain real combat experience 
(Jeg deltager i missionen for at få egentlige kamperfaringer) 

.736 

4h I will participate in the mission for the adventure  
(Jeg deltager i missionen for oplevelsernes skyld) 

.771 

 Cronbach’s Alpha .84 

Notes: All three items were 5 point Likert-scale questions with the opportunity of not answering. 

The wording here is from the pre-deployment survey. In the post-deployment survey, the initial part 

of the wording of these questions was in the present perfect ‘I have been participating in the mission 

to…’.  

Extraction method: Principal axis factoring. 1 factor extracted 
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Table 2: Distribution of gender, age, function, and deployment experience. Balanced panel 

Gender  

Men 74 

Women 4 

total 78 

Age group  

19<24 52 

25<29 14 

30<42 12 

total 78 

Function  

Primarily serving outside the fence (gunners, radio operators, 
NCOs, and officers) 

47 

Primarily serving inside the fence (medics, drivers, office workers, 
mechanics, and logisticians)  

30 

Missing 1 

total 78 

Deployment experience  

No combat deployment experience 52 

Combat deployment experience  26 

total 78 
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Table 3: Operationalization of combat intensity 

Variable 
number 

Translated wording (Danish original in parentheses) 

9. How often have you experienced one of the following… 
(Hvor ofte har du oplevet følgende) 

9a … to shoot at others?   
(selv at skyde på andre?) 

9b … to experience an IED-attack? 
(at opleve et IED-angreb?) 

9c … to experience comrades got hit? 
(at opleve kammerater blive ramt?) 

9f … to be shot at? 
(at blive beskudt?) 

Notes: Only responses from the post-deployment survey. All four items contained the response 

categories: ‘Not at all’, ‘once’, ‘2-4 times’, ‘5 times or more’. 
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Table 4: Tobit panel regression of excitement motivation. Regression coefficients (standard errors 

in parentheses). Balanced panel. 73 respondents (before and after deployment) 

 Model 1 (H1-H4) Model 2 (H5) Model 3 (H6) 

Gender -.30* -.31* -.28* 

 (.12) (.12) (.12) 

Age -03*** -.03*** -.03*** 

 (.01) (.01) (.01) 

Function -.05 -05 -.04 

 (.06) (.06) (.06) 

Experience -.04 -.04 -.04 

 (.09) (.09) (.06) 

Deployment  .12*** .03 

 (.03) (.06) 

Combat intensity   .16+ 

  (.01) 

Constant 1.82*** 1.76*** 1.70*** 

 (.20) (.20) (.20) 

Rho .51 .60 .60 

N 146 146 146 

Note: *** p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, +p<.1; 5 respondents have been omitted from the data, due to 

missing responses on at least one of the variables. 
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Table 5: Random effects panel regression of excitement motivation. Regression coefficients 

(standard errors in parentheses). Balanced panel. 73 respondents (before and after deployment) 

 Model 1 (H1-H4) Model 2 (H5) Model 3 (H6) 

Gender -.22** -.22** -.21** 

 (.08) (.08) (.08) 

Age -.03*** -.03*** -.02*** 

 (.01) (.01) (.01) 

Function -.02 -.02 -.02 

 (.04) (.04) (.04) 

Experience -.02 -.02 -.02 

 (.06) (.06) (.06) 

Deployment  .07** .03 

 (.01) (.04) 

Combat intensity   .05 

  (.06) 

Constant 1.49*** 1.46*** 1.44*** 

 (.12) (.12) (.13) 

Rho .45 .50 .50 

N 146 146 146 

 

Note: *** p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, +p<.1; 5 respondents have been omitted from the data because 

of missing responses on at least one of the variables. 
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Table 6: Fixed effects panel regression of excitement motivation. Regression coefficients (standard 

errors in parentheses) for soldiers with different levels of combat exposure. Balanced panel. 

(B1). Soldiers with a high degree of combat exposure .09* (.03) 

Constant .86*** (.02) 

N 78 

(B2). Soldiers with a low degree of combat exposure .05 (.03) 

Constant .70*** (.02) 

N 70 

All soldiers .07** (.02) 

Constant .79*** (.01) 

N 148 

 

 

Graph 1: Excitement motivation. Slopes indicating the observed effect of deployment. Balanced 

panel. fixed effects coefficients for soldiers with different levels of combat exposure. 

Slopes for soldiers with different degrees of combat exposure 
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Graph 2a-d: Excitement motivation. Slopes indicating the observed effect of deployment. Balanced 

panel, fixed effects coefficients for each control category. 

(a) Gender 

 

T-test for difference of slopes: t=-1.18, p=.24 

(b) Age 
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(c) Military function 

 

T-test for difference of slopes: t=-.79, p=.43 

(d) Deployment experience 

 

T-test for difference of slopes: t=.23, p=.78 
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