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Behaviors: The Mediating Role of Trait Anger and Substance Use
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Abstract

Impulsive criminal behaviors are among the most complex high-risk behaviors
influenced by personality, emotional, and interpersonal factors and may lead to
serious psychological and social consequences. The present study aimed to
investigate the causal relationship between borderline personality disorder,
frustration tolerance, and rejection sensitivity with impulsive criminal behaviors
through the mediating roles of trait anger and substance use. This study employed a
descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The statistical
population included individuals with histories of risky and impulsive behaviors
referred to counseling and rehabilitation centers in Tehran in 2025, from whom 420
participants were selected using purposive sampling. Research instruments included
the Borderline Personality Scale, Frustration Tolerance Scale, Rejection Sensitivity
Questionnaire, Trait Anger Scale, Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement
Screening Test (ASSIST), and Barratt Impulsiveness Scale. Data were analyzed using
SPSS-27 and AMOS-26 through Pearson correlation analysis, structural equation
modeling, and bootstrapping procedures. The results indicated that borderline
personality disorder, low frustration tolerance, and rejection sensitivity had
significant direct effects on impulsive criminal behaviors (P<0.001). Trait anger and
substance use also played significant mediating roles in the relationships between
predictor variables and impulsive criminal behaviors. Model fit indices including
CF1=0.95, GFI=0.93, and RMSEA=0.058 demonstrated satisfactory model fit. Trait
anger showed the strongest direct effect on impulsive criminal behaviors. The
findings demonstrated that borderline personality features, low frustration tolerance,
and sensitivity to social rejection increase the likelihood of impulsive criminal
behaviors through elevated chronic anger and substance use tendencies. Therefore,
interventions focused on emotion regulation, anger management, frustration tolerance
enhancement, and substance abuse treatment may effectively reduce impulsive and
violent behaviors.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Impulsive criminal behaviors represent one of the most complex manifestations of antisocial and maladaptive
behavioral patterns and are frequently associated with emotional dysregulation, aggression, poor impulse
control, and substance abuse. These behaviors are typically characterized by sudden and emotionally driven
actions with limited forethought and diminished consideration of long-term consequences. Contemporary
psychological and criminological literature increasingly emphasizes the role of personality pathology,
emotional instability, and maladaptive interpersonal schemas in the development of impulsive criminality
(Lewis et al., 2023; Mazza et al., 2025). Among the personality-related variables associated with aggressive
and criminal behaviors, Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) has attracted considerable attention due to its
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strong links with impulsivity, emotional instability, interpersonal conflicts, and self-destructive tendencies
(Casale et al., 2021; Igbal et al., 2020).

Borderline Personality Disorder is characterized by instability in affect regulation, identity disturbance, chronic
feelings of emptiness, fear of abandonment, and severe interpersonal dysfunction. Individuals with BPD often
experience intense anger, emotional reactivity, and difficulties controlling impulsive behaviors, which may
contribute to violent and criminal actions (McQuaid et al., 2024; Mendoza et al., 2025). Empirical findings
have demonstrated significant associations between BPD symptoms and aggressive conduct, criminal
offending, intimate partner violence, and self-harming behaviors (Fernandez-Muno6z et al., 2024; Mansoor
et al., 2022). Furthermore, incarcerated populations frequently exhibit elevated rates of BPD traits and
emotional dysregulation, indicating that personality pathology may be a critical component in understanding
impulsive criminal behavior (Edwards et al., 2021; Yousefi & Talib, 2022).

Another important construct associated with impulsive criminality is frustration tolerance. Individuals with
low frustration tolerance tend to react intensely to obstacles, stressors, or unmet expectations and may display
aggressive or impulsive reactions when confronted with adverse situations. Studies have shown that frustration
intolerance is associated with aggression, substance abuse, underage drinking, antisocial behavior, and
emotional dysregulation (Baek et al., 2022; Lang et al., 2024). In emotionally vulnerable individuals,
frustration may trigger intense anger and hostile cognitions that increase the likelihood of violent and impulsive
behaviors (Paulus et al., 2021; Walters, 2020). Consequently, low frustration tolerance may operate as an
important psychological risk factor for criminal tendencies.

Rejection sensitivity is another interpersonal-emotional vulnerability closely linked with emotional instability
and aggression. Rejection-sensitive individuals are highly reactive to perceived social exclusion or criticism
and frequently interpret ambiguous social situations as threatening or rejecting. Such perceptions often evoke
intense shame, anger, hostility, and retaliatory tendencies (Ceki¢, 2024; Grobbink et al., 2023). Previous
studies have suggested that individuals with high rejection sensitivity may engage in aggressive or impulsive
responses to cope with interpersonal insecurity and emotional pain (Hajfiroozabadi et al., 2022; Pantoja et
al., 2023b). Rejection sensitivity is especially prominent in individuals with borderline personality features,
where fear of abandonment and unstable attachment patterns contribute to maladaptive interpersonal
functioning (Farajl & Ogur, 2023; McQuaid et al., 2024).

Trait anger has also been identified as a central mechanism underlying aggressive and impulsive behaviors.
Trait anger refers to a stable predisposition to perceive situations as frustrating or threatening and to respond
with frequent and intense anger reactions. Studies have consistently shown that elevated trait anger predicts
aggression, violence, emotional dysregulation, and impulsive conduct (Bertsch et al., 2021; McGonigal &
Dixon—Gordon, 2020). In individuals with BPD, frustration and perceived rejection frequently intensify anger
experiences, leading to diminished behavioral control and increased risk of criminal or violent acts (Girasek
et al., 2022; Paulus et al., 2021).

Substance use represents another major factor associated with impulsive criminal behaviors. Psychoactive
substances may impair judgment, weaken inhibitory control, intensify emotional instability, and increase
aggressive tendencies. Research has shown strong associations between substance abuse, violent offending,
antisocial conduct, and emotional dysregulation (Hudon et al., 2023; Sontate et al., 2021). Individuals with
BPD often use substances as maladaptive coping mechanisms to regulate negative emotions and reduce
psychological distress, thereby increasing their vulnerability to impulsive criminal actions (Francis et al.,
2024; Lind et al., 2024). Additionally, comorbidity between BPD and substance use disorders has been
associated with greater severity of violence and criminality (Edwards et al., 2021; Tsyngauz et al., 2023).
Recent studies have also highlighted the role of childhood trauma and adverse childhood experiences in the
development of personality pathology, emotional dysregulation, and criminal behaviors (Baglivio et al., 2020;
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Cruz et al., 2022). Traumatic experiences may disrupt emotional development, attachment security, and
coping capacities, thereby increasing susceptibility to BPD symptoms, aggression, and impulsivity (Jiang &
Zhang, 2023; Li et al., 2023). Furthermore, individuals exposed to early adversity often exhibit low frustration
tolerance, heightened rejection sensitivity, and maladaptive emotion regulation patterns (Hesselink, 2023;
Moreira et al., 2022).

Despite the growing literature on personality disorders, aggression, and criminal behavior, relatively few
studies have examined the simultaneous relationships among borderline personality disorder, frustration
tolerance, rejection sensitivity, trait anger, substance use, and impulsive criminal behaviors within a unified
causal framework. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the causal model of the relationship
between borderline personality disorder, frustration tolerance, and rejection sensitivity with impulsive criminal
behaviors through the mediating roles of trait anger and substance use.

Methodology

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The
statistical population consisted of individuals with histories of risky or impulsive behaviors who were referred
to counseling centers, rehabilitation clinics, and psychological service centers in Tehran during 2025. A total
of 420 participants were selected using purposive and convenience sampling methods. Inclusion criteria
included age between 18 and 45 years, literacy, informed consent, and a documented history of impulsive or
high-risk behaviors. Individuals with severe psychotic disorders or severe cognitive impairments were
excluded.

Data were collected using standardized psychological instruments. Borderline personality disorder symptoms
were assessed using the Borderline Personality Scale. Frustration tolerance was measured using the Frustration
Discomfort Scale. Rejection sensitivity was assessed through the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire. Trait
anger was evaluated using the Trait Anger Scale from the State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory. Substance
use was measured using the ASSIST questionnaire developed by the World Health Organization. Impulsive
criminal behaviors were assessed using the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-27 and AMOS-26. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation
coefficients, and structural equation modeling were employed. Bootstrapping procedures with 5000 resamples
were used to test indirect effects and mediation pathways. Model fit was evaluated using indicators including
v?/df, GFI, AGFI, CFIL, IFI, NFL, TLI, and RMSEA.

Findings

Demographic findings indicated that 63.8% of participants were male and 36.2% were female. The mean age
of participants was 31.74 years with a standard deviation of 7.92 years. Approximately 58.8% of participants
reported a history of substance use. The findings also revealed relatively high rates of impulsive and high-risk
behaviors within the sample population.

Correlation analyses demonstrated significant positive relationships among borderline personality disorder,
low frustration tolerance, rejection sensitivity, trait anger, substance use, and impulsive criminal behaviors.
The strongest correlation was observed between trait anger and impulsive criminal behavior, followed by
borderline personality disorder and impulsive criminal behavior. These findings suggested that increased
emotional instability, anger, interpersonal sensitivity, and substance use were associated with greater
tendencies toward impulsive criminal conduct.

The structural equation model demonstrated satisfactory fit indices. The y*/df ratio was 2.41, indicating
acceptable model fit. Additional indices also supported the adequacy of the proposed model, including GFI =
0.93, AGFI = 0.91, CFI = 0.95, IFI = 0.95, NFI = 0.92, and RMSEA = 0.058. These indices confirmed that the
proposed causal model adequately explained relationships among the study variables.

\f



Sy DY 9 Cuodlw (wlililyy

Direct path analyses showed that borderline personality disorder significantly predicted trait anger, substance
use, and impulsive criminal behaviors. Frustration tolerance and rejection sensitivity also demonstrated
significant direct effects on trait anger and impulsive criminal behaviors. Trait anger significantly predicted
impulsive criminal behavior, indicating that emotionally dysregulated individuals with chronic anger
tendencies were more likely to engage in impulsive and criminal acts. Substance use also had a strong direct
effect on impulsive criminal behavior.

Bootstrapping analyses confirmed the mediating roles of trait anger and substance use. Trait anger significantly
mediated the relationship between borderline personality disorder and impulsive criminal behavior, suggesting
that chronic anger may function as an emotional mechanism translating personality pathology into aggressive
and impulsive actions. Similarly, substance use significantly mediated the relationships between borderline
personality disorder, rejection sensitivity, and impulsive criminal behaviors. Confidence intervals for all
indirect effects excluded zero, confirming statistical significance of the mediation pathways.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that borderline personality disorder, low frustration tolerance,
and rejection sensitivity significantly contributed to impulsive criminal behaviors both directly and indirectly
through trait anger and substance use. These findings support theoretical perspectives emphasizing the
interaction between emotional dysregulation, maladaptive personality traits, and behavioral impulsivity in the
development of criminal tendencies.

Individuals with borderline personality disorder often experience severe emotional instability, chronic anger,
interpersonal insecurity, and poor impulse control. Such characteristics may reduce the capacity for rational
decision-making during stressful situations and increase vulnerability to aggressive or criminal reactions.
Similarly, individuals with low frustration tolerance may exhibit exaggerated emotional responses to perceived
obstacles or failures, thereby increasing impulsive and hostile behaviors. Rejection-sensitive individuals may
also interpret interpersonal situations as threatening or humiliating, which may intensify anger and retaliatory
tendencies.

The mediating role of trait anger highlights the importance of chronic emotional dysregulation in the pathway
from personality pathology to criminal conduct. Individuals with persistent anger tendencies are more likely
to experience diminished inhibitory control and heightened emotional reactivity, which can lead to violent and
impulsive actions. Likewise, the mediating role of substance use suggests that maladaptive coping strategies
may intensify behavioral dysregulation and criminal risk.

Overall, the findings suggest that impulsive criminal behaviors are not solely products of antisocial tendencies
but are strongly influenced by emotional instability, maladaptive interpersonal perceptions, chronic anger, and
substance-related dysregulation. Therefore, interventions targeting emotional regulation, anger management,
frustration tolerance, interpersonal functioning, and substance abuse treatment may play important roles in
reducing impulsive criminal behaviors and improving psychological functioning among high-risk populations.
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