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Investigating the Effect of Childhood Socioeconomic Background on Interpersonal

Trust: Lower Childhood Socioeconomic Background Predicts Lower Levels of Trust

Angelos Stamos, Efthymios Altsitsiadis, Siegfried Dewitte

Abstract: Trust is the foundation of human relationships, therefore, understanding its
determinants is of utmost importance. In line with recent findings we predict that one factor
influencing the individual levels of trust is childhood socioeconomic background. Childhood
socioeconomic background has been found to be a key determinant

of various behaviors in adulthood as it directs individuals to adopt specific large clusters of
behavioral traits often referred to as life-history strategies. In two studies, we show that
childhood socioeconomic background is associated with social trust through the adoption of
different life-history strategies. In the first study, we establish the link between childhood
socioeconomic background and trust and we show that the relationship is mediated by the
adoption of different life-history strategies. In the second study, we analyze the data of
General Social Survey to replicate the finding in a large sample and provide some initial
evidence of two potential moderators of the relationship, sense of control and resource

scarcity.

1. Introduction

Trust constitutes the fundamental basis for relationships in human societies. It plays a
key role in the initiation and maintenance of social connections between people (Mcknight,
Cummings, & Chervany, 1998). Trust is essential for the functioning of organizations and
families and it is an important element for economic exchange and politics (Coleman, 1990).
Trust bolsters cooperation (Gaechter, Herrmann and Thoeni, 2004) and it can contribute to
social, political and economic success (Knack and Keefer, 1997; Zak and Knack, 2001). A
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general lack of trust may trigger the collapse of social bonds (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996). Trust
has been proved to be a key concept for understanding behavior in groups (Yamagishi &
Cook, 1993) and the functioning of institutions and markets (McEvily, Perrone, & Zaheer,
2003). As a result, investigating the drivers of trust has received a lot of attention by research
in social sciences (for a review see Campbell et al., 2010).

Recent findings show that trust can be calibrated from early life events. For instance,
Petersen and Aarge (2015) argue that birth weight is associated with different levels of social
trust. Specifically, they show that low birth weight reduced social trust in adulthood. An
important factor of early life experiences is childhood socioeconomic background (SES).
Socioeconomic status is one of the main elements shaping human behavior in early life stages
and adulthood (Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012; Simpson, Griskevicius, Kuo, Sung, &
Collins, 2012). We argue that childhood SES will be associated with different levels of trust
of individuals during adulthood. We rely on the theory of life-history strategies to show that
growing up in harsh environments can tune the levels of trust individuals place on other
people.

The act of trusting requires individuals to pay costs in the present in order to reap future
benefits (Michaelson, de la Vega, Chatham, & Munakata, 2013; Trivers, 1971). Research
shows that this kind of motives are components of larger clusters of personality traits often
referred to as life-history strategies. Findings show that the adoption of these strategies
depends on early childhood experiences (e.g., Griskevicius et al., 2013; Simpson,
Griskevicius, Kuo, Sung, & Collins, 2012). Extending these findings, we investigate the
association of childhood socioeconomic background (SES) with trust. In two studies, we draw
insights from Life history theory to explore whether people growing up poor trust other

individuals less (when they reach adulthood) than people growing up rich.
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2. Life-History Theory

Life-history theory constitutes an evolutionary framework of individual differences. The
theory identifies some fundamental tradeoffs that organisms have to resolve when allocating
limited resources to various aspects of their lives (e.g. investing in the quality or the quantity
of offspring). Moreover, the theory highlights the ecological conditions that favor particular
resource allocations (see Kaplan & Gangestad, 2005). These fundamental trade-offs have
important consequences for many behaviors in diverse areas of individuals’ lives such as
health, diet, romantic and social relationships and economic investments (Kaplan &
Gangestad, 2005; Ellis et al., 2009; Griskevicius et al. 2011; Griskevicius et al., 2013).
Therefore, life-history theory provides the background for understanding how, why, and when
these trade-offs influence people’s behavior (Griskevicius et al. 2011).

Life-history strategies vary along a slow-to-fast continuum, in accordance with how
individuals resolve life-history trade-offs (Ellis et al., 2009). Slow and fast strategies are
linked to a distinct cohort of features. At the physiological level, faster strategies are
associated with earlier physiological development and sexual maturity, while slower strategies
are linked to more delayed physiological and sexual development. With regard to
psychological reactions, fast strategies are associated with preference towards immediate
gratification, short-term opportunism and risk-seeking. Slow strategies are associated with
preference towards long-term planning and decisions that increase future payoffs
(Griskevicius et al. 2013).

The adoption of fast or slow strategies is heavily influenced by the conditions individuals
experience in early childhood (Belsky, Steinberg, & Draper, 1991). Childhood environments
that are characterized by harshness and unpredictability lead individuals to adopt fast life-
history strategies, which result in early sexual maturity and accelerated development (Belsky,
Houts, & Fearon, 2010). For instance, recent findings show that harsh environments lead

individuals to give birth to their first child at an earlier age than mild environments
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(Griskevicius et al., 2011; Low et al., 2008). Adopting fast strategies characterized by earlier
reproduction provides evolutionary advantages to organisms living in harsh and unpredictable
environments where life span is shorter (Griskevicius et al., 2013; Chisholm et al., 1993).
However, in environments involving less unpredictability and harshness the adoption of
slower strategies is favored (Ellis et al., 2009). In those environments life span is longer,
which allows organisms to invest more in their physical and social development, which

increases the chances that they can rear fit offspring.

3. Childhood socioeconomic background, Life-history strategies and Trust

One of the main characteristics of individuals who grew up in harsh environments, is
the relative lack of self-control and the focus on immediate gratification (Griskevicius et al.
2011; Griskevicius et al., 2013). Harsh environments are characterized by resource scarcity
and lack of safety. In those environments, forgoing immediate rewards for future pay-offs is
not an optimal strategy as the future is uncertain. Therefore, individuals growing up in harsh
and unpredictable environments usually prefer to engage in behaviors that reap the present
benefits. For example, as explained in the previous section, individuals growing up in harsh
environments drive people’s focus on immediate rewards and early reproduction rather than
wait to develop and reproduce later (Belsky et al., 1991; Chisholm, 1993, 1999; Ellis,
Figueredo, Brumbach, & Schlomer, 2009). Recent findings have shown that people who grew
up in low socioeconomic backgrounds engage less in behaviors involving inhibition than
people who grew up in high SES backgrounds (Mittal et al., 2014) and show preferences for
more immediate monetary rewards (Griskevicius et al., 2013). This focus on the present can
influence individual’s tendencies to trust. Trust as an act involves elements of self-control,
delayed gratification and future investment (Michaelson, de la Vega, Chatham, & Munakata,
2013; Petersen and Aarge, 2015; Trivers, 1971), as it is the bases of more long-term and
cooperative relationships (Delton, Krasnow, Cosmides and Tooby, 2011). In general, people
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do not trust other individuals if they expect that the trustees will exploit them for short-term
benefit (Righetti and Finkenauer, 2011). Furthermore, findings showed indeed that taking a
broader perspective in interpersonal relations increases trust (Evans & Krueger, 2010;

Ainsworth et al. 2014).

Furthermore, individuals living in harsh environments are surrounded by more threats
and dangers. This might make them more careful, suspicious and vigilant to external stimuli.
Low socioeconomic status has been linked to heightened vigilance and threat reaction (Kraus
et al., 2011). This heightened general vigilance might also influence their tendencies to trust
other people. Fast strategists have been found to score lower than slow strategists in the
Extraversion and Agreeableness dimension of the Big Five scale (Gladden, Figueredo &
Jacobs, 2009) which signifies (among others) reduced sociability and lower tendencies to
cooperate and increased suspicion towards other individuals. In general, underprivileged
childhood environments and fast strategies have been linked with social deviance and anti-
social behavior (Bogaert & Rushton, 1989; Ellis, 1988; Geary, 2002; Figueredo et al., 2005;
Thornhill and Palmer, 2004). Based on these two lines of reasoning (less future orientation
and less social orientation), we expect that childhood socioeconomic will be negatively

associated with trust.

In addition to testing the relationship, we also aim at understanding the relationship
between childhood SES and trust. As mentioned in the previous sections, life histor strategies
are large clusters of personality traits (acquired from young age) that influence people’s
behavior in various ways (Griskevicius et al., 2013; Simpson, Griskevicius, Kuo, Sung, &
Collins, 2012). Previous findings show that a significant part of the effect of childhood
socioeconomic background on adult behavior can be explained by the adoption of different
life history strategies (Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012; Simpson, Griskevicius, Kuo, Sung, &

Collins, 2012; Griskevicius et al. 2013). Life history strategies have been associated with
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different levels of patience, vigilance and sociability which in turn can influence trust. Fast
(slow) strategies have been linked with immediate patience (Griskevicius et al. 2011;
Griskevicius et al. 2013), heightened vigilance and sociability (Gladden, Figueredo & Jacobs,
2009). Therefore, we expect that the adoption of different life history strategies will mediate

the relationship between childhood SES and trust.

We test our prediction in two ways. We measure life-history strategies and test for
statistical mediation. We also test two environmental stressors variables (resource scarcity and
sense of control) for potential moderation of the relation between childhood SES and trust.
Environmental stressors have been shown to be crucial for the manifestation of life-history
strategies. Environmental stressors make people growing up poor behave differently than
people growing up rich, as a function of the different life-history strategies that they adopted
in their childhood (Griskevicius et al. 2012). Recent findings have showed that sense of
control might be one of the main psychological implications of environmental stressors. These
findings show that a low sense of control magnifies the effect of life-history strategies on
behaviors (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014). For example, Mittal and Griskevicius (2014)
showed that low sense of control makes the difference in delay of gratification between poor
and rich childhood SES individual larger. Another important environmental stressor is the
lack of resources. Several studies have shown that feelings of resource scarcity magnify the
effects of life-history strategies (eg. Griskevicius et al. 2013). For instance, the feeling of
resource scarcity heightens the difference in delaying gratification between poor and rich
childhood SES individuals (Griskevicius et al. 2011; Griskevicius et al. 2013). Therefore, we
expect that sense of control people feel over their lives and the feeling of resource scarcity

will moderate the relationship between childhood SES and trust.

Last, literature has suggested that gender may play a role in the levels of general trust

(Buchan, Croson and Solnick, 2008; Haselhuhn et. al., 2015) and both gender and age may
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play a role in several facets of the expression of life-history strategies (Troisi, 2001; Kenrick
and Keefe, 1992; Leimar 1996). Because of these links, we decided to measure age and
gender and test the potentially moderating effect of them in our predicted relation between
childhood SES and trust. We chose not to posit strong predictions because of the lack of

relevant findings and theorizing.

We test our hypothesis in two studies. In study 1, we investigate the relationship
between childhood SES and trust, assess to what extent this relationship is statistically
mediated by life-history strategies and test the moderating effect of age and gender. In study 2
we replicate the results using a larger sample and assess to what extent the resource scarcity,

sense of control, age and gender moderate the relationship between childhood SES and trust.

4. Study 1

In the first study, we set out to test the link between childhood SES and trust and assess
the mediating role of life-history strategies in this link. Therefore, we included a scale
assessing an individual’s position on the fast-to-slow continuum of life-history theory. We
used this measure to assess whether life-history strategies mediate the link between childhood

SES and trust.

4.1. Method

4.1.1.Participants and Procedure

Two hundred participants were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (55.5%
Female, Mage =36.02, SD=12.25). Participants were USA citizens, were selected to have an

approval rating higher than 95% and were paid US$1 each.
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Trust: To measure trust we used the Interpersonal Trust Scale (Rotter, 1967). The
Interpersonal Trust Scale (ITS) is a 25-item scale that assesses the extent to which individuals
place trust in others. Respondents were invited to rate on a 5-point scale (1=Strongly Disagree
— 5= Strongly Agree) the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with statements such as
“Most people can be counted on to do what they say they will do” and “Most repairmen will
not overcharge, even if they think you are ignorant of their specialty”. The scale measures a
rather general level of trust which does not distinguish possible facets of trust (Rotter 1967,
1980). High (low) scores indicate high (low) trust. For the present sample ITS showed a

Cronbach's a coefficient of 0.803 (Mi1s=2.76, SD=0.46).

Life-history Strategies: To assess to what extent participants have adopted fast or slow
history strategies, we used Mini-K. Mini-K (Figueredo et al., 2005, 2006) is a 20-item
questionnaire with a 7-point Likert-type scoring developed to measure the various cognitive
and behavioral aspects of life-history strategies. This questionnaire is a short form of the
Arizona Life-history Battery (ALHB). Participants are invited to answer questions such as “I
often make plans in advance”, I avoid taking risks” and “I would rather have one than
several sexual relationships at a time”. The lower (higher) people score on the scale the faster

(slower) strategies they adopt. Cronbach's a coefficient of Mini-K for our sample was 0.85.

Childhood and Current SES: To assess childhood SES we used established measures
(Griskevicius, Tybur, et al., 2011; Griskevicius et al., 2013). Participants were asked to
indicate their agreement with three statements (a = 0.85) on a 9-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree -9 = strongly agree): “My family usually had enough money for things when | was
growing up,” “I grew up in a relatively wealthy neighborhood,” and “I felt relatively wealthy
compared to the other kids in my school.”. The mean of childhood SES was 4.52 (SD=2.20).
We also assessed current SES used in the same study to use it as control variable. Participants

had to respond to three other items (o = 0.91, Mcurses=4.64, SD=2.44): “I have enough
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money to buy things I want,” “I don’t need to worry too much about paying my bills,” and “I
don’t think I’ll have to worry about money too much in the future.”. Childhood and current

SES were moderately correlated (r=0.26).

4.2. Results

The correlation between childhood SES and trust was significant and positive (r=0.16,
p=0.023, 95% CI [0.011, 0.139]), which means that lower levels of childhood SES led to
lower trust. Furthermore, we regressed childhood SES against trust including as control
variables current SES, age and gender (0O=Male, 1=Female). The link between childhood SES
and trust became weaker but remained marginally significant (p=0.080) (see table 1). The
interaction between childhood and current SES was not significant (t(196)=1.074, p=0.284,
=0.006, 95% CI [-0.005, 0.016]). Neither was the interaction between childhood SES and
age (t(196)=0.586, p=0.559, p=0.001, 95% CI [-0.002, 0.003]). However, the interaction
between childhood SES and gender was significant (t(196)=2.976, p=0.003, =0.087, 95% CI
[0.029, 0.144]). The simple slope analysis showed that the effect of childhood SES on trust
was significant for female participants (t(196)=2.976, p=0.003, p=0.072, 95% CI [0.034,
0.110]) but not for male participants (t(196)=-0.677, p=0.499, =-0.015, 95% CI [-0.058,

0.028]).

We followed a mediation bootstrapping procedure to test whether the relationship
between childhood SES and trust is mediated by life-history strategies. We used 5,000
bootstrap resamples and a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval (CI) (Preacher & Hayes,
2008). The mediation analysis revealed that Mini-K mediates the relationship between
childhood SES and trust (CI [0.002, 0.02], b=0.008, SE=0.005). When we entered the current

SES, age and gender as covariates, the indirect effect became weaker but still indicated that
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MINI-K mediates the link between childhood SES and trust (CI [0.0008, 0.02], b=0.007,

SE=0.005).

In the first study we provide some initial evidence for the relationship between
childhood SES and trust. We also connect this relationship with life-history strategies. We
show that the effect of childhood SES on trust is mediated by life-history strategies. However,
this evidence becomes weaker when controlling for age, gender and current SES. Last, we

found initial evidence of a moderating effect of gender.

Table 1:
Summary of multiple regressions predicting trust
Trustl B (and SE)
Childhood SES 0.131 (0.016)
Current SES 0.103(0.014)
Age 0.032 (0.003)
Gender -0.009 (0.065)
N=199, B =standardized regression coefficient
*p<0.05
**n<0.01
**%p<0.001

5. Study 2

In study 2 we wanted to investigate whether our results replicate in larger samples. We
also sought to test two mediators which are elements of life-history strategies (age at first
child and number of children) and two moderators of the relationship between childhood SES
and trust, resource scarcity and sense of control. These two variables have been found to
moderate expression of life-history strategies, and as a result their impact on individuals’

behavior.

5.1. Method

5.1.1. Participants and Measures
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Study 2 consisted of respondents from the General Social Survey (GSS). The GSS
has been administered annually or semiannually since 1972 and consists of nationally

representative samples of American adults.

Childhood SES measure: To assess childhood SES we used two proxies: mother’s
socioeconomic background by using the revised version of the Duncan Socioeconomic Index
(SEI; Duncan, 1961; Stevens & Featherman, 1981) and mothers’ educational attainment.
Previous research has shown that mothers socioeconomic background and education are a
reliable and valid measure for assessing early life background that affects the adoption of
specific sets of life-history strategies (Szepsenwol et al., 2015). A composite early-SES
measure was then created by computing SES-based z scores of the available items and

combining them.

Trust measure: To measure trust we used two different items found in the survey that
have been administered in several years. The first one (trust1="“Generally speaking, would
you say that people can be trusted or that you can't be too careful in dealing with people?” —
1="You almost always can't be too careful in dealing with people, 2= You usually can't be too
careful in dealing with people, 3= People can usually be trusted, 4= People can almost always
be trusted, recoded), was found (together with our childhood SES proxy) in years 1998, 2004,
2008, 2014 (N=3133; Mage =43.41, SD=15.52; 44.3% Female). The other item
(trust2=Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you can't be
too careful in dealing with people? — 1= Can't be too careful, 2= Depends, 3= Most people can
be trusted, recoded) was found in years 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008,
2010, 2012 and 2014 (N=10560; Mage=42.83, SD=15,50; 44.2% Female). We conducted two

different analyses using childhood SES as predictor and a different trust item every time.

Age at First Child and Number of Children: A very important element of life-history

strategy is sexual behavior as many of the fundamental trade-offs with regard to the allocation
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of the limited resources of humans are linked with reproduction. Two very important
decisions all humans have to make with respect to reproduction is whether they will focus on
early or late reproduction and whether they will invest in high or low number of offspring
(Kaplan & Gangestad, 2005). Low SES backgrounds and fast strategies have been found to be
associated with a focus on early reproduction and a high number of offspring. High SES
backgrounds and slow strategies have been associated with late reproduction and a low
number of offspring (Ellis et al. 2009). Therefore, we expect that age of giving birth of the
first child and the number of children will mediate the relationship between childhood SES
and trust, as indicators of the adoption of different life-history strategies. To test our
prediction we utilized two items found in the survey in the same years as the two trust items:

“Participant’s age at first child”, “Number of children”.

Sense of Control: To test our prediction about the moderating effect of the feeling of
sense of control, we utilized an item used in the 2000 version (N=510; Mage=41.72,
SD=14.67; 56.1% Female) in which participants had to rate how much control they felt they

had over their lives (1=No choice and control — 7= Great choice and control).

Resource Scarcity: The moderating effect of the feeling of resource scarcity was
assessed by using an item were participants had to state how their financial situation has
changed over the last years (1=Getting Better, 2= Stayed the Same, 3= Getting Worse,
recoded). The resource scarcity item found in years 1998, 2008, 2014 for trustl measure
(N=2282, Mage=43.75, SD=15.56; 55.4% Female) and in years 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002,
2004, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2014 for trust2 item (N=10526; Mage=42.82, SD=15,49;
44.1% Female). The change of financial situation has been used by previous studies as a
measure of the feeling of resource scarcity. Individuals experience feelings of resource

scarcity when comparing their current financial states to their previous states during more
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wealthy times. Note that even wealthy people can experience the feeling of relative resource

scarcity when their financial situation deteriorates (Sharma and Alter 2013).

5.2. Results

Simple correlations showed a significant correlation between childhood SES and the two trust
items (trustl: r=0.114, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.061, 0.115]; trust2: r=0.145, p<0.001, 95% CI
[0.123, 0.160]). Moreover, to account for the nested structure of the data we run additional
two-level hierarchical model analysis of the data. The results were similar. The relationship
between childhood SES and the two trust items was significant (trustl: =0.088, p<0.001,
95% CI [0.061, 0.114]; trust2: p =0.141, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.116, 0.165]). Furthermore, we
conducted an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression controlling for age, gender (Male=0,
Female=1) and current socioeconomic status (Duncan Socioeconomic Index of the
participants). The association of childhood SES with the trust measure remained significant
(see table 2). For both trust measures the interaction between childhood and current SES was
insignificant (trustl: t(3120)=-1.585, p=0.113, = -0.001, 95% CI [-0.002, 0.0002]; trust2:
t(10170)=-1.469, p=0.142, p=-0.0006, 95% CI [-0.001, 0.0002]), as was the interaction
between childhood SES and gender this time (trustl: t(3129)=1.117, p=0.264, p= 0.031, 95%
CI [-0.023, 0.085]; trust2: t(10556)=1.035, p=0.301, = 0.019, 95% CI [-0.017, 0.057]).
However, the interaction between childhood SES and age was significant (trustl:
t(3121)=3.129, p=0.002, B= 0.003, 95% CI [0.011, 0.046]; trust2: t(10529)=3.831, p<0.001,
B=0.002, 95% CI [0.001, 0.004]), reflecting that the effect was weaker for lower ages (trustl:
t(3121)=4.047, p<0.001, B= 0.077, 95% CI [0.039, 0.114]; trust2: t(10529)=10.942, p<0.001,
B=0.143, 95% CI [0.117, 0.168]) than for higher ages (trustl: t(3121)=7.814, p<0.001, B=
0.170, 95% CI [0.1277, 0.2132]; trust2: t(10529)=15.247, p<0.001, p= 0.219, 95% CI [0.191,

0.247]).
13
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Table 2:

Summary of multiple regressions predicting trust

Trustl B (and SE)
Childhood SES 0.102" (0.025)
Current SES 0.198™(0.001)
Age 0.156™ (0.001)
Gender 0.005 (0.430)
Trust2

Childhood SES 0.121™" (0.100)
Current SES 0.199™" (0.000)
Age 0.141™" (0.001)
Gender -0.026™ (0.018)
N1=3133, N2=10560, f =standardized regression coefficient
*p<0.05

**n<0.01

***p<0.001

Age at First Child and Number of Children: For both of the items we followed a
mediation bootstrapping procedure. We used 5,000 bootstrap resamples and a 95% bias-
corrected confidence interval (Cl) (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Age at first child and number of
children have been found to be highly related with gender and age. Women have more
incentive to start the reproductive effort earlier than men as their age plays a significant role
in their successful reproduction (Kenrick and Keefe, 1992). Furthermore, women have been
found to have a lower variance than men when it comes to the number of offspring they
produce (Leimar 1996). Last, age is a significant predictor of the number of children, in both
genders. The higher the age the higher the possibilities a person to have given birth of higher
number of children. Therefore, we run the mediation analysis controlling for both gender and
age.

With regard to the age at first child, mediation analysis items confirmed first a
significant positive relationship between childhood SES and both trust items (trustl: N=2194,
=0.111, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.077, 0.146]; N=6949, trust2: p =0.137, p<0.001, 95% CI
[0.113, 0.165]) and, more importantly, that age at first child mediates the relationship between

childhood SES and trust (trustl: CI [0.012, 0.032],  =0.021, SE=0.005; trust2: CI [0.033,
14
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0.047], b=0.040, SE=0.003). Age at first child mediated the relationship also after inserting
current SES as an additional control variable in the analysis (trust1: Cl [0.001, 0.014],
b=0.008, SE=0.003; trust2: Cl [0.014, 0.024], b=0.018, SE=0.003).

With respect to the number of children, mediation analysis revealed again a significant
link between childhood SES and both trust items (trustl: N=3122, 3=0.114, p<0.001, 95% ClI
[0.086, 0.141]; N=10513, trust2: p =0.166, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.147, 0.185]) and, more
importantly, that the number of children mediates the association of childhood SES and trust
(trust1: CI [0.0008, 0.006], b=0.003, SE=0.001; trust2: Cl [0.006, 0.012], b=0.009,
SE=0.001). Entering current SES as an additional controlling variable showed that mediation
held only for one trust item (trustl: CI [0.000, 0.004], b=0.001, SE=0.001; trust2: CI [0.003,
0.007], b=0.005, SE=0.001).

Sense of Control: To assess the moderating role of sense of control we regressed
childhood SES, sense of control item and their interaction against trust. The correlation
between childhood SES measure and sense of control item was small (r=0.045) and no multi-
collinearity issues were detected in this model (VIF=1.002). The interaction of the two
independent variables was significant (t(506)=-2.714, p=0.007, f=-0.095, 95% CI [-0.164, -
0.026]). We conducted a simple slopes analysis (Aiken & West, 1991) one standard deviation
below and above the mean of the sense-of-control item. The results showed that for low levels
of sense of control the association of childhood SES with trust was stronger and significant
(t(506)=3.831, p=0.001, p=0.251, 95% CI [0.122, 0.378]), while for high levels of sense of
control the link was negligible and not significant (t(506)=-0.078, p=0.985, f=-0.011, 95% CI
[-0.121, 0.119]). This means that the link of childhood SES with trust is strong and significant
only when people feel that they do not control their lives. Furthermore, we conducted a simple
slope analysis one SD above and below the mean of childhood SES to investigate which part

of the population is influenced most by the effect of sense of control. The analysis showed
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that sense of control had a significant effect on the part of the population with the poorest
childhood background. Lack of sense of control made people who grew up poor trust other
people less (t(506)=2.642, p=0.008, p=0.111, 95% CI [0.0281, 0.191]). However, sense of
control did not have an effect on the part of the population who grew up rich (t(506)=-1.437,
p=0.151, p=-0.072, 95% CI [-0.171, 0.027]). All the effects remained similar when we
controlled for current SES, age and gender. All variables in the model were weakly to
moderately correlated (see table 3 in appendix 1) and no multi-collinearity problems were
detected.

Resource Scarcity: Last, we regressed childhood SES and resource scarcity item against
trustl item. Childhood SES measure was correlated with the resource scarcity item (r=-
0.122), however, multi-collinearity analysis showed no problems (VIF=1.015). The results
showed that the interaction was significant (t(2278)=2.437, p=0.014, =0.051,95% CI [0.010,
0.092]). Simple slopes analysis showed that the association of childhood SES with trust was
more pronounced for participants who stated that their economic situation has been getting
worse over the past years (t(2278)=5.530, p<0.001, f=0.132, 95% CI [0.085, 0.178]) than for
the participants that experienced improvement in their economic situation (t(2278)=2.226,
p=0.025, =0.051, 95% CI [0.006, 0.096]). Furthermore, a simple slope analysis 1 SD below
and above childhood SES showed that resource scarcity feeling only significantly affected the
poorest part of the population. It made people coming from poor childhood SES backgrounds
to trust other people less (t(2278)=-2.764, p=0.005, p=-0.078, 95% CI [-0.134, -0.022]).
However, it did not have an effect on the richest part of population (t(2278)=0.668, p=0.503,
=0.018, 95% CI [-0.036, 0.074]). All the effects remained similar when we controlled for
current SES, age and gender. All the variables in the model were weakly to moderately

correlated (see table 4 in appendix 1) and no multi-collinearity problems were detected.
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However when we regressed childhood SES and resource scarcity item against trust2
item we found no significant interaction between childhood SES and resource scarcity
(t(10522)=-1.127, p=0.259, p=-0.013, 95% CI [-0.037, 0.010]).

In the second study we replicate the results using larger sample size, different measures
of childhood SES and trust. We show that the relationship is mediated by the age at first child
and number of children, two indicators of the adoption of different life-history strategies. We
also provide some initial evidence for two potentials moderators of the effect of childhood
SES on trust. The results with regard to resource scarcity showed some inconsistency.
Although for one measure of trust resource scarcity moderated significantly the relationship
between childhood SES and trust, for the other trust measure failed to reach levels of

significance. Therefore, these results should be interpreted cautiously.

6. General Discussion

Putting trust in other people can have several beneficial consequences in modern human
society. It stimulates co-operation, commercial transaction and overall social, political and
economic success (Knack and Keefer, 1997; Zak and Knack, 2001). In the present article we
show that trust can be calibrated by early life experiences. More specifically, we provide
some initial evidence that childhood SES correlates with trust. Our results suggest that
growing up in low SES environments makes people less trusting than the ones that grew up in
high SES environments.

Our results also suggest that the effect of childhood SES on trust is a connected to the
adoption of larger clusters of personality traits often referred to as life-history strategies. Life-
history strategies are a set of tactics organisms adopt that allows them to optimize their
limited energy and resources in order to maximize their fitness in different environmental

conditions. Recent findings suggest that differences in the environments where people grow
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up make them adopt differences sets of life-history strategies that allow them to adapt better
in those environments (e.g Griskevicius et al. 2013). Therefore, what these findings suggest is
that the effect of childhood SES on trust is adaptive, in the sense that the reduced trust people
of low childhood SES adopt helps them to maximize their fitness in the environments they are
growing up in. Future endeavors can try to test whether this lack of trust is indeed an adaptive
mechanism that allows people growing up in under-privileged environments to increase their
fitness.

However adaptive might be, a steady and continuous lack of trust can be harmful both
on the individual and the collective level in several occasions (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996;
Knack & Keefer, 1997; Poortinga, 2006). For example, distrusting health and medical
information can be dangerous. Therefore, minimizing the gap in trust between low and high
childhood SES individuals can be considered important in a modern context. Our findings
provide some initial evidence that this gap can be minimized when people live in more benign
environments which create feelings of resource availability and higher sense of control.
However, these results should be interpreted cautiously, as at least for resource scarcity the
findings were inconsistent. Future research could test further whether cues of resource
availability or higher sense of control can increase the trust that low childhood SES people put
in other individuals and as a result the positive effects of enhanced trust. Furthermore, future
research could investigate the moderating effect of some different variables (such as mortality
cues) that literature has shown to be impactful for the use of life-history strategies
(Griskevicius et al. 2012).

Future research could test the effect of childhood SES on variables that are closely
related or influenced by trust. Future endeavors could test the effect of childhood SES on the
“trust” individuals put on information coming from others. For example, do low childhood

SES individuals trust and use product ratings coming from other consumers? Another
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example of potentially interesting variable closely related with trust is the attitude and the
intention of engaging in transaction with strangers as trust is essential for the initiation of
transactions and exchanges (Coleman, 1990).

Our results further suggest that gender and age might possibly play a role in the
relationship between childhood SES and trust. We found some evidence pointing to a
substantial interactive effect between childhood SES and both of the demographic variables,
although the evidence were not consistent. The interaction effect between childhood SES and
gender was significant in study 1 but not in study 2, while the interaction effect between
childhood SES and age was significant in study 2 but not in study 1. Future research should
further investigate these interaction effects.

The present study comes with some shortcomings. Firstly, in study 2 the variables were
measured with one or two items. Although, in study 1 variables were measured with multi-
items scales and the literature has shown that our focal constructs such childhood SES and
trust can be adequately measured by single or two items scales (Szepsenwol et al., 2015 and
Glaeser et al., 2000 respectively), the limited numbers of items to measure the constructs in
study 2 can raise a concern about the reliability and validity in Study 2. We assume that this
is partially offset by the large sample, but future research may want to address the issue by
replicating the results of our study with additional multi-item scales to measure the focal
variables. Secondly, although the majority of our results showed significance the effects were
mostly small. Therefore, a careful interpretation should be done about how strong the
association between childhood SES and trust is. Future endeavors can explore further the
strength of the association, as well as search for additional moderating variables on the

strength of the relationship between childhood SES and trust.
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Table 3
Pearson Correlations between BAS, BIS and ITS

Correlation Matrix

1 2 3 4 5 6
1) Trust2 - 0.124™ 0.054 0.185™" 0.067 -0.064+
2) Childhood SES  0.124™" - 0.032 0.201™ -0.310"" -0.173™
3) Sense of Control  0.054 0.032 - 0.145™  0.031 0.032
4) Current SES 0.185™" 0.201™ 0.145™ - 0.047 -0.061+
5) Age 0.067 -0.310™" 0.031 0.047 - 0.147™
6) Gender 0.064 -0.173"" 0.032 -0.061*  0.147™" -
N=510
*p<0.5
*%p<0.01
***p<0.001
Table 4
Pearson Correlations between BAS, BIS and ITS

Correlation Matrix

1 2 3 4 5 6
1) Trustl - 0.113"™ -0.051™ 0.204™ 0.114™ -0.013
2) Childhood SES 0.113™ - -0.135™  0.263™" -0.222"" -0.070""
3) Res Scarcity -0.051" -0.135™" - -0.138""  0.184™"  0.045"
4) Current SES 0.204™ 0.263"™ -0.138"" - 0.114™ -0.077"
5) Age 0.114™ -0.222™" 0.184™ 0.114™ - 0.008
6) Gender -0.013  -0.070"  0.045" -0.077"" 0.008 -
N=2282
*p<0.5
**n<0.01
***n<0.001
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