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Abstract: Based on the life history theory, this study is aimed at examining the associations among
childhood subjective socioeconomic status, adulthood pro-environmental behavior, and commercial
insurance purchase. We used the data from the 2013 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS2013) and
obtained a sample of 11,172 respondents, with ages ranging from 18 to 97 years old. The respondents
were selected using multistage stratified sampling. Correlational, mediational and moderational
analyses were conducted using SPSS. The results show that the childhood subjective socioeconomic
status is positively associated with adulthood pro-environmental behavior, independent of the current
subjective socioeconomic status. In addition, commercial insurance purchase acts as a mediator of the
association between childhood subjective socioeconomic status and adulthood pro-environmental
behavior. Using conditional process analysis, we demonstrated that age moderated both the path
where childhood subjective socioeconomic status influenced adulthood pro-environmental behavior
and the path where childhood subjective socioeconomic status influenced commercial insurance
purchase. Theoretically, the results provide empirical support for evolutionary perspective on
sustainable behavior and demonstrate that childhood environment can constrain individual consumer
choices and lifestyle. Practically, positioning target customers to commercial insurance clients may be
an effective marketing strategy to increase consumers’ actual purchase of ethical products. Moreover,
to realize environmental goals, social policy makers can make efforts to publicize the importance of
insurance and expand the coverage of insurance by increasing the corresponding financial subsidies
for low socioeconomic status families.

Keywords: childhood subjective socioeconomic status; adulthood pro-environmental behavior;
commercial insurance purchase; 2013CGSS

1. Introduction

There is a consensus that our daily behavior largely shapes our planet’s future fate.
With such awareness, many developing countries tend to prioritize environmental con-
servation measures on the national agendas. For example, on 1 July 2019, Shanghai’s
municipal government, China, declared to execute compulsory garbage sorting regula-
tions [1]. Although the ideal plan is that individuals voluntarily engage in environmental
protection practice, fulfilling green responsibilities in daily life is demonstrated to be diffi-
cult [2,3]. Therefore, understanding the influential factors of individual pro-environmental
behavior (PEB) is particularly relevant in countries where governments actively implement
environmental policies and public environmental concerns are burgeoning.

Extant literature looked at variables that influence PEB regarding internal factors,
including environmental knowledge [4], environmental consciousness [5], environmental
attitude [6], values [7], internet use [8], habits [9] and political preference [10], and external
factors, including social capital [11], collective efficacy [12], accessibility of recycling facili-
ties [13], current socioeconomic status [14] and so forth. However, little research considered
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the external factors that occurred in individuals’ early life as contributing factors to PEB.
There are some examples. A recent study found a positive link between childhood exposure
to nature and children’s PEB [15]. Moreover, children’s PEB and attitude at six years old
have little relevance to their subsequent PEB in early adulthood [16]. Given the conse-
quence of childhood experience on individual moral development [17], it is unexpected
that we, until now, know so little about the potential impact of early life experience on PEB.

Social scientists have a decent understanding of the association between individuals’
current socioeconomic status (SES) and PEB, concluding that the typical environmentalists
are middle-classed or the upper-classed [14,18–21]. Furthermore, a recent study has elabo-
rated on the relationship between SES and green consumption and revealed that the middle
classes are more inclined to green consumption than both the lower and upper classes [22].
However, whether childhood subjective SES is associated with adulthood PEB is open to
question. In fact, researchers have found empirical evidence that childhood subjective SES
may influence adulthood decision-making, apropos of the timing for bearing children, the
willingness to take risks, the desire for health insurance and green consumption [23–26].
In the present study, we assume that childhood subjective SES is positively associated
with adulthood PEB. In addition, we explore the influential mechanism underlying this
association by looking at a common type of economic decision-making in consumers’ daily
consumption and life planning, namely, commercial insurance purchase.

As shown in the statistics of World Population Ageing 2013, China is increasingly
becoming a member of the ageing countries, with an estimated 90 million people aged
80 years or over in 2050 [27]. Furthermore, the Chinese government’s implementation of the
newly declared two-child policy forecasts a new round of baby boom in the near future [28].
Considering the two factors, China is likely to see a growing demand for healthcare
service, following considerable healthcare expenditure in many households. Given that the
Chinese social insurance system is still not adequate, commercial insurance can serve as
a good supplement for the whole healthcare system. Individually, commercial insurance
can improve citizens’ risk resistance capacity, which is crucial for those disadvantaged
households with children and older adults [29]. Therefore, we test whether commercial
insurance purchase mediates childhood subjective SES and PEB in the present study.
Moreover, we will also examine whether there are potential moderating effects of the
association.

Given that little research in extant literature has studied early life experience associated
with PEB, we will fill this gap by examining the association between childhood SES
and adulthood PEB as well as testing commercial insurance purchase as an influential
mechanism underlying this association. Different from most previous environmental
studies, we understand individual PEB with an evolutionary perspective. Additionally, we
will also analyze the age difference of the main effect and the mediation (see Figure 1).

Sustainability 2021, 13, 7661 3 of 15 
 

 
Figure 1. The hypothetical model. 

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis 
2.1. Childhood Subjective Socioeconomic Status and Pro-Environmental Behaviors in Adulthood 

Developmental psychologists have maintained that childhood experience paves the 
way for adulthood well-being [30–32]. What a child comes across in early years exerts 
great influence on their attitudes and behaviors in later years throughout one’s life. As 
adults, is it possible that our current PEB holds some cues from our childhood social en-
vironment? Given the typical, if not stereotypical, portrait of middle-classed environmen-
talists, a further question is: does a person who grows up affluently will have more PEB? 

Childhood subjective SES indicates how much resource children have access to in 
childhood [33]. Low childhood subjective SES, as reflected by insufficient economic re-
source, possibly signifies chronic resource scarcity. The disadvantages resulting from 
scarcity have been extensively demonstrated. For example, a person who lacks financial 
resource is hard to accept new practices and values and becomes antagonistic towards 
socially distant others [34]. Psychological scarcity may lead to small-minded values and 
short-sighted actions in goal attainment [35]. 

Moreover, given that social structures, which built upon the socioeconomic hierar-
chies, form a base for environmental value, lifestyles and consumption patterns [36], these 
values potentially flow inter-generationally. Children born in higher socioeconomic posi-
tions might have more interest in performing green behavior [37], more participation with 
nature [38] and positive environmental value [39]. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume 
that individuals with lower childhood subjective SES may have fewer PEB than those with 
higher childhood subjective SES because the economic scarcity people experienced in 
childhood might narrow their mindset within the private domain. Struggling with inse-
curity and unstable living conditions, individuals with lower childhood subjective SES are 
more likely to regard public welfare as a matter of indifference than their counterparts. It 
is difficult for them to develop collective altruism concerning personal insecurity. There 
is also a fair amount of empirical evidence showing that resource scarcity may foster ego-
centric behavior [40,41]. Therefore, we propose: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The childhood subjective SES is positively associated with adulthood PEB, 
independent of the current SES. 

2.2. Commercial Insurance Purchase as a Mediator 
Uncertainties, instabilities or dangers pervade human life that our ancestors and we 

per se seek strategies to avoid risks and procure security. Difference from our ancestral 
cavemen who had been struggling to maximise their chances of survival, we modern peo-
ple have a wide range of choices to handle potential accidents, for example, buying insur-
ance. Despite the widely known benefit [42], not everyone is willing to adopt insurance to 

Figure 1. The hypothetical model.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7661 3 of 14

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis
2.1. Childhood Subjective Socioeconomic Status and Pro-Environmental Behaviors in Adulthood

Developmental psychologists have maintained that childhood experience paves the
way for adulthood well-being [30–32]. What a child comes across in early years exerts great
influence on their attitudes and behaviors in later years throughout one’s life. As adults, is
it possible that our current PEB holds some cues from our childhood social environment?
Given the typical, if not stereotypical, portrait of middle-classed environmentalists, a
further question is: does a person who grows up affluently will have more PEB?

Childhood subjective SES indicates how much resource children have access to in
childhood [33]. Low childhood subjective SES, as reflected by insufficient economic re-
source, possibly signifies chronic resource scarcity. The disadvantages resulting from
scarcity have been extensively demonstrated. For example, a person who lacks financial
resource is hard to accept new practices and values and becomes antagonistic towards
socially distant others [34]. Psychological scarcity may lead to small-minded values and
short-sighted actions in goal attainment [35].

Moreover, given that social structures, which built upon the socioeconomic hierarchies,
form a base for environmental value, lifestyles and consumption patterns [36], these values
potentially flow inter-generationally. Children born in higher socioeconomic positions
might have more interest in performing green behavior [37], more participation with
nature [38] and positive environmental value [39]. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume
that individuals with lower childhood subjective SES may have fewer PEB than those
with higher childhood subjective SES because the economic scarcity people experienced
in childhood might narrow their mindset within the private domain. Struggling with
insecurity and unstable living conditions, individuals with lower childhood subjective SES
are more likely to regard public welfare as a matter of indifference than their counterparts.
It is difficult for them to develop collective altruism concerning personal insecurity. There
is also a fair amount of empirical evidence showing that resource scarcity may foster
egocentric behavior [40,41]. Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The childhood subjective SES is positively associated with adulthood PEB,
independent of the current SES.

2.2. Commercial Insurance Purchase as a Mediator

Uncertainties, instabilities or dangers pervade human life that our ancestors and we
per se seek strategies to avoid risks and procure security. Difference from our ancestral
cavemen who had been struggling to maximise their chances of survival, we modern people
have a wide range of choices to handle potential accidents, for example, buying insurance.
Despite the widely known benefit [42], not everyone is willing to adopt insurance to defend
against risks, considering the certain cost and uncertain “benefit” (especially sometimes
the benefit will be accompanied by fatal disasters) of insurance. Why some people buy
it while others do not? A lay explanation is that rich people buy insurance because they
have additional money to pay for the non-essential product. However, studies indicate that
masses of the uninsured could afford health insurance [43,44], and people from low-status
groups are also enthusiastic about buying luxury goods [45], which are expensive and more
non-essential than insurance. These two reasons suggest that the disparity of purchasing
insurance between different SES may be alternatively explained.

The life history theory is one component of the evolutionary framework regarding
human behavior, on the basis of observations and investigations of human life in evo-
lutionary history, mostly hunter-gathering societies [46]. It mainly attempts to explain
why some people prefer risks and instant gratification whereas others not by linking the
preferences for risk and gratification with mortality and resource scarcity [23]. According
to the life-history theory, individuals take two strategies, slow and fast, when dealing with
environments regarding different levels of resource access. In response to abundant re-
sources, individuals are inclined to make decisions guided by a slow strategy, characterised
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by valuing long-term interests more than short-term interests and a larger likelihood of
avoiding risks rather than taking risks [24].

In contrast, people who choose a fast strategy prefer short-term interests and are less
likely to consider avoiding risks. During evolutionary history, both strategies are adaptive.
Abundant resource usually forebodes a life with fewer dangers, less unpredictability, and
a longer life expectancy, so that individuals can think about a future and lower risks in
order to reach the future [23]. However, people with limited resource will be constantly
concerned about immediate dangers and fail to expect a future. In that case, adopting
measures to avoid future, impalpable risks would not be a rational choice.

Therefore, based on the life-history theory, we assume that people who have a lower
childhood subjective SES may adopt a fast strategy, indicating few personal plans for
commercial insurance. While their counterparts who grow up in a higher childhood sub-
jective SES are more likely to adopt a slow strategy, in other words, purchasing commercial
insurance as a strategy to avoid risks. Thus, we assume that childhood subjective SES is
positively correlated with commercial insurance purchase.

Moreover, we assume that individuals who have bought commercial insurances are
likely to have a higher sense of security than those who have not. With a higher sense of
security, people can free themselves from individual survival threats and engage in altruistic
behaviors in the broader spectrum [47], for example, behaviors that benefit the planet.
The attachment theory maintains that each individual is physically and psychologically
attached to one or more caregivers at the beginning of a lifetime. This attachment is vitally
important because it creates a caregiving behavioral system through which individuals
develop different behavioral orientations later in life [48]. Well-developed attachment
patterns with caregivers prepare an “internal working model” for individuals to explore
and function in the external world [49]. In line with this theory, a secure person whose early
social environment is supportive may show compassion for other people and cares for the
landscapes we and our next generation live on [47]. Conversely, an unsecured person is
less likely to be concerned about environmental issues because of lacking personal security.
Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Commercial insurance purchase acts as a mediator of the association between
childhood subjective SES and adulthood PEB.

2.3. Age as a Moderator

To further understand the associations, we introduce age as a potential moderator of
the association between childhood subjective SES and adulthood PEB and the association
between childhood subjective SES and commercial insurance purchase. We can make two
assumptions regarding how age affects the association between childhood subjective SES
and adulthood PEB. Some scholars of consumer studies found that age is associated with
individual belief and action in ethics [50] and that older people have higher ethical stan-
dards than younger people do, which lead to them behave more ethically [51]. Therefore,
the interaction of age and childhood subjective SES might be associated with adulthood
PEB, suggesting that the PEB of older people are less affected by childhood subjective SES
than the PEB of younger people are. Another assumption is because young people tend
to have more environmental knowledge or more ethical education [52], which is a factor
that positively predicts PEB. This factor of younger people may weaken the association
between their childhood subjective SES and adulthood PEB.

In addition, we assume that the interaction of age and childhood subjective SES may
be associated with commercial insurance purchase, suggesting that the association between
childhood subjective SES and commercial insurance purchase may be more robust for
younger people than for older people. Risk perception indicates people’s estimate of
how likely an adverse event will occur to them [53]. As people grow older, their risk
perception is likely to transform because older people tend to have a higher risk of disease
diagnosis [54]. In that case, for older people, a potential health threat may weaken the
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association between childhood subjective SES and commercial insurance purchase. Thus,
we propose the following hypothesis. Please see Figure 1 for the theoretical model.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Age simultaneously moderates the association between childhood subjective
SES and adulthood PEB and the association between childhood subjective SES and commercial
insurance purchase.

3. Data and Methods
3.1. The Research Population and Sample

We used the data from the 2013 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS2013). First
started in 2003, this survey is a national, comprehensive and continuous social investiga-
tion aimed at systematically tracking the social transition since the turn of the millennium
and examining the interconnection between social structure and citizens’ quality of life in
China. In this survey, multistage stratified sampling was adopted, and respondents were
interviewed door-to-door—more than 10,000 Chinese citizens from all provinces except
those from Xinjiang and Hainan. The respondents’ ages span from 18 to 95 years old. After
deleting missing information, invalid answers and the data, which is irrelevant to our
research design, we obtained a sample of 11,172 respondents, with age ranging from 18
to 97 (Mage = 48.49, SDage = 16.38). Of the respondents, 5546 (49.6%) were female, and
5626 (50.4%) were male. Guided by the theoretical framework, we elicited the question-
naires regarding demographics, health condition, childhood subjective SES, current SES,
commercial insurance purchase, and PEB.

3.2. Measures
3.2.1. Childhood Subjective SES and Current SES

Childhood subjective SES was assessed using the “MacArthur ladder” [55–57]. Re-
spondents were shown two pictures of ladders with corresponding numbers (1 to 10).
Simultaneously, they were instructed, “In our society, some people are upper positioned,
and some people are lower positioned. The ladder from up to down indicates the higher
social class to lower social class, with 10 the highest social class and 1 the lowest social
class.” Then they were asked, “What do you think of your social class in your fourteenth?”
for childhood subjective SES and “What do you think of your current social class?” for
current SES. Responses were rated on a scale ranging from 1(lowest) to 10 (highest).

3.2.2. Commercial Insurance Purchase

Both the purchases of medical insurance and life insurance were assessed by asking,
“Have you joined the following insurance programs?”. For each sort of insurance, respon-
dents were given response options of “yes,” “no,” or “not applicable.” “Yes” responses
were coded as 1, and other responses were coded as 0. A higher score suggests more
purchase of commercial insurance.

3.2.3. Proenvironmental Behaviors

According to previous research [58], ten items in this survey were chosen to measure
respondents’ pro-environmental behaviors. Respondents were asked whether they have
certain activities or behaviors in the recent year. The items are “garbage sorting”, “dis-
cussing environmental issues with families and friends”, “taking your own bags when
buying daily products”, “recycling plastics bags”, “concerning about environmental issues
on broadcast, TV and newspaper”, “donating for the protection of the environment”, “ac-
tively participating in environmental publicity and education organised by government
and organisations”, “actively participating in activities organised by non-governmental
organisations”, “conserving the forests at your own expense”, and “actively participating
in making complaints and appealing against environmental damages”. A 3-point Likert
scale was used with 1 indicating “never”, 2 “sometimes”, and 3 “often”. In this study,
Cronbach’s α coefficient was 0.75, indicating good internal consistency [59].
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3.2.4. Controlled Variables

Previous studies have shown that current SES may influence individual PEB [60], and
short-term health condition significantly influence commercial insurance purchase [61].
Therefore, we control for the current SES and recent health condition. We measure health
condition using the mean score of the two items in this survey. Respondents were first
asked, “What do you think of your current physical health”. Answers were given on a
5-point Likert scale from “Not healthy at all = 1” to “Very healthy = 5”, which indicates
that the higher score, the better their health condition is. Another question is, “In the past
four weeks, how often did your work or other daily activities have been affected by health
issues”. Answers were given on a 5-point Likert scale from “Always = 1” to “Never = 5”;
that is, a higher score indicates better health condition.

3.3. Statistical Procedures

We first used IBM SPSS Statistics Subscription to analyze descriptive statistics and cor-
relations. Then, we used PROCESS_v3.5 [62], a macro for IBM SPSS Statistics Subscription,
to analyze the mediation (model 4) and the conditional mediation (model 8) in the present
study. The PROCESS_v3.5 calculate the indirect effect by generating 95% bias-corrected ac-
celerated confidence intervals (CI) based on 5000 bootstrap samples. Statistical significance
is acquired by a 95% CI that excludes zero. Since the PROCESS_v3.5 cannot standardise
data, we had all the original scores of the variables standardised to z-scores before the
mediation and conditional mediation analyses. Following the recommendations of many
methodological researchers [63,64] and empirical researchers [8], we used bootstrapping
method to test mediation analyses.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

The descriptive statistics, including gender, age and all the variables of interest, were
shown in Table 1. Pearson’s correlations were calculated to examine the associations
among the variables of interest, including childhood subjective SES, commercial insurance
purchase, and PEB and the controlled variables, including health condition and current
SES. Table 1 shows the detailed results of the correlation analyses. As predicted, childhood
subjective SES was positively correlated with commercial insurance purchase (r = 0.15,
p < 0.01), and PEB (r = 0.20, p < 0.01).

Table 1. Correlation Coefficients, Means, and Standard Deviations of Variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. PEB 1.52 0.33 1
2. Childhood SES 3.08 1.80 0.20 ** 1

3. Current SES 4.32 1.68 0.17 ** 0.43 ** 1
4. PCI 0.08 0.23 0.14 ** 0.15 ** 0.12 ** 1

5. Health 3.84 0.98 0.17 ** 0.19 ** 0.20 ** 0.11 ** 1
Note. ** p < 0.01; PEB = proenvironmental behavior, PCI = purchase of commercial insurance.

4.2. Mediation Analyses

Model 4 of PROCESS_v3.5 [62] was used to examine the possible association between
childhood subjective SES, commercial insurance purchase, and adulthood PEB. The results
of the mediation analysis were presented in Table 2. The total effect of childhood subjective
SES on adulthood PEB was significant (B = 0.15, p < 0.001). After controlling for the current
SES and current health condition, we found that the process of childhood subjective SES
predicting PEB through the mediation of commercial insurances’ purchase was significant,
a*b = 0.01, SE = 0.0016, 95% CI = [0.0080, 0.0141]. The mediation effect is represented by
a*b, with a represents the path from Childhood SES on purchase of commercial insurance
(B = 0.11, p < 0.001) and b represents the path from purchase of commercial insurance on
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PEB (B = 0.10, p < 0.001). Commercial insurance purchase partially mediated the association
between childhood subjective SES and PEB.

Table 2. Mediation Analysis.

Equation (1)
(Criterion = PEB)

Equation (2)
(Criterion = PCI)

Equation (3)
(Criterion = PEB)

Predictors B SE B SE B SE
Childhood SES 0.15 *** 0.01 0.11 *** 0.01 0.14 *** 0.01

PCI 0.10 *** 0.01
* Current SES 0.08 *** 0.01 0.06 *** 0.01 0.07 *** 0.01

* Health 0.12 *** 0.01 0.07 *** 0.01 0.11 *** 0.01
R2 0.06 0.03 0.07
F 247.04 *** 118.49 *** 221.36 ***

Note. *** p < 0.001; PEB = proenvironmental behaviors, PCI = purchase of commercial insurance. Predictors with
an * on upper left side are controlled variables.

4.3. Conditional Process Analysis

Following prior literature [65], after testing the mediation, we added a moderator
to test the conditional process analysis by running model 8 in PROCESS_v3.5 [62]. A
conditional process model can test the moderation and mediation effects simultaneously,
namely, test the interaction of an independent variable and a moderator on a dependent
variable through a mediator [66]. The regression results (Table 3) indicated that childhood
subjective SES positively predicted commercial insurance purchase (B = 0.09, p < 0.001),
age negatively predicted commercial insurance purchase (B = −0.09, p < 0.001), and the
interaction of childhood subjective SES and age was significant (B = −0.03, p < 0.01)
(Equation (1)). Simple slope analyses revealed that, for younger people, the positive
prediction of childhood subjective SES on commercial insurance purchase (B simple = 0.13,
p < 0.001) was stronger than for older people (B simple = 0.06, p < 0.001) (Figure 2). In
addition, childhood subjective SES positively predicted adulthood PEB (B = 0.12, p < 0.001),
age negatively predicted adulthood PEB (B = −0.09, p < 0.001), and the interaction of
childhood subjective SES and age was significant (B = 0.04, p < 0.001) (Equation (2)). Simple
slope analyses revealed that, for younger people, the positive prediction of childhood
subjective SES on adulthood PEB (B simple = 0.08, p < 0.001) was weaker than for older
people (B simple = 0.16, p < 0.001) (Figure 3). Figure 4 showed an integrated model of the
conditional process analysis.

Table 3. Moderation Analysis.

Equation (4)
(Criterion = PIC)

Equation (5)
(Criterion = PEB)

Predictors B SE B SE
Childhood SES 0.09 *** 0.01 0.12 *** 0.01

Age −0.09 *** 0.01 −0.09 *** 0.01
Childhood SES × Age −0.03 ** 0.01 0.04 *** 0.01

PIC 0.10 *** 0.01
R2 0.04 0.08
F 86.49 *** 163.71 ***

Note. ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; PEB = proenvironmental behavior, PCI = purchase of commercial insurance.
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5. Discussion

Using a sample from a national survey, we examined the association between child-
hood subjective SES and adulthood PEB, and we tested the purchase of commercial insur-
ance as a mediator of the association. As predicted, the results show a significantly positive
association between childhood subjective SES and adulthood PEB, even when controlling
for the current SES and health condition. Compared to a higher childhood subjective
SES, a lower childhood subjective SES is associated with less engagement in PEB during
adulthood. We explained the association using the concept of resource scarcity, arguing that
the resource scarcity individuals experienced in childhood might limit their mindset from
entering into the public domain and bearing collective altruism. We also demonstrated
that commercial insurance purchase acts as a mediating role in the association between
childhood subjective SES and adulthood PEB. Based on the life history theory [25], we
reasoned that childhood subjective SES affects consumers’ choice for commercial insur-
ance, and subsequently commercial insurance purchase, which ensures individual security,
influences PEB. In addition, we found that for younger people, the positive association
between childhood subjective SES and commercial insurance purchase was stronger than
for older people; the positive association between childhood subjective SES and adulthood
PEB was weaker for younger people than for older people. This result demonstrated
our assumption that the former effect is stronger and the latter is weaker for younger
people than older people. In the following text, we discuss the theoretical implications and
practical implication.

First, the present study is one of the few studies to investigate PEB from an evolution-
ary perspective. Several perspectives have been applied in the extant literature to study
PEB, for example, the simulation theories, control theories, ecological psychology, and
integral approaches [67]. However, little research proposes an evolutionary explanation
for sustainable issues. Griskevicius et al. [68] maintained that a shortsighted mindset was
deeply rooted in human nature because a highly uncertain environment must constantly
confront our ancestors. By demonstrating that individuals who grow up in an adverse
childhood environment are likely to act less pro-environmentally in adulthood, our results
provide empirical support for Griskevicius et al.’s [68] theoretical framework.

Second, the present study expands our knowledge of childhood social environment’s
influence on adulthood daily life. Previous research has demonstrated that economic
disadvantages in childhood could affect adulthood life in several aspects, including adult-
hood physical health [69,70], adulthood SES [71], adulthood unhealthy habit [72], desire
for health insurance [25], the timing for bearing children [23], economic risk-taking [24]
and buying green products [26]. Although previous research has touched upon green
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issues [26], their sample is relatively less generalised than a national survey. Moreover, we
introduced childhood subjective SES as an antecedent variable for PEB and explored the
mechanism by testing a type of consumer behavior as a mediator.

Third, the present study found that consumer choices of insurance can be associated
with a green lifestyle. Existing studies on commercial insurance mainly resort to increasing
the insurance coverage in the population for health reasons [61,73]. Our results suggest
that the benefits of commercial insurance coverage on a national or transnational level
may go far beyond individual health and life expectancy and reach the realm of resource
sustainability. Future studies can further explore other impacts within the public domain
that commercial insurance may lead.

Fourth, the conditional process analysis results expanded our understanding of the age
variance of the associations between childhood subjective SES, the purchase of insurance
and adulthood PEB. The results showed that the interaction of age and childhood subjective
SES on commercial insurance purchase and adulthood PEB were significant. That is, the
positive prediction of childhood subjective SES on commercial insurance purchase was
stronger for younger people than for older people. We guess that the potential health threat
and risk perception in older people may be attributed to the weakened association. This
result suggests that the promotion of insurance coverage should be paid more attention
to younger people with a lower level of social background. In addition, the positive
prediction of childhood subjective SES on adulthood PEB was stronger for older people
than for young people. We speculate that this may result from young people in China
having better environmental education, making the influence of childhood subjective SES
less prominent. Therefore, environmental educational programs that target on older adults
can be designed and promoted.

On an applied level, the present studies contribute to environmental conservation
by introducing an association between childhood socioeconomic environment and PEB.
Although previous studies have considered the influence of childhood experience on PEB,
they have centred on children’s physical exposure to nature [37,74]. To our knowledge,
little research examined the influence of adverse factors in childhood on adulthood PEB.
Our results show that the influence of a scarcity mindset in childhood goes far beyond
economic restriction. Specifically, a low childhood subjective SES is associated with less
engagement in activities that benefit the environment.

Although improving SES is difficult, children can be protected from having “the
feeling of scarcity” [35]. They can be taught to remain alert to the habits of thought that
constrain their consumer choices and lifestyle. Moreover, in particular cultural contexts,
family members may distort children’s perception of SES. For example, hiding financial
affluence from children is a prevalent practice among Chinese families. Parents tend to
lie to their children about their family economic condition to regulate children’s money
spending by claiming “we are too poor to afford that” [75,76]. Therefore, this practice
is empirically opposed because our results show that childhood SES may lead to low
adulthood engagement in PEB.

In addition, our results provide practical implications for marketers of ethical products
and commercial insurance. Ethical products are a growing industry that orients consumers
who care for ethical concerns such as fair trade, animal experiments, and environmental
sustainability [77,78]. Although consumers are increasingly aware of the ethical issues
throughout product manufacturing and retailing, a gap still exists between consumers’
ethical intention and their consumptive action [79]. Our results suggest that positioning
target customers to commercial insurance clients may be an effective marketing strategy to
increase consumers’ actual purchase of ethical products. Moreover, to realize environmental
goals, social policy makers can make efforts to publicize the importance of insurance and
expand the coverage of insurance by increasing the corresponding financial subsidies for
low SES families.
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6. Limitations

The first limitation of the present research was that it relied on a sample of citizens in
mainland China, and whether the results can be generalised to other regions is unknown.
For example, in countries where social insurance is relatively comprehensive, commercial
insurance might be primarily purchased by high-income populations [80], rendering
commercial insurance purchase not a persuasive indicator for PEB. Therefore, we suggest
future studies to explore other consumption phenomena according to the specific public
policy and service in different countries.

The second limitation of the present research was the cross-sectional study design,
which does not allow a cause-and-effect conclusion to be drawn. However, considering
both sufficient and comprehensive sample size and a time variable is practically difficult.
Nevertheless, theoretically, a longitudinal approach would help build a causality relationship
between childhood subjective SES, commercial insurance purchase, and adulthood PEB.

The third limitation of the present research was that our research design is a retro-
spective survey. On the one hand, the measurement of childhood SES may not be accurate
because memories can be distorted, especially when it comes to childhood experience [81].
However, as we examined the subjective perception of the childhood experience on adult-
hood behaviors, this problem might be partly addressed. Granted that childhood SES
might be either inflated or underrated, the perception of their SES on adulthood PEB is still
valid. On the other hand, some may argue that a retrospective survey on childhood may
suggest little to the present generation, but it sheds light on how we educate our children
to sustain the environment for many centuries to come.

The fourth limitation was that the mediation held a small proportion of the total effect.
The small effect size suggests that other mediators, such as a sense of insecurity, resource
scarcity or altruism, can be examined in future research. However, we still consider the
present study meaningful. Methodological researchers have argued that small effect size
can be meaningful when it is of long-term consequences [82]. Despite the importance of
environmental issues, the evolutionary preference for seeking present interest blinkers
people to the long-term consequences of environmental pollution [68]. Perhaps it is due
to the above reason that the effect sizes are generally humble in many environmental
studies [2,8].

In addition, one small effect might be trivial, but multiple small effects can accumu-
late to more significant effects [82]. Although the present study merely tested a type of
consumer behavior in discussing PEB, it inspires future consumer studies to ascertain
more types of consumption in relation to PEB. Moreover, small sizes can be acceptable if
the hypothetical model tests a theoretical framework [82]. Given that we examined PEB
from an evolutionary perspective, we considered it acceptable the statistically significant
mediation model with a small effect size.

7. Conclusions

The present research indicates that childhood subjective SES is positively associated
with adulthood PEB, independent of the current subjective SES. In addition, commercial
insurance purchase acts as a mediator of the association between childhood subjective SES
and adulthood PEB. Moreover, age moderates both the path where childhood subjective
SES influences adulthood PEB and the path where childhood subjective SES influences
commercial insurance purchase. In accordance with our hypotheses, the results suggest
that early environment can be an influence on adulthood lifestyle and consumer choices.
Additionally, this influential strength differs for difference age groups.
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