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Risk-taking behavior is particularly widespread during adolescence, and negatively
impacts the healthy growth and social adaptation of adolescents. Utilizing problem-
behavior theory (PBT) and the family stress model (FSM), the current study examined
the relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and adolescents’ risk-taking
behavior, as well as the mediating role of psychological capital and self-control. A total
of 1,156 Chinese adolescent students (Mage = 15.51, 48% boys) completed a series
of questionnaires anonymously. The results showed that: (1) Socioeconomic status
was negatively correlated with adolescents’ risk-taking behavior; (2) Both psychological
capital and self-control mediated the relationship between SES and adolescents’
risk-taking behavior independently; and (3) Psychological capital and self-control also
mediated the relationship between SES and the risk-taking behavior of adolescents
sequentially. This study reveals the internal mechanism of risk-taking behavior during
adolescence and provides theoretical support and empirical evidence for preventing
and reducing such behavior in this age group.

Keywords: socioeconomic status, risk-taking behavior, psychological capital, self-control, adolescents

INTRODUCTION

Risk-taking behavior refers to action taken by an individual to obtain beneficial results when
he/she can perceive the negative consequences of an intentional behavior (Ben-Zur and Zeidner,
2009). This form of behavior can be divided into positive and negative types. The former refers to
behaviors that are beneficial to physical and mental health and are acceptable to society, such as
mountaineering, skiing, participating in speech contests, and so on. The latter refers to intentional
actions that endanger the physical and mental health of oneself and others. These are also known
as maladaptive or problem behaviors, such as smoking, drinking, violent attacks, and other crimes
(Özmen and Sümer, 2011; Duell and Steinberg, 2020). Adolescence is typically characterized by a
high incidence of risk-taking behavior. The occurrence of negative risk-taking behavior (hereinafter
referred to as risk-taking behavior) may severely hinder the healthy growth of adolescents and their
subsequent social adaptation (Gardner and Steinberg, 2005; Smith et al., 2014). Recent studies have
found that health-risk behaviors such as smoking, drinking, violence, and violations of regulations
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have gradually increased among Chinese adolescents, who now
account for a growing proportion of criminal behavior (Ren and
Lv, 2016; Yuan and Wen, 2019). The extent of the issue demands
that both the risk and protective factors involved in such behavior
are investigated in order to develop approaches that can better
support the physical and mental health of adolescents.

The important factors involved in risk-taking behavior are
environmental, psychological, and biological. Environmental
factors include the family, peers, school, and the neighborhood
(Steinberg, 2016). Personal inner factors include individual
beliefs, values, motivations, and goals (Rolison and Scherman,
2003; Mcghee et al., 2012). Biological factors mainly refer to
the effects of changes in brain structure and function during
adolescence (Steinberg, 2008). According to problem-behavior
theory (PBT), an individual’s social behavioral tendencies are
formed by the interaction of the environmental, individual
inner and behavioral factors, and any change in these
factors will alter behavior (Jessor, 1987). Environmental and
psychological factors may be relatively stable, but some
phenomena peculiar to adolescence, the second peak of physical
and mental development, may exacerbate preexisting risk-taking
tendencies, potentially leading to more serious and irreversible
consequences. It is thus of great significance to explore how
the environment, inner factors and the specific physiological
changes of adolescence interact with each other and how
these factors related to the development of risk-taking behavior
during adolescence.

Socioeconomic Status and Risk-Taking
Behavior
As one of the main family environmental variables,
socioeconomic status (SES) plays an important role in the
development of individuals. SES can be defined as the relative
wealth, power, and social status possessed by individuals, families,
or collectives (Mueller and Parcel, 1981). It can be divided into
two types: objective SES and subjective SES. For teenagers, the
objective SES includes parental education, occupation status and
family income; the subjective SES is the subjective perception
of the individual’s own SES (Kraus et al., 2011a). Although the
two types of SES have a moderate correlation, many studies have
shown that there are differences in the relevant research results
of objective and subjective standards of SES (Adler et al., 2000;
Chen et al., 2014). Therefore, some researchers suggest that the
two types should be included to reflecting adolescents’ SES more
comprehensively and effectively (Kraus et al., 2011b; Tan and
Kraus, 2015).

The family stress model (FSM) holds that parents in families
with lower SES experience greater economic and psychological
pressures, and are less able to devote excess energy to educating
their offspring, which leads to more psychological and behavioral
problems in children (Conger et al., 2010). This may be
because the adverse effects of low SES environments are
widespread. Generally, increased economic pressures on parents
impact the family environment by exerting greater psychological
pressure on its members. These are manifested in negative
parenting styles, difficulties in parent-child relationships, and

problems communicating with peers. Moreover, these factors
will exacerbate the consequences of adverse conditions on the
development of adolescents, because families of lower SES tend
to cluster in communities and schools with similar conditions
(Conger and Elder, 1996; Masarik and Conger, 2017). Research
suggests that adolescents from families with lower SES have a
greater propensity for substance abuse (Bersamin et al., 2017; Lee
et al., 2017), overeating (Lee et al., 2013), unsafe sex (Vukovic and
Bjegovic, 2007), violating social rules (Piotrowska et al., 2015) and
other risk-taking behaviors. Therefore, lower SES may be a risk
factor in adolescents’ risk-taking behavior. To date, studies on the
relationship between SES and risk-taking behavior have focused
on Europe, the Americas, and other extremely deprived areas
elsewhere, with the issue relatively unexplored in the Chinese
context. However, several previous studies have concluded that
SES is negatively correlated with Chinese adolescents’ health-
risk and problem behaviors (Cui and Lou, 2019; Liu et al.,
2020), while other research detected no significant correlation
(Wang et al., 2018). These mixed results indicate the need to
clarify the nature of the relationship between SES and Chinese
adolescents’ risk-taking behavior in order to determine the
presence of cross-cultural consistency in the relationship between
the two. Therefore, the first hypothesis of this study is that SES is
negatively associated with adolescents’ risk-taking behavior (H1).

Socioeconomic Status, Psychological
Capital, and Risk-Taking Behavior
Personal inner factors are more important than environmental
factors to adolescents’ risk-taking behavior. Scholars have
demonstrated that inner factors including self-esteem, self-
efficacy (Rosenthal et al., 2010), resilience (Titterton and Smart,
2010), the Big Five personality (Hong and Paunonen, 2009),
self-regulation and sensation seeking are all closely related to
risk-taking behaviors in adolescence (Steinberg et al., 2017).
Moreover, positive psychology’s focus on the healthy growth and
self-fulfillment of individuals has led researchers to investigate
the role of individual psychosocial capacity. As a comprehensive
embodiment of individual psychosocial capacity, psychological
capital is a positive psychological state shown by individuals in
the process of growth and development, which is characterized by
stability and plasticity and includes the four core components of
self-efficacy, resilience, hope, and optimism (Luthans et al., 2007).
A high level of psychological capital counteracts depression,
anxiety, and other negative emotional distress (Xiong et al., 2020),
and reduces the possibility of substance abuse, unsafe sexual
activity, assault, crime, and other problem behaviors (Ludwig and
Pittman, 1999; Malti and Noam, 2009; Rew et al., 2017). It was
also found to enhance social adaptability and protect or improve
adolescents’ physical and mental health (Finch et al., 2020).

The accrual of adolescents’ psychological capital is closely
associated with the family’s SES. Long-term low SES weakens
the psychological capital of adolescents and may indirectly
account for subsequent psychological and behavioral problems
(Goosby, 2007; Schelleman-Offermans and Massar, 2020). While
the influence of SES on the psychological and behavioral
changes of adolescence is often mediated by individual
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internal factors (Bradley and Corwyn, 2002), most previous
studies have only considered the mediating effects of certain
elements of psychological capital on the relationship between
SES and risk-taking behavior (Lansford et al., 2006; Layte
and Whelan, 2009). However, the effect of SES on positive
individual traits is undoubtedly multi-faceted; a comprehensive
investigation of psychological capital as a mediator will enable
to be better understand the relationship between SES and
psychological and behavioral changes of adolescence. Therefore,
this study speculates that psychological capital plays a mediating
role in the relationship between SES and adolescents’ risk-
taking behavior (H2).

Socioeconomic Status, Self-Control, and
Risk-Taking Behavior
Self-control is an important personality trait that affects
adolescents’ risk-taking behavior. It is defined as an individual’s
efforts to control and adjust their behavioral tendencies to meet
social expectations or self-standards (Tangney et al., 2004). In
this regard, it is useful to consider Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
general theory of crime, which suggests that individuals with poor
self-control will take more risks and engage in socially deviant
behavior, including criminal acts (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990;
Shoenberger and Rocheleau, 2017). However, for adolescents,
the neurobiological changes that occur in adolescence must
also be acknowledged. Researchers believe that youth risk-taking
behavior is a product of the interaction between the brain’s
“socioemotional” and “cognitive control” systems. Whereas
the socioemotional system develops rapidly during puberty,
increasing the drive toward stimulation and reward-seeking, the
cognitive control system develops at a slower rate, meaning
that self-regulation and impulse control are relatively poor.
This mismatch increases the likelihood of risk-taking during
adolescence (Steinberg, 2008, 2010). Therefore, the development
of self-control—which is closely related to higher cognitive
processes such as planning, regulating attention, predicting
outcomes, and restraining impulses—may be importantly related
to adolescents’ participation in risk-taking behaviors. Subsequent
studies have also confirmed that adolescents with low self-control
are less able to self-regulate and suppress impulsive risk-taking
tendencies, making them more likely to engage in behaviors such
as smoking, drinking and fighting (Cheung, 2014; Margot et al.,
2017; Tian et al., 2018).

Moreover, SES has been closely tied to the development of
adolescents’ ability to exercise self-control (Farley and Kim-
Spoon, 2017). Analyzing the causes of juvenile delinquency in
China, Zheng and Luo (2009) found that criminal behaviors
occurred primarily in youth groups with low self-control, which
was significantly related to the SES of the family. Recent studies
on brain mechanisms have also implicated cognitive control
in demonstrating that SES has a significant indirect impact on
changes in adolescents’ risk-taking behavior. Adolescents from
families with lower SES exhibit lower levels of cognitive control,
increasing their tendency to take risks (Brieant et al., 2020). It
is therefore likely that poor SES exacerbates the negative effects
of low self-control on risk-taking behavior during adolescence.

On this basis, the present study speculates that self-control
mediates the relationship between SES and adolescents’ risk-
taking behavior (H3).

Socioeconomic Status, Psychological
Capital, Self-Control, and Risk-Taking
Behavior
However, the connection between psychological capital and self-
control requires further investigation. Does it associate with
adolescents’ risk-taking behavior independently or continuously?
According to Luthans et al. (2015), the improvement of self-
control is likely to result from active mobilization of the internal
resources possessed by individuals. Psychological capital contains
four kinds of positive psychological resources, which play an
important role in the maintenance of self-control. Previous
studies focused on the relationship between the components
of psychological capital and self-control. Self-efficacy has a
positive and direct relationship with self-control, and adolescents
could adjust their efforts and time allocation according to
their expectation of behavioral results (Mabekoje, 2010). The
implementation of resilience builder program for adolescents
improved their ability to regulate attention, emotion and
behavior (Johnson, 2012). Positive affect such as optimism
and hope could also enhance adolescents’ self-control, even in
the context of ego depletion (Tice et al., 2007). The above
results indicate that each component of psychological capital
is positive associated with self-control, but the relationship
between psychological capital and self-control is rarely studied
as a domain-general positive psychological resource. Based on
previous researches, we believe that psychological capital can
support individuals’ self-control and improve their performance
on important tasks, while the capacity to apply self-control is
limited by the psychological capital available to each individual
(Baumeister et al., 2007). Therefore, this research speculates that
psychological capital and self-control mediated the relationship
between SES and the risk-taking behavior of adolescents
sequentially (H4).

In summary, the current study systematically examines
the mediating role of psychological capital and self-control
in the relationship between SES and adolescents’ risk-taking
behavior, including their independent and serial mediating
effects. Ultimately, this will explain the mechanism of the
relationship between SES and adolescents’ risk-taking behavior.
At the same time, the results of this study will provide theoretical
support and empirical evidence for preventing and intervening in
adolescents’ risk-taking behavior. The concrete conceptual model
is shown in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
author’s research institution, and informed consent was provided
by all stakeholders, including teachers and other school
staff, parents, and students. A group of adolescents aged
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model.

between 11 and 19 from four schools in the northwest
of China was selected to participate. Pre-trained psychology
graduate students administered the questionnaires and answered
students’ questions about the survey. Student participation
was entirely voluntary and all respondents completed the
questionnaires anonymously during self-study classes. A total
of 1,280 questionnaires were distributed, of which 1,156 valid
questionnaires were returned. The mean age of these participants
was 15.51 years (SD = 2.27), with the sample comprising 554
boys and 602 girls.

Measures
Socioeconomic Status
In line with previous research (Tan and Kraus, 2015; Li X. X. et al.,
2019), the participants’ family SES was taken to be that of their
SES. The status was measured via several objective and subjective
indicators, which were converted into standardized scores and
added together, reflecting the participants’ SES more effectively.

To calculate the participants’ objective SES, the parental
education, occupation, and family property resources were
considered, drawing on the methods presented in Zhou and
Guo (2013) and Chen et al. (2014). Parental education was
measured on a six-point scale, with the six categories comprised
of elementary school or below, junior high school (including
non-graduates), high school or technical school (including non-
graduates), college, university graduate, and post-graduate level.
Parental occupation was determined on the basis of the ten
major social classes proposed in Lu (2002) and measured on
a corresponding 10-point scale. To measure family resources,
the participants were asked to report on the availability of 14
key objects (such as their own room, desk, and computer)
in their households, with responses scored between 0 and
14 points. Only one parent with the higher educational and
occupational level was considered when calculating the objective
SES. The three indicators above were then converted into
standardized scores and principal component analysis was
performed to obtain the main factor coefficient, with an
eigenvalue of >1. After calculating the factor loading for
each of the three indicators, the overall SES score for each
participant was calculated according to the formula [Objective
SES = (β1 × ZEducation level) + (β2 × ZOccupation) + (β3 ×

ZFamily property resources)/εf]. Among them, 0.81, 0.83, and 0.71
are the factor loadings of the three indicators, respectively, and
1.85 is the eigenvalue of the main factor, with higher scores

corresponding to higher SES. In this study, the objective SES
scores ranged between−2.70 and 2.71.

Subjective measures of status were determined using the
MacArthur Scale of Subjective SES (Adler et al., 2000; Shang
et al., 2016). Participants were asked to evaluate their family’s SES
based on parental education, occupation, and family’s financial
situation by marking the appropriate rung on a 10-level ladder,
with the lowest status at the foot and the highest at the
top of the ladder.

Psychological Capital
This variable was measured using the Positive Psychological
Capital Questionnaire (Zhang et al., 2010), which is widely used
to measure the psychological capital level of Chinese participants.
This questionnaire includes 26 items on the four dimensions
of self-efficacy, resilience, hope, and optimism. One example
was the statement, “Many people appreciate my talents.” Each
item was scored on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 “completely
inconsistent” to 7 “completely consistent”; higher scores indicate
more advanced levels of psychological capital. A Cronbach’s
Alpha of α = 0.84 was recorded for this instrument.

Self-Control
The Chinese version (Tan and Guo, 2008a,b) of the Self-Control
Scale (SCS; Tangney et al., 2004) was used to measure the
participants’ levels of self-control. It includes five dimensions
(resistance to temptation, healthy habits, task performance,
impulse control, and moderate entertainment) and consists of 19
items overall, one item of which is “I can resist temptation well.”
Each item was rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 “totally
disagree” to 5 “totally agree.” Participants who scored higher on
this scale demonstrated a greater capacity to exercise self-control
and the scale’s internal consistency was strong (α = 0.86).

Adolescents’ Risk-Taking Behavior
The original version of the Adolescent Risk-Taking
Questionnaire (Gullone et al., 2000) was later translated and
revised by Zhang et al. (2011) for use with Chinese adolescents.
The scale consists of 17 items and includes four dimensions:
thrill-seeking, rebellious risk, reckless risk, and anti-social risk.
In line with previous research and the purpose of this study, the
last three dimensions were used to measure negative risk-taking
behavior (Liu et al., 2019), with items such as “Ride a bike after
drinking.” Responses to the questionnaire were graded on a
5-point scale, ranging from 0 (“never”) to 4 (“always”). Higher
scores indicated greater involvement in negative risk-taking
behaviors (α = 0.86).

Data Analysis
The common method bias test, descriptive statistics, and
correlation analysis of the study data were conducted using
SPSS 22.0. The conceptual model was tested using Model 6 of
the SPSS PROCESS macro. Finally, according to the Bootstrap
test procedure, the data was resampled 5000 times, enabling
the size of each mediating effect to be calculated at a 95%
confidence interval.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 December 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 760968

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-760968 November 30, 2021 Time: 16:19 # 5

Jia et al. Socioeconomic Status and Risk-Taking Behavior

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender 0.52 0.50 −

2. Age 15.51 2.27 −0.05 −

3. SES 0.02 1.58 0.08** −0.045 −

4. Psychological capital 118.27 10.49 −0.04 −0.048 0.30** −

5. Self-control 65.86 9.13 −0.02 −0.29** 0.25** 0.43** −

6. Risk-taking behavior 7.02 2.48 −0.14** 0.25** −0.19** −0.27** −0.39** −

Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; **p < 0.01.

FIGURE 2 | Multiple mediation effect model. *p < 0.05 and ***p < 0.001.

RESULTS

Test for Common Method Bias
Owing to the study’s reliance on self-report, the possibility of
common method bias was investigated. Harman’s single factor
test was used to determine the existence of 16 factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1; the variance explained by the first
factor accounted for 17.61% of the total variance, well below the
specified standard of 40%, indicating that common method bias
was not an issue in the study.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation
Analysis
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and results of the
correlation analysis. There were significant positive correlations
between SES, psychological capital, and self-control, and
significant negative correlations between SES, psychological
capital, self-control, and risk-taking behavior. Because gender
and age were significantly related to the main research variables,
they were controlled for in the follow-up analysis.

Test for Multiple Mediation Model
The mediating role of psychological capital and self-control in
the relationship between SES and risk-taking behaviors were
measured using Model 6 in the SPSS PROCESS macro. Figure 2
demonstrates that the results of all paths of the mediation model
were significant, after controlling for the effects of gender and
age. Specifically, SES was directly and negatively associated with
risk-taking behavior at a significant level (β = −0.04, p < 0.05),

which supports H1. In terms of its indirect effect, the path from
SES to psychological capital (β = 0.20, p < 0.001) and self-
control (β = 0.08, p < 0.001), from psychological capital to
self-control (β = 0.38, p < 0.001), from psychological capital to
risk-taking behavior (β =−0.13, p< 0.001), and from self-control
to risk-taking behavior (β =−0.27, p< 0.001) were all significant.

The results of the analysis of each mediating effect are shown
in Table 2. First, the effect size of psychological capital as a
mediator of the relation between SES and adolescents’ risk-taking
behavior was significant [β = −0.03, CI (−0.04, −0.01)], which
supports H2. Second, the mediating effect of self-control on the
relation between SES and adolescents’ risk-taking behavior was
significant [β = −0.02, CI (−0.03, −0.01)], which supports H3.
Finally, the chain mediating effect of psychological capital and
self-control on the relation between SES and adolescents’ risk-
taking behavior was significant [β = −0.02, CI (−0.03, −0.01)],
which supports H4. The above results indicate that psychological
capital and self-control play multiple mediating roles in the
relationship between SES and adolescents’ risk-taking behavior.

DISCUSSION

The Relationship Between
Socioeconomic Status and Adolescents’
Risk-Taking Behavior
This study has used the framework of PBT to explore the
relationship between socioeconomic status and adolescent risk-
taking behavior and uncover its potential mechanism of action.
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TABLE 2 | The mediating effects of psychological capital and self-control.

Pathways β 95%CI Ratio of total effect

Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

SES→ Psychological capital→ Risk-taking behavior −0.03 −0.04 −0.01 27.27%

SES→ Self-control→ Risk-taking behavior −0.02 −0.03 −0.01 18.18%

SES→ Psychological capital→ Self-control→ Risk-taking behavior −0.02 −0.03 −0.01 18.18%

β refers to standardized indirect effect.

SES was both negatively correlated with adolescents’ risk-
taking behavior. Thus, the first hypothesis of this study was
confirmed, meaning that in the Chinese context, SES was also
negatively associated with adolescents’ risk-taking behavior, a
finding consistent with results from other cultural contexts
(Lee et al., 2017; Delker et al., 2018). However, it is important
to note that this significant but small effect size result may
indicate the need to consider additional factors associated
with low SES and adolescent risk-taking behavior. Poor SES
is only one external risk factor among many family related
factors that reinforce adolescents’ risk-taking tendencies. The
FSM explains how disadvantaged SES impacts the relationships
between couples and those between parents and adolescents,
parenting styles and the development of the next generation
(Conger et al., 2010). The same authors point out that family
economic hardship and pressure can indirectly correlate with the
adaptive behavior of adolescents by influencing the behavioral
and emotional functioning of parents. This is due to the fact that
the economic pressure of parents indicates the parental conflicts,
which directly undermines the parenting style (Conger et al.,
2002). For example, harsh, inconsistent or uninvolved parenting
practices can lead to emotional and behavioral problems and even
cognitive impairment in the next generation, further promoting
the tendency to take risks.

In addition, the inconsistencies between our findings and
those of other studies may first arise from methodological
differences in the calculations used to define SES, this study
examines SES more comprehensively than others. Secondly, since
some studies may have included closer family environmental
factors, which resulting in a weakened or even insignificant
effect of SES on risk-taking behavior. The presence of these
inconsistencies points to the need for further research to
clarify the relationship between the two. It is worth noting
that even when the two mediating variables of psychological
capital and self-control are introduced, the direct mediating
role of SES on adolescents’ risk-taking behavior remains
significant, suggesting that it has a basic role in individual
psychological and behavioral development (Letourneau et al.,
2013). One longitudinal study has shown that SES has a
profound and lasting impact on individual development,
with the SES of the main parent predictive of personal
inner characteristics and problem behaviors in the next
generation (Martin et al., 2010). This points to the need
to explore the role of additional individual psychological
characteristics in the relationship between SES and risk-
taking behavior.

The Mediating Effect of Psychological
Capital
Confirming H2, the study found that psychological capital
mediates SES and adolescent risk-taking behavior. Specifically,
the development of individual psychological capital is related to
their own SES, and a lower level of psychological capital will
trigger more risk-taking behaviors. Although few studies have
directly demonstrated that psychological capital mediates the
relationship between SES and risk-taking among adolescents,
some studies have proved that positive psychological resources
played an mediating role in the relationship between the two
(Layte and Whelan, 2009; Banstola et al., 2020; Liu et al.,
2020). According to the reserve capacity model, low-status
socioeconomic groups suffer more economic and psychological
pressure, which both consumes their existing psychological
resources and restricts the development of new ones, in turn
increasing the occurrence of negative emotions and health risk
behavior (Matthews and Gallo, 2011). It is currently known
that some risk-taking behaviors (such as smoking, drinking,
aggression, and unsafe sexual activity) are either socially deviant
or health risk behaviors, so the theory may provide possible
explanations for this mediating role. It also affords a novel
perspective on the mechanism underlying the relationships
between SES and the psychological and behavioral development
of individuals. In addition, existing studies have demonstrated
the potential for developing psychological capital. One short-
term intervention in the health-risk behaviors (substance abuse
and risky sex) of female participants from the lowest social
strata showed that increasing levels of psychological capital
significantly reduced the frequency of substance use and health-
risk behaviors among this group (Rew et al., 2017). Thus, raising
the psychological capital of low-SES adolescents appears an
effective way of reducing risk-taking behavior.

The Mediating Effect of Self-Control
Consistent with H3, the study confirmed self-control as another
important mediator of the relationship between SES and
adolescents’ risk-taking behavior. This essentially coheres with
previous findings that low SES is usually associated with lower
levels of self-control among adolescents, indirectly leading to
an increased incidence of risk-taking behaviors that hinder
physical and mental health (Brieant et al., 2020). One reason
for this may be the impact of low SES on individual cognitive
neurodevelopment. Studies from neurophysiology have shown
that the imbalance between the long-term development of
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the prefrontal region of the brain and the rapid development
of the limbic system in adolescence increases sensitivity to
environmental stimuli at this stage (Strang et al., 2013).
This disparity provides the physiological basis for risk-taking
behaviors in adolescence (Mani et al., 2013). However, teenagers
with deprived backgrounds may be habitually exposed to
stressful and resource-poor environments, restricting the normal
development of the prefrontal region and its associated function
of self-control related to higher-level cognitive processing,
planning, and behavioral regulation, which can easily lead to
participation in high-risk behavioral activities (Casey et al.,
2008). Moreover, the influence of SES on individuals’ self-control,
physical aggression, anti-social and other maladaptive behaviors
has an intergenerational transmission effect. In addition to
genetic factors, adults with low SES may lack the knowledge and
experience that underpin parenting skills, leading to lower self-
control and increased risk-taking behavior in their adolescent
offspring (Boutwell and Beaver, 2010; Gao, 2014). Indeed,
previous studies have proven that parenting style is closely related
to adolescents’ self-control, adopting positive parenting style is
conducive to the development of adolescent self-control (Li J. B.
et al., 2019), and improving individual self-control can effectively
reduce the occurrence of risk-taking behavior (Xu, 2005). It also
reminds us that developing self-control can protect adolescents
from the negative psychological and behavioral effects of low SES,
including engagement in risky behaviors.

The Chain Mediating Effect of
Psychological Capital and Self-Control
Consistent with our hypothesis, the study found that
psychological capital and self-control mediated the relationship
between SES and adolescents’ risk-taking behavior is not only
independent but sequential. The sequential effect indicated that
psychological capital also mediates the link between SES and
self-control. These findings suggest that SES reflects the ability
of families to provide material and psychological resources for
children (Masarik and Conger, 2017), and also demonstrate
the relationship between psychological capital and self-control.
In other words, the lower the SES, the lower the level of
psychological resources such as self-efficacy, optimism and hope,
which means that fewer resources are available for self-control,
and the possibility of developing new resources is also reduced.
As a result, the individual is less able to restrain their impulses
and displays a higher tendency toward risk-taking behavior
(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). Given the relative difficulty
of changing SES, this discovery points to interventions focused
on developing psychological capital as a potential means of
enhancing self-control and lowering the prevalence of risk-
taking. On one hand, it is necessary to raise parents’ awareness
of their role in improving their parenting skills and educating
their offspring to enhance their cognitive development. On
the other, schools should improve psychological capital and
self-control via measures such as group counseling, behavior
training, and so on (He and Shi, 2015). This may well help reduce
adolescents’ negative risk-taking tendencies and promote their
healthy development.

Limitations
Although this study has provided a detailed investigation of
the factors involved in risk-taking behavior during adolescence,
it contains several limitations. First of all, as a cross-sectional
study, it was unable to capture any changes that may occur
in such behavior over time. However, an interactive model of
SES, family processes, and individual development has been
proposed, emphasizing the cumulative effect of the negative
consequences of low SES (Conger et al., 2010). Thus, the
influence of SES on individual risk-taking behavior may be
explored in a long-term follow-up study to better clarify the
relationship between the two. Secondly, in addition to SES,
there may be many more closely related environmental factors
associated with adolescents’ risk-taking behavior have not been
considered in this study. The significant but weak effect of
SES on risk-taking behavior suggested that additional factors
are implicated in the relationship. However, this study has
only considered the link between SES and negative risk-taking
behavior in terms of the healthy development of adolescents,
the mechanism underlying positive risk-taking behavior in
adolescents is still unclear, which needs more discussion in
the future. Finally, this study’s use of self-report questionnaires
required the participants to disclose sensitive information.
Although participants were anonymized, the pressure to provide
socially desirable responses may have impacted the accuracy of
the data. This points to the need to observe authentic behavior
via experimental methods in order to evaluate the risk-taking
tendencies of adolescents.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that psychological
capital and self-control are potential mediating variables in
the relationship between SES and adolescents’ risk-taking
behavior. In particular, psychological capital and self-control can
mediate this relationship both independently and sequentially.
The current study has thus contributed to the expansion
of theoretical research into the mechanism by which such
behavior is mediated, and explored further factors involved.
Adolescents who lack material and psychological resources will
typically display decreased self-control and increased levels of
negative risk-taking. The conclusion provides an intervention
approach for adolescents to prevent and reduce risk-taking
behavior in the future by improving the supply of external and
internal resources.
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