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The harshness and unpredictability of early life circumstances shape life history strategies 
for trade-offs between the resources devoted to somatic and reproductive efforts of 
individuals in the developmental process. This paper uses belief in a just world as a 
reflection of early environmental cues to predict an individual’s life history strategies. 
Research has found that belief in a just world influences life history strategies through a 
sense of control. However, the relationship between a sense of control and a life history 
strategy is flawed because influencing life history strategies should be intrinsic to control 
strategies rather than a sense of control. A total of 408 Chinese undergraduate students 
completed the Personal Belief in a Just World Scale, Mini-K Scale, and Primary and 
Secondary Control Scale. Structural equation modeling suggested that belief in a just 
world can directly or indirectly influence life history strategies through primary and 
secondary control strategies, respectively; there was no statistical difference in the degree 
of influence between the two paths. These results deepen our understanding of the 
underlying mechanisms in the relationship between belief in a just world and life history 
strategies, which can be utilized to ensure a slow life history strategy among Chinese 
university students in the future.

Keywords: life history strategy, control strategies, belief in a just world, life-span theory of control, mini-K scale, 
undergraduates

INTRODUCTION

Survival and reproduction are the two major problems facing the evolution and development 
of life, and because of the finite nature of resources, allocating resources to maximize their 
utility is a major challenge for individual survival (Stearns, 1992). The behavioral performance 
of species over the life cycle is referred to as life history strategy (LHS). LHS is concerned 
with how an organism trade-offs the allocation of time, energy, and resources among different 
life events to maximize fitness of individuals over the life cycle (Figueredo et  al., 2005). Due 
to numerous challenges in the evolutionary process, such as predation pressure and mortality 
due to morbidity, as well as the limited energy resources available to individuals themselves, 
different trade-offs exist in the demands within life (Ellis et al., 2009). There are three fundamental 
trade-offs: between current and future reproduction, between quality and quantity of offspring, 
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and between mating and parenting efforts (Kaplan and Gangestad, 
2005). Specifically, these fundamental trade-offs are reflected 
in the individual’s commitment to somatic effort, which refers 
to the individual’s investment of resources in his or her own 
growth and development of abilities (including learning more 
and helping the next generation develop), and reproductive 
effort, which refers to the individual’s investment of resources 
in reproducing offspring (Figueredo et  al., 2006; Ellis et  al., 
2009). Different inputs in somatic and reproductive effort shape 
different LHS characteristics, classified as fast LHS and slow 
LHS. Individuals who prioritize investment in somatic effort 
and devote more time and resources to growth and development 
will adopt a slow LHS, reflected in larger body size, later 
sexual maturation, and later reproductive timing. In contrast, 
those individuals that invest less in growth and development 
and more in reproduction employ a strategy known as fast 
LHS, reflected in late sexual maturation and earlier first 
reproduction (Ellis et  al., 2009). The trade-offs strategies vary 
across individuals and range in arrangement on a continuum 
from slow to fast (Figueredo et  al., 2006; Del Giudice et  al., 
2012). Faster LHS are associated with impulsivity, current 
orientation, and risk-taking, whereas slower LHS are associated 
with impulse control, future orientation, and risk aversion 
(Figueredo and Jacobs, 2010; Griskevicius et  al., 2011a; Belsky 
et  al., 2012; Sear, 2020).

The LHS adopted by individuals is an adaptive expression 
of their early life environment and aims to promote the 
maximization of individual fitness (Figueredo et  al., 2006; Ellis 
et  al., 2009). Ellis et  al. (2009) identified harshness and 
unpredictability in environmental cues as fundamental 
environmental factors that affect individual LHS. Harshness is 
defined as the rate of disability and death caused by external 
factors at each age in a population and is associated with 
resource scarcity; unpredictability is defined as the rate of 
change in environmental harshness over time and space, reflecting 
the effects of environmental fluctuations (Ellis et  al., 2009). 
Among them, childhood social economic status (SES; Belsky 
et  al., 2012), negative life events (Simpson et  al., 2012; Lu 
and Chang, 2019), perceived financial difficulties (Lu et  al., 
2022), and unsafe neighborhood (Hampson et  al., 2016) are 
often cited as manifestations of environmental harshness and 
convey cues related to external morbidity and mortality risks 
to children. In contrast, life routines irregularities (Lu et  al., 
2022), chaos at home (Del Giudice et  al., 2012), unpredictable 
life events (Chang et al., 2019a; Chang et al., 2021), and parental 
absence (Chang and Lu, 2018) are used as clues to environmental 
unpredictability. Individuals tend to exhibit fast LHS traits 
when the early environment they are exposed to is harsh and 
unpredictable, as they are able to increase the rapid growth 
and early reproduction of individuals as a way to mitigate the 
decline in fitness due to environmental disadvantages (Ellis 
et  al., 2009). For example, childhood exposure to harshness 
and unpredictability predicts earlier menarche (Copping et  al., 
2013), earlier first birth (Bruce, 2004), and more sexual partners 
(Simpson et  al., 2012). In addition, indicators of childhood 
environmental harshness and unpredictability predict individual 
social behavior, for example, externalizing behaviors (Chang 

et al., 2019b), aggression and risk-taking (Lu and Chang, 2019), 
procrastination (Chen and Qu, 2017), and delayed gratification 
preferences for temporal discounting in adulthood prompted 
by extrinsic environmental cues (Griskevicius et  al., 2011b).

Belief in a just world (BJW) may serve as an important 
substitute reflection for the harshness and unpredictability of 
the environment. BJW is an important theory about how people 
perceive the environment and social context in which they 
live, arguing that people need to believe that the world is just 
and that people get what they deserve here (Lerner and Miller, 
1978; Hafer and Rubel, 2015). An important adaptive function 
of BJW is to enable people to believe that the world is just, 
stable and orderly, with predictable outcomes, and that they 
can get what they deserve (Furnham, 2003; Hafer and Begue, 
2005). It is also regarded as a personal trait that facilitates 
individuals to weigh the pursuit and achievement of long-term 
goals (Hafer et  al., 2005). In terms of the relationship between 
harshness and unpredictability and BJW specifically, lower 
family SES predicts lower BJW in individuals, because children 
and adolescents growing up with lower family SES are more 
likely to be  victims of various injustices, or they may perceive 
society as more unjust and more likely to develop the perception 
that they are not being treated fairly (Thomas and Rodrigues, 
2020; Wang et  al., 2021; Weinberg et  al., 2021). The reason 
for this is that children with lower family SES face greater 
adversity and life instability and are not treated exactly the 
same as children with higher family SES (Bradley and Corwyn, 
2002). In addition, having childhood experiences of trauma 
and maltreatment and suffering negative life events, such as 
bullying, will burst individual’s beliefs that the world is just 
and is highly associated with lower BJW in adulthood (Wickham 
and Bentall, 2016). Based on this, we suggest that BJW, shaped 
by life circumstances during childhood, may serve as a substitute 
reflection of the harshness and unpredictability of the 
early environment.

A significant aspect of BJW is that it is based on the 
principle of deserving. This principle is established during 
childhood, when children grow up and begin to give up 
satisfying immediate impulses and learn to make long-term 
efforts to maximize desired outcomes, thus gradually forming 
a “personal contract” that investing in the long term will 
yield greater returns, and without this belief, it is difficult 
for individuals to engage in the pursuit of long-term goals 
or even to control their daily behavior in accordance with 
social norms (Lerner and Miller, 1978; Bartholomaeus and 
Strelan, 2019). When childhood circumstances are harsh and 
unpredictable (due to morbidity–mortality cues) and investing 
in the future does not necessarily pay off, it is more adaptive 
for individuals to believe that the world is unjust and to 
focus on the present. When individuals look at their long-
term development, they need to believe that the investment 
of their resources will pay off so that individuals will be willing 
to spend more resources on growth to gain an advantage in 
survival and reproduction (Kaplan and Gangestad, 2015). If 
the environment is perceived to be  unstable and efforts are 
not rewarded or they are met with misfortune before they 
are rewarded, people tend to believe that there is no justice 
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in the world (Lerner and Miller, 1978; Callan et  al., 2009) 
and thus focus more on immediate rewards and less on 
investing resources in long-term development (Callan et  al., 
2014). This is similar to the behavioral profile of the tendency 
to fast LHS. Conversely, stronger BJW indicates that individuals 
perceive a stable environment where effort can be  rewarded, 
and individuals will focus more on somatic effort and long-
term rewards. When BJW decreases, individuals are willing 
to accept smaller immediate rewards and have lower delayed 
gratification in the temporal discounting task (Callan et  al., 
2009; Peng et  al., 2019), and a range of variables related to 
delayed gratification have been repeatedly shown to be  the 
main cogent indicators of LHS trade-offs (Griskevicius et  al., 
2011b, 2013). The study by Meng et  al. (2019) also showed 
that BJW predicted the tendency to LHS.

When people believe that the world is just, stable, and 
orderly with predictable outcomes, they have confidence in 
long-term development and develop a greater sense of control 
(Peng et  al., 2019). Perceived control or sense of control refers 
to an individual’s perception that he  or she is in control of 
the objective environment (Lachman and Weaver, 1998). Studies 
have shown that BJW positively predicts individuals’ sense of 
control (Yu et al., 2018; Peng et al., 2019), and sense of control 
is also a psychological driver of behaviors related to fast and 
slow LHS strategies (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014; Wang et al., 
2017). This provides support for the mediating role played by 
the sense of control between BJW and LHS. Related studies 
have also shown that sense of control can play a mediating 
role in BJW and LHS (Meng et  al., 2019). This has long been 
refuted by Wang et  al. (2017) who demonstrated that although 
sense of control can significantly affect LHS (Mittal and 
Griskevicius, 2014), it is inconsistent with the mechanisms 
inherent in life history trade-offs. The reason for such an 
inconsistency is that sense of control is a transient psychological 
state. Moreover, the intrinsic mechanism affecting LHS should 
be  the same. It is a stable pattern of psychological behavior 
and an intrinsic motivation-driven behavioral strategy choice 
as opposed to sense of control; and there is no causal relationship 
required between environmental cues and sense of control 
(Wang et al., 2017). Therefore, although research on BJW shows 
that it influences sense of control, it is not assumed that sense 
of control mediates BJW’s influence on LHS.

The sense of control’s definition is strongly related to the 
control strategies proposed by Rothbaum et al. (1982). Control 
strategies are divided into primary control (PC) and secondary 
control (SC), where PC is an individual’s ability to satisfy 
their own needs by changing the external world, while SC 
is an individual’s ability to adapt to the external environment 
by changing their cognition, behavior, and emotions (Rothbaum 
et  al., 1982). Because a sense of control is one of the main 
human psychological needs, individuals spontaneously adopt 
various control strategies to gain and maintain a sense of 
control (Wang et  al., 2017). Heckhausen and Schulz (1995) 
proposed a Life-span theory of control based on control 
strategies and argued that control strategies represent strategy 
choices that influence an individual’s sense of control. The 
central assumption of the theory is that control strategies 

play an important role in individuals’ lifelong development 
and goal attainment processes, enabling them to select, pursue, 
and disengage from their goals more efficiently, and attempt 
to explain the adaptability of primary and secondary control 
to the environment (Heckhausen and Schulz, 1995). In the 
process of goal attainment, PC is considered functionally 
superior to SC, and individuals will tend to preferentially 
strive for PC over SC because PC is outward-facing and enables 
individuals to shape their environment to fit their particular 
needs and developmental potential, which would not be realized 
without shaping the external world, thus PC has greater adaptive 
value for individuals (Heckhausen and Schulz, 1993, 1995; 
Heckhausen et al., 2019). PC strives to move individuals toward 
and achieve goals, overcome obstacles, and maintain a positive 
self-concept to promote personal development; however, not 
all goals are easy to achieve, and to counter or anticipate 
these difficulties, SC is implemented and helps individuals 
disengage from goals and make goal adjustments, buffer the 
psychological stress of goal failure, and optimize PC (Heckhausen 
and Schulz, 1999; Shane and Heckhausen, 2019). This shows 
that PC and SC work together in coordination to promote 
the development of the individual. BJW as an individual’s 
perception of environmental justice or otherwise, although 
there is no direct evidence of a relationship with control 
strategies, control strategies are primarily about how individuals 
choose, pursue, and disengage from their goals in the 
environment (Heckhausen, 2000), which is consistent with 
the ability of BJW to influence individuals’ goal pursuit and 
to plan and act on goals according to the environment (Furnham, 
2003; Hafer et  al., 2005; Bartholomaeus and Strelan, 2019). 
PC has been shown to be evolutionarily determined in, mammals 
in general (Heckhausen and Schulz, 1993, 1995). PC is adaptive 
if it produces the desired impact in the environment, and 
behavioral evolution will establish our incentive systems to 
regulate short- and long-term goal pursuit to maximize the 
impact of our behavior on the environment, providing adaptive 
benefits for individual survival, reproduction, and offspring 
reproduction (Heckhausen, 2000; Heckhausen et  al., 2010, 
2019), which also correlates with behavioral outcomes of LHS 
trade-offs. By integrating Biological Development Theory and 
Life History Theory, we  can argue that the lower the BJW 
as a proxy reflection of the harshness and unpredictability of 
the childhood environment, the lower the slow LHS tendency; 
conversely the higher the BJW, the more effectively control 
strategies can be  internalized by the organization through 
continuous reinforcement of control strategies into unconscious 
LHS trade-off tendencies (Wang et  al., 2017).

In summary, BJW, which is shaped by life circumstances 
beginning in childhood, may be  able to serve as a surrogate 
reflection of early environmental harshness and unpredictability 
and thus predict individual LHS. We  propose that H1: BJW 
can predict the propensity to LHS in adult individuals. Life-
span theory of control considers selectivity in investment in 
target resources as a fundamental challenge for individual lifelong 
development, in line with the resource trade-offs proposed by 
the LHS (Ellis et  al., 2009; Heckhausen et al., 2010). The ability 
of BJW to motivate individuals to pursue goals and respond 
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with different behaviors depending on the environment has 
great similarity to the role of control strategies. Therefore, 
we  propose that H2: PC and SC play an mediation role in 
the relationship between BJW and LHS. Since individuals will 
tend to preferentially strive for PC over SC, and in addition 
individuals’ PC rises in early adulthood, peaks in midlife, and 
subsequently declines in later life, while SC rises over the lifespan 
to compensate for the loss of PC due to aging. This allows 
them to more efficiently select, pursue, and disengage from 
their goals (Heckhausen et  al., 2010), based on we  propose in 
H3: The mediating effect of PC should be greater than that of SC.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The study included 450 undergraduates recruited from two 
different universities in Fujian, China. At the start of the survey, 
participants were shown a study summary, after obtaining 
informed consent, they were asked to complete the scales in 
classroom. All of participants were paid about $0.5 for completing 
the survey. After removing 42 participants for not answering 
carefully, 408 participants were included in the study (140 
males, 268 females; Mage = 21.36 years, range = 19–23, SD = 1.39). 
This study has been checked by the Ethics Committee of the 
School of Psychology, Fujian Normal University.

Instruments
Belief in a Just World
The Personal Belief in a Just World (PBJW) Scale designed 
by Dalbert (1999), comprises seven items (e.g., “I am  usually 
treated fairly”); these items were answered on a 6-point Likert 
scale, ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 6 = “strongly agree.” 
The higher the total score, the stronger the PBJW. This scale 
has proven reliability and validity in the Chinese undergraduate 
sample (Meng et  al., 2019). For this study, Cronbach’s alpha 
was α = 0.85.

Primary and Secondary Control
The Primary and Secondary control scale (PSCS) is designed 
based on the Eastern cultural context (Chang et  al., 1997). 
The Chinese version (Xin et  al., 2008) comprises 15 items for 
the primary control subscale (e.g., “I worked hard to change 
the situation”) and 15 items for the secondary control subscale 
(e.g., “I admit that things cannot be  changed”); these items 
were answered on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = “not 
true at all” to 5 = “true nearly all of the time.” This scale has 
good reliability and validity in the Chinese undergraduates 
sample (Chi, 2013). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for the 
total scale was α = 0.93, for primary and secondary control 
beliefs, it was 0.89 and 0.87, respectively.

Life History Strategy
The Mini-K scale comprises 20 items to measure individuals’ 
behavioral characteristics associated with slow LHS 

(Figueredo et  al., 2006). This scale includes items, such 
as “I can often tell how things will turn out;” these items 
were answered on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 
1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” Because some 
of the items are not applicable to all undergraduates, the 
item “I have a close and warm relationship with my own 
children” and “I have a close and warm romantic relationship 
with my sexual partner” was removed (Davis et  al., 2019). 
The scores for these items were averaged to create a 
composite LHS index, with higher scores indicating a slower 
LHS (Chen and Qu, 2017). This scale has proven reliability 
and validity in the Chinese undergraduates sample (Chen 
et  al., 2017). For this study, Cronbach’s alpha was α = 0.84.

Statistical Analyses
Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26 (IBM, 
2019). Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05. Means and 
standard deviations were used to describe the study variables. 
Correlations between variables were analyzed using Pearson’s 
correlation coefficients. We  used Mplus, version 7 (Muthén 
and Muthén, 2017) to construct structural equation models 
with 5,000 bootstrap samples to further identify the mediation 
effect and estimate path coefficients (Baraff et al., 2016). Indirect 
effects were considered significant when the 95% bootstrap 
path coefficient confidence intervals did not cross zero. The 
path coefficients were significant at the 0.05 level.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 
Between Variables
See Table 1 for the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among variables. All variables were significantly correlated in 
the predicted directions. PBJW was significantly related to PC 
(0.30, p < 0.01), SC (0.33, p < 0.01) and Mini-K (0.51, p < 0.01). 
PC was significantly related to SC (0.68, p < 0.01) and Mini-K 
(0.52, p < 0.01). SC was significantly related to Mini-K (0.52, 
p < 0.01).

Mediation Analyses
We used a structural equation model to test the mediating 
effect of PC and SC on PBJW and Mini-K. Since this model 
is a complete model with 0 degrees of freedom. Therefore, 
instead of estimating its fitting index, we  focus only on its 
path coefficient.

The results show PBJW significantly positively predicted PC 
(β = 0.30, p < 0.01), SC (β = 0.33, p < 0.01) and Mini-K (β = 0.356, 
p < 0.01). PC significantly positively predicted Mini-K (β = 0.27, 
p < 0.01). SC significantly positively predicted Mini-K (β = 0.22, 
p < 0.01; Figure  1).

The indirect relationship between PBJW and Mini-K through 
PC and SC was significant. The results showed that PBJW 
was significantly related to Mini-Kthrough parallel multiple 
mediation of PC and SC. Then, Mplus 7.0 was used to construct 
comparison parameters to compare the size of the mediation 
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effect between the two paths. In this study, the default maximum 
likelihood (ML) method of Mplus program was used for 
difference test when testing H3. The results showed that there 
was no significant difference between the two paths (β = 0.008, 
p = 0.816; Table  2).

In conclusion, the direct effect of PBJW on Mini-K was 
significant (70.30%), indicating that PC and SC play partial 
mediating roles. Second, there was no significant difference 
between the indirect effect of PC (15.64%) and SC (14.06%).

DISCUSSION

The current study attempts to employ BJW, beginning its 
development in childhood, as a surrogate indicator of early 
environmental harshness and unpredictability and to examine 
its relationship with LHS. Previous studies have shown that 
the sense of control can act as an intrinsic factor for BJW 
to predict fast and slow LHS (Meng et  al., 2019). However, 
some scholars argue that the intrinsic influence variable of 
LHS should be  an intrinsically motivation-driven behavioral 
strategy choice, that is, a control strategy, rather than a 
sense of control (Wang et  al., 2017). Based on this view, 
we  investigate the relationship between control strategies in 
BJW and LHS from the perspective of life-span theory 
of control.

Life history theory states that individuals who live in a hostile 
environment in early childhood are more likely to adopt a 
faster LHS (Ellis et  al., 2009). Whereas factors in harsh 
environments (e.g., lower family SES, experiences of childhood 
trauma, and abuse experiences) can shape individuals’ lower 
BJW, and childhood BJW is highly correlated with adult BJW 
(Wickham and Bentall, 2016; Thomas and Rodrigues, 2020; 
Wang et  al., 2021; Weinberg et  al., 2021). We  hypothesized 
that BJW could serve as a surrogate reflection of adverse 
environmental effects and could predict fast and slow LHS 
tendencies by it. In the current study, BJW positively predicted 
Mini-K scores, which is consistent with our H1, with a stronger 
propensity for slow LHS in individuals with high BJW. It is 
also consistent with previous studies (Meng et  al., 2019) and 
with previous research on BJW as a personal view of the degree 

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics, correlations [95% confidence intervals] between variables (n = 408).

S. No. M(SD) 1 2 3 4

1. PBJW 29.62 (5.96) 1
2. Mini-K 94.12 (13.38) 0.51**[0.42, 0.58] 1
3. PC 53.82 (11.31) 0.30**[0.20, 0.39] 0.52**[0.43, 0.60] 1
4. SC 52.10 (9.91) 0.33**[0.24, 0.41] 0.52**[0.42, 0.60] 0.68**[0.60, 0.74] 1

**p < 0.01.

FIGURE 1 | Parallel mediator model. **p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Bootstrapping indirect effects and 95% confidence intervals (BootCI) 
for the mediation model.

Model pathways Estimated 
effect

SE 95%BootCI

Lower Upper

PBJW→ LHS 0.355 0.049 0.258 0.449
C1:PBJW→ PC → LHS 0.079 0.020 0.045 0.124
C2:PBJW→ SC → LHS 0.071 0.022 0.034 0.120
C1-C2 0.008 0.032 −0.068 0.059
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of justice in the world promoting the pursuit and achievement 
of individuals’ long-term goals related to behavioral characteristics 
of slow life history strategies (Meng et al., 2019). BJW, a potential 
cognitive factor that can develop in early childhood and continue 
into adulthood (Lerner and Miller, 1978; Hafer and Rubel, 
2015), is influenced by childhood environmental factors (Wickham 
and Bentall, 2016; Thomas and Rodrigues, 2020; Wang et  al., 
2021; Weinberg et  al., 2021). The higher the individual’s BJW, 
the more it can proxy for a relatively stable childhood environment 
in which the individual’s BJW is developed, the more beneficial 
experiences during childhood about how long-term inputs in 
life will be  duly rewarded, and the more inclined to delay 
gratification and establish a good “personal contract,” allowing 
individuals to develop a slower LHS tendency to focus more 
on somatic effort and long-term rewards. In contrast, the lower 
the BJW of an individual, which can vicariously indicate a 
relatively poor childhood environment for developing BJW 
during childhood, when individuals do not establish a good 
personal contract and are not rewarded for their long-term 
efforts, the more individuals are focused on the present and 
immediate benefits, thus rejecting long-term commitment and 
adopting faster LHS.

Both PC and SC were significantly and positively correlated 
with Mini-K scores, which is consistent with our hypothesis 
and in line with previous studies (Wang et  al., 2017). In 
terms of correlation size, the correlation between PC and 
Mini-K scores was greater, and previous studies have shown 
that PC is evolutionarily determined and is observed in 
mammals in general (Heckhausen and Schulz, 1993, 1995). 
During goal attainment, the PC is functionally superior to 
the SC, and individuals will tend to prioritize efforts toward 
the PC over the SC (Heckhausen et  al., 2019). PC is critical 
for controlling challenges associated with maximizing an 
individual’s overall fitness, such as finding a mate and caring 
for offspring, but because individuals have limited resources 
and time, people must choose which goals to pursue and 
when to pursue them. This is closely related to the LHS 
emphasis on resource allocation trade-offs, where individuals 
are constantly weighing resource inputs for optimal adaptive 
development, and the key criterion for adaptive development 
is the extent to which individuals achieve control over the 
different domains of their lives and the environment across 
the lifespan (Heckhausen et al., 2019). PC and SC have parallel 
mediating roles in the BJW and Mini-K scores, which is 
consistent with our H2. Control strategies focus on how 
individuals choose, pursue, and disengage from their goals 
in the environment (Heckhausen, 2000), which is consistent 
with the ability of BJW to influence individuals to pursue 
goals and to plan and act on goals according to their 
environment (Furnham, 2003; Hafer et al., 2005; Bartholomaeus 
and Strelan, 2019). This result suggests that individuals with 
high BJW use more of both control strategies to influence 
their LHS. conversely, low BJW reduces individuals’ use of 
both control strategies. In contrast, low BJW individuals reduce 
the use of both control strategies. This is due to the fact 
that fast LHSers tend to employ unconscious irrational behaviors 
to maintain control over their environment, while slow LHSers 

use rational behaviors to achieve control, with fast LHSers 
seeking control in an unstable environment through present 
moment squandering and instant gratification, and slow LHSers 
gaining control over their environment by reducing risk-taking 
behaviors (Griskevicius et  al., 2011b; Wang et  al., 2017). In 
contrast, greater adoption of rational behavior (PC) and less 
risk-taking to adapt to the outside world (SC) are both 
behavioral characteristics of individuals with high just-world 
beliefs about BJW (Alves and Correia, 2010). However, this 
paper found that the difference in the effect of the mediated 
pathway between PC and SC was not significant and was 
not consistent with H3. We  argue that although the PC is 
functionally superior to the SC during goal attainment and 
individuals tend to prioritize efforts toward the PC (Heckhausen 
and Schulz, 1993, 1995), the SC is used to help individuals 
disengage from the goal and make goal adjustments when 
the PC is blocked, and to buffer the psychological stress of 
goal blockage assisting the PC in the next goal selection 
(Shane and Heckhausen, 2019). In addition as college students 
in early adulthood, they are more inclined to shape the 
external world to develop their potential, but often face 
obstruction of their goals due to the environment and their 
own inexperienced abilities, which requires more involvement 
of SC. At this level, PC and SC are equally important in 
helping individuals to better adapt to their environment.

In current study, we explored the relationship between BJW, 
control strategies, and LHS in a population of Chinese college 
students and using highly correlated BJW that began to form 
in childhood and was associated with adulthood as a surrogate 
reflection of early environmental harshness and unpredictability. 
The results indicated that BJW not only directly predicted 
LHS, but also indirectly influenced LHS through the mediating 
role of PC and SC. While the results of this study emphasize 
the importance of the influence of BJW on control strategies 
and LHS, the study also found that ensuring a safe and stable 
environment (more reasonable income levels, less domestic 
violence, less school bullying) early in childhood when BJW 
is formed can help individuals form beliefs about the justice 
and stability of the world, which facilitates the formation of 
slow LHS, which requires a concerted effort from the government 
and society.

Shortcomings must be  considered in this study: first, the 
combined mediating role of PC and SC only accounted for 
29.7% of the BJW and Mini-K scores, implying that the 
influence of other factors on the relationship between the 
two still needs to be explored in the future. Second, according 
to the life-span theory of control, PC and SC develop throughout 
life, with PC decreasing in old age and SC in a process of 
increasing and thus compensating for the loss of PC in old 
age (Heckhausen et  al., 2010, 2019). In other words, older 
adults may be  more dependent on SC, but this paper is 
limited to Chinese college students. In the future, these three 
relationships can be  examined in the Chinese older adult 
population, and thus be  able to study the problem from the 
perspective of the whole life development. Finally, this paper 
collected cross-sectional data, therefore future longitudinal 
studies should be  conducted to collect the degree of BJW 
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in individuals during childhood and to collect the LHS 
characteristics of individuals in adulthood, which can better 
illustrate the predictive role of BJW.
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