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Introduction: Consumers routinely confront goal conflicts, navigating the tension between persevering in goal pursuit and succumbing to the temptation of indulgent purchases. While prior literatures have endeavored to explore diverse factors influencing indulgent consumption, they have largely overlooked the longitudinal lens of consumer development to uncover deeper, underlying causes. Childhood socioeconomic background has been established as a critical factor influencing various behaviors both in early life and adulthood. This study aims to explore the impact of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption in adulthood, and to examine the mediating role of pleasure pursuit in this relationship, as well as the moderating effect of individuals' sense of worthiness.

Methods: Across four behavioral experiments, spanning three domains of indulgence-related decisions and relying on different methods of childhood socioeconomic status measurement, this study sheds light on how consumers of different childhood socioeconomic status to choose when facing a conflict decision (self-control vs. indulgence). A total of 627 participants from China (66.19% female, Mage = 30.46) were recruited through the Credamo platform for this study, and SPSS analytical software was utilized to conduct comprehensive analyses on the relevant data, encompassing primary effect analysis, mediation analysis, and moderated mediation analysis.

Results: The study corroborates that individuals with high childhood socioeconomic status are more likely to choose indulgence compared to those with low childhood socioeconomic status (β = 0.24, p < 0.05). This effect is found to be independent of people's current level of socioeconomic status (p > 0.05), which is mediated by differences in pleasure pursuit [β = 0.1026, 95% CI= (0.0312, 0.1688)]. In other words, individuals who grew up wealthy are generally more likely to pursue pleasure (novel experiences and potential rewards) from decision-making, thus increasing their choice of indulgences. Furthermore, the strength of this effect is moderated by individuals' sense of worthiness (β = 0.15, p < 0.05). Lastly, sense of control has been disqualified as a plausible psychological mechanism underlying this phenomenon [95% CI= (−0.035, 0.021)].

Discussion: This study demonstrates that childhood socioeconomic status has a significant positive impact on indulgent consumption in adulthood. The underlying psychological mechanisms and boundary conditions of this influence were also examined. The findings offer a novel theoretical perspective on the antecedents of indulgent consumption and provide valuable insights for businesses in developing targeted marketing strategies and enhancing consumer wellbeing.
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1 Introduction

In daily life, people often face the dilemma of yielding to or resisting temptation. For example, individuals with weight loss and body-shaping goals must decide whether to adhere to these goals or give in to their desires when faced with a tempting cheesecake (Dholakia et al., 2005; Kokkoris et al., 2019). When people choose to accept the temptation, this behavior, which is pleasure-oriented but often detrimental to their long-term goals, is called indulgent consumption (Salerno et al., 2014). It brings pleasure to consumers while also inducing irrational behaviors, hindering the pursuit of high-value goals, and even leading to harmful behaviors (Kathryn et al., 2008; Yang and Jin, 2018), such as overeating, abusing drugs and alcohol, getting involved in violent conflicts, saying hurtful things to others, overspending, or procrastinating when you have to work (Yang and Jin, 2018).

Current researches on the influencing factors of indulgent consumption can be roughly divided into five categories: personal factors, justifications, product factors, situational factors, and environmental factors (Yang and Jin, 2018; Nenkov and Scott, 2014). Personal factors typically refer to individual traits, such as the level of self-control. Justifications usually refer to the rationalization or legitimization of one's indulgent consumption behavior to relax self-control (Kivetz and Zheng, 2006), such as special anniversaries. Product factors refer to the attributes of the product itself, such as cuteness (Nenkov and Scott, 2014). Situational factors are the contexts in which individuals make decisions, mainly related to decision-making modes, such as single evaluation versus joint evaluation (Fishbach and Zhang, 2008). Environmental factors refer to the environment in which people make decisions, such as ambient lighting (Biswas et al., 2017), and digital modes of ordering in restaurants (Abell et al., 2024).

It is apparent that existing researches mainly remains at the cross-sectional level, lacking attention to longitudinal factors which are more fundamental. This study proposes that childhood socioeconomic status may be an important longitudinal factor influencing indulgent consumption behavior. Childhood socioeconomic status refers to the extent to which individuals grow up in resource-rich or resource-poor environments (Griskevicius et al., 2011). Previous research has indicated that childhood socioeconomic status is an important measure of early childhood experiences, and it can better predict individual behavior patterns and preferences compared to current socioeconomic status (Griskevicius et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2020). Because consumers tend to influence their future consumption behavior based on their past experience with indulgent opportunities (May and Irmak, 2014). In addition, internal material dissatisfaction and subjective economic insecurity may be the basis for forming the lifelong behavior pattern of consumers (Ahuvia and Wong, 2002; Kasser et al., 1995). However, the extant literature predominantly concentrates on the role of childhood socioeconomic status in the formation of individual traits, such as perceived control (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014), aggression (Odgers et al., 2008), and altruism (Li et al., 2020). Additionally, discussions pertaining to consumer behavior have been predominantly anchored within the health domain, with an absence of focus on indulgent consumption.

This study seeks to establish a theoretical linkage between childhood socioeconomic status and indulgent consumption. It further aims to investigate how childhood socioeconomic status influences indulgent consumption behaviors in adulthood, while exploring the underlying psychological mechanisms and boundary conditions of this effect. Intuitively, there are inconsistent ideas regarding the relationship between childhood socioeconomic status and indulgent consumption. For example, a deprived living environment in childhood may cause children to develop the instinct to resist temptation in order to maintain survival (Griskevicius et al., 2011), thereby having better resistance to temptation when facing indulgent opportunities. However, childhood deprivation may also lead individuals to perceive indulgent opportunities as rare and precious (Proffitt Leyva et al., 2020), making them feel they should cherish and live in the moment. For individuals with abundant resources in childhood, good education may allow them strong self-control to resist temptation (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014; Thompson et al., 2020), or they may feel that indulging themselves is justified and not something to endure (Liu et al., 2019). In summary, based on previous research, conflicting inferences have emerged about the impact of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption. This study attempts to reconcile the above paradox and make an effective supplement to the relevant research. By establishing a theoretical framework linking childhood socioeconomic status to indulgent consumption, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how childhood experiences influence indulgent consumption choices, helping consumers mitigate unnecessary indulgent behaviors. The findings also offer new insights for businesses involved in the production or sale of indulgent products, providing valuable guidance for more targeted and effective market segmentation and marketing strategies.


1.1 Childhood socioeconomic status

Childhood socioeconomic status (CSES) refers to the extent to which people grow up in resource-rich or resource-poor environments (Griskevicius et al., 2011). Childhood is defined as the period of life development from the end of infancy to the onset of adolescence, typically ending at 11 years for girls and 13 years for boys, who have not yet developed secondary sexual characteristics (Lloyd et al., 2014). However, in discussions of CSES, the age boundaries are not strictly adhered to, e.g., Proffitt Leyva et al. (2020), in their study on the effects of CSES on eating behaviors, defined children as being between the ages of 3 and 14 years.

All organisms face a fundamental challenge of successfully allocating time, resources, and energy among the various tasks necessary for survival and reproduction (Griskevicius et al., 2011). The life-history theory emphasizes the fact that people who adopt different life-history strategies to adapt to the conditions of life have specific personality traits that are associated with particular ways of solving trade-offs. Studies have shown that lower CSES is more challenging and unpredictable compared to higher CSES (Griskevicius et al., 2011). Consequently, people growing up with low CSES are likely to adopt fast life-history strategies, whereas those with high CSES tend to adopt slow life-history strategies (Griskevicius et al., 2011). This distinction can affect eating behaviors, as adults who report growing up in relatively safe and resource-rich environment tend to eat based on energy needs, while those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds tend to consume more food regardless of energy requirements (Proffitt Leyva et al., 2020; Miller et al., 2018). It may also influence preferences for immediate versus delayed gratification, e.g., people with higher CSES will attempt to increase future rewards by delaying immediate satisfaction, whereas those from lower CSES will place more value on immediate gains.

People from different CSES backgrounds may develop different control models (Thompson et al., 2020). For example, those from low CSES backgrounds exhibit personal agency by actively adapting to their environment and aligning themselves with it. Interviews with Hurricane Katrina survivors revealed that those who evacuated before the storm were more likely to be middle-class, exercising independence and self-control by choosing to leave, whereas those who stayed were more likely to be working-class, expecting to display resilience and strength in facing challenges rather than give up (Stephens et al., 2009). This also explains why lower CSES consumers are more likely to show patience for their initial choices when consumption options are limited (Thompson et al., 2020). It should be noted that family education models might influence the formation of different agency models (Kusserow, 1999). For instance, an ethnographic study on American family parenting values and strategies showed that middle-class parents emphasize the importance of self-direction and autonomy, whereas working-class and poor parents stress obedience to external authority (Weininger et al., 2009).

The measurement of CSES primarily involves two main subjects: the subjects themselves and their parents. Subjects are often asked to recall their family income during their upbringing (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014) or to rate three subjective items (Griskevicius et al., 2011), such as “Compared to other children at my school, I felt relatively wealthy.” When using parents' information for measurement, four objective items are generally included: the number of years of education of the father/mother, the father's occupation, and the family income (Zhang et al., 2020). Sometimes, measurements are based solely on the mother's socioeconomic background and educational level (Stamos et al., 2019).



1.2 Indulgent consumption

The discussion on the definition of indulgent consumption has matured considerably. Some scholars emphasize that indulgent consumption is a behavior where individuals pursue unnecessary qualities and pleasures (Berry, 1994). Others point out that it is a rapid, unplanned reaction made without considering the negative impact of the stimulus on oneself or others (Moeller et al., 2001). Specifically, Cavanaugh (2014) noted that if consumers regard a purchase as a treat for themselves, any choice can be considered indulgent consumption. Generally, indulgent consumption is widely recognized as a behavior characterized by low self-control and unhealthy consumption (Kahn and Brian, 2004).

Current research on the antecedents of indulgent consumption can be roughly divided into five categories: personal factors, justifications, product factors, situational factors, and environmental factors (Yang and Jin, 2018; Nenkov and Scott, 2014). Personal factors typically refer to individual traits, such as the level of self-control. Justifications usually refer to the rationalization or legitimization of one's indulgent consumption behavior to relax self-control (Kivetz and Zheng, 2006), such as special anniversaries. Product factors refer to the attributes of the product itself, such as cuteness (Nenkov and Scott, 2014). Situational factors are the contexts in which individuals make decisions, mainly related to decision-making modes, such as single evaluation versus joint evaluation (Fishbach and Zhang, 2008). Environmental factors refer to the environment in which people make decisions, such as ambient lighting (Biswas et al., 2017), and digital modes of ordering in restaurants (Abell et al., 2024).

Currently, the measurement of indulgent consumption mainly falls into three categories: entertainment, luxury consumption, and food consumption. In the entertainment category, conflicts between work or study and entertainment are set to highlight the nature of entertainment, such as hanging out with friends or watching TV versus studying (Fishbach and Dhar, 2005; Kivetz and Zheng, 2006), playing games versus completing tasks (O'Brien and Roney, 2017). In the luxury consumption category, the emphasis is on people with limited funds and long-term savings goals consuming expensive goods beyond their purchasing power, such as buying a coveted but expensive sweater with limited funds (Dholakia et al., 2005; Kokkoris et al., 2019). Food consumption is the most common measurement of indulgent consumption. Typically, people with long-term goals of maintaining a figure and health or with short-term weight loss and body-shaping aspirations face the temptation of high-calorie foods (Dholakia et al., 2005; Kokkoris et al., 2019). For example, those in need of weight loss have to choose between high-calorie but tempting chips and a bland vegetable salad (Dholakia et al., 2005), or allowing subjects to eat chips while completing experimental tasks and then calculating the chip consumption.

In summary, most scholars view indulgent consumption behavior from a cross-sectional perspective, lacking attention to longitudinal factors. Vanbergen and Laran (2016) pointed out that childhood experiences might impact self-regulation abilities which are closely related to indulgent consumption. Therefore, longitudinal factors may indeed influence indulgent consumption behavior, but research in this area has yet to be fully explored.



1.3 The main effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption

Material conditions shape different agency models, providing a guide for how to think, feel, and act (Carey and Markus, 2016; Markus and Conner, 2013). Early resource scarcity can limit an individual's ability to change their environment (Infurna et al., 2011). Research confirms that people from poor families may be unable to fundamentally control stressful events and may therefore give up efforts to solve such events (Park et al., 2022). In such environments, individuals with low CSES may learn an agency model that emphasizes self-control rather than environmental control (Thompson et al., 2020). Conversely, individuals with high CSES, who have more resources to manage stressful events, are more likely to view personal agency in terms of autonomy and making proactive choices (Markus and Conner, 2013; Stephens et al., 2009), i.e., they tend to demonstrate internal demand and exert control by aligning the environment with their desires (Stephens et al., 2009).

Additionally, Kusserow's (1999) study shows that high SES (upper-middle-class) parents respect their children's emotions and desires, enabling them to find the right social path for themselves (i.e., developing primary control). In contrast, low SES (working-class) parents believe that children need to learn that they cannot always get what they want and must toughen up (i.e., developing secondary control). Relatedly, studies indicate that disadvantaged children score higher on inhibition and problem-solving than their non-disadvantaged peers (Ibane-Aonso et al., 2021). Moreover, individuals with low socioeconomic status are not more impulsive or shortsighted. When choices are unavailable, they exhibit more patience (Thompson et al., 2020). It is also noteworthy that Luthar and D'Avanzo (1999) found that students from affluent families in large American cities were more likely to engage in negative behaviors such as smoking, drinking, and using marijuana compared to their peers from impoverished urban areas.

Therefore, when faced with self-conflict due to indulgent opportunities, individuals with low CSES are more likely to adopt secondary control, while those with high CSES tend to take control into their own hands. Thus, we hypothesize that:

H1: Individuals with relatively high (vs. low) childhood socioeconomic status show stronger preference for indulgent consumption.



1.4 The mediating effect of the pursuit of pleasure

Previous research shows that individuals with lower SES (compared to those with higher SES) have more perceived constraints, greater feelings of helplessness, and less self-direction. Additionally, individuals who grew up in stressful, resource-scarce environments may perceive the future as uncertain and people around them as untrustworthy (Li et al., 2020). Consequently, they are more cautious, skeptical, and vigilant toward external stimuli (Stamos et al., 2019). They are less likely to be novel to the outside world and will feel relatively more constrained in their actions than high CSES individuals.

Unlike low-CSES individuals, high-CSES individuals are taught from a young age that they are independent, unique, and they can control their destiny, even shaping the world around them (Stephens et al., 2009). They are also more inclined to please themselves and seek variety (Zhao et al., 2022). Liu et al. (2019) confirmed that the richer a person's upbringing, the more likely they are to develop dispositional greed. When having grown accustomed to the relatively abundant resources of their childhood, people may feel entitled to desire more. Thus, compared to low CSES individuals, high CSES individuals are more likely to seek out and approach rewards or novel experiences.

The pursuit of pleasure reflects motivation to seek novel rewards (Chen et al., 2015), emphasizing the desire for new rewards and reflecting a willingness to approach potential reward events impulsively (Dambrun and Ricard, 2011). Therefore, compared to low CSES individuals, high CSES individuals are more likely to desire rewards and have a higher willingness to approach potential reward events. Thus, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:

H2: Individuals with relatively higher (vs. low) childhood socioeconomic status demonstrate stronger pursue of pleasure.

In daily life, choices between hedonic and utilitarian products constitute a frequent trade-off decision closely (Yang and Jin, 2018). Virtue is closely associated with goals and self-control, while motivation helps individuals maintain self-control to some extent (Yang and Jin, 2018). Thus, compared to highly motivated individuals, those with lower motivation to maintain self-control are less likely to sustain self-control. The pursuit of pleasure primarily relies on external stimuli (Dambrun and Ricard, 2011), reflecting the willingness to approach potential reward events impulsively (Dambrun and Ricard, 2011). Therefore, when indulgent events become external stimuli and choosing indulgence can yield rewards, individuals with a high pursuit of pleasure are relatively more likely to approach indulgent events impulsively compared to those with a low pursuit of pleasure. In other words, in indulgent situations, individuals with a higher willingness to pursue pleasure are more likely to choose indulgence. Therefore, this paper proposes the following hypotheses:

H3: The pursuit of pleasure positively influences individual's preference for indulgent consumption.

H4: The pursuit of pleasure mediates the effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption intention.



1.5 The moderating effect of a sense of worthiness

Prior research has shown that consumers will experience feelings of guilt when they choose an indulgence or hedonic goods due to their inability to resist temptation (Yang and Jin, 2018) and that justifying reasons can defuse such feelings (Yang and Jin, 2018). The justification here refers to consumers making excuses for their inconsistent behavior in order to accept the expected failure before the indulgence is actually performed (Huberts et al., 2014). But wanting to do something is only a prerequisite for action (Huberts et al., 2014), consumers must also feel worthy of doing it (Miller and Effron, 2010). Thus, “a sense of worthiness,” such as “I've worked hard all day, I deserve a reward” (Taylor et al., 2014), can be used as a form of justification (Heiland and Veilleux, 2022).

Justification focuses the consumers' attention on the temptation and increases the value of the temptation by giving them a rationale about why it is reasonable to give in to the temptation (Heiland and Veilleux, 2022). Thus, when an individual possesses a higher sense of worthiness, the more valuable the temptation is in their eyes. In other words, individuals with a high sense of worthiness should have a greater willingness to indulge relative to individuals who possess a low sense of worthiness. Thus, when the sense of worthiness is high, individuals with high childhood socioeconomic status should be more likely to enhance their indulgent consumption intention. Whereas, when the sense of worthiness is low, indulgences are less valuable in the eyes of the consumers, and their intention to consume indulgences should not be significantly greater regardless of socioeconomic status.

Meanwhile, when the positive effect of pleasure pursuit on indulgent consumption intention holds true, the influence of pleasure pursuit on indulgent consumption intention should be stronger as the sense of worthiness rises. In summary, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H5: Sense of worthiness positively moderates the direct effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption. The positive effect of childhood socioeconomic status on the indulgent consumption is significantly stronger (weaker) when the sense of worthiness is higher (lower).

H6: Sense of worthiness positively moderates the mediating effect of pleasure pursuit between childhood socioeconomic status and indulgent consumption intention. The mediating effect of pleasure pursuit between childhood socioeconomic status and indulgent consumption is stronger (weaker) when a sense of worthiness is higher (lower).

Overall, drawing from both theoretical and empirical perspectives, this study constructed a moderated mediation model (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Hypothesized model.





2 Materials and methods


2.1 Study 1: showing the main effect of childhood socioeconomic status

The aim of this study was primarily to test Hypothesis 1. That is, individuals with higher childhood socioeconomic status are more inclined to indulge in situations of indulgence compared to those with lower childhood socioeconomic status.


2.1.1 Participants

This study was conducted in China and received approval from the Ethics Committee of the School of Economics and Management at Communication University of China. In Study 1, a total of 130 participants were recruited through the Credamo platform, with one participant failing the attention check, resulting in 129 valid samples (69.0% female, Mage = 31). Prior to the experiment, all participants read an informed consent form, which assured them that their responses would be kept confidential and anonymous. The data collected were solely for academic research purposes and held no commercial intent. Participants were free to join or withdraw from the study at any time. All participants who completed the experimental tasks received a cash reward.



2.1.2 Measures

(1) Indulgent consumption. Food choice decisions are among the most common contexts used to measure indulgent consumption. Drawing on the studies by Dholakia et al. (2005) and Kokkoris et al. (2019), Study 1 assessed participants' willingness to indulge in high-calorie foods while pursuing weight loss goals. Participants were asked to imagine and decide to what extent they would be willing to consume indulgent foods under the following scenario: “After finishing work on a weekday, you plan to visit a shopping mall to relax. Currently, you are aiming to lose the weight you have recently gained and want to avoid foods that are high in fat and sweets. Therefore, you strive to eat healthily and steer clear of high-calorie foods in order to achieve your weight loss and body shaping goals. However, as you pass through the shopping center, you walk by your favorite dessert shop in the food court. As you glance through the food display cabinet, you are immediately drawn to a plate of mouth-watering strawberry cheesecake, your favorite dessert. Its sweet taste and beautiful appearance tempt you, and you feel a strong desire to eat it right away. Since you do not visit this mall often due to its distance from your location, you are unlikely to return to this dessert shop in the near future.” Indulgent consumption was measured with the following question: “To what extent would you be willing to purchase this strawberry cheesecake?” Responses were recorded on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all, 7 = Extremely).

(2) Childhood socioeconomic status. The measurement of childhood socioeconomic status was adapted from the scale used by Griskevicius et al. (2011), which consists of three items (e.g., “During my childhood, my family usually had enough money to buy a variety of things,” “I grew up in a relatively affluent environment,” “Compared to other children at school, I felt relatively wealthy”). Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement with these statements on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The scale demonstrated good reliability (Cronbach's α = 0.957), indicating high internal consistency and suitability for the sample in Study 1.

(3) Current socioeconomic status. The measurement of current socioeconomic status was adapted from the scale used by Griskevicius et al. (2011), which includes three items (e.g., “I have enough money to buy the things I want,” “I don't need to worry too much about paying my bills,” “I feel that I won't have to worry about money in the future”). Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement with these statements on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The scale demonstrated good reliability (Cronbach's α = 0.914), indicating high internal consistency and suitability for the sample in Study 1.



2.1.3 Procedure

Study 1 employed a within-subjects design with a single factor. Initially, all recruited participants were informed: “You are about to participate in a “consumer choice” survey. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions in the questionnaire; please respond according to the given scenarios.” Participants were then asked to read a passage and imagine themselves in the situation to make a consumption decision (“To what extent would you be willing to consume high-calorie foods while pursuing weight loss goals?”; Dholakia et al., 2005; Kokkoris et al., 2019). Subsequently, participants were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed with the statement, “Purchasing the strawberry cheesecake at this moment is an indulgent behavior” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree), to assess the validity of the indulgent consumption scenario. Finally, participants completed the childhood socioeconomic status scale, the current socioeconomic status scale, and provided demographic information such as gender and age. The order of items in the scales was presented randomly.



2.1.4 Data analysis

Study 1 used SPSS 24.0 for data analysis. The validity of the indulgent consumption scenario was assessed using a one-sample t-test, testing whether the sample mean was significantly >4. The effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption (main effect analysis) was analyzed using a general linear regression.



2.1.5 Results

(1) Manipulation check. The results of the one-sample t-test indicated that participants' perception of indulgence associated with purchasing a strawberry cheesecake was significantly greater than the median value (M = 5.31, SD = 1.12, p < 0.001), suggesting successful manipulation.

(2) Main effect analysis. Using childhood socioeconomic status as the independent variable and indulgent consumption intention as the dependent variable, we conducted linear regression analyses. The results showed that CSES had a significant main effect (β = 0.15, p < 0.05). Then, incorporating current socioeconomic status into the linear model revealed that the main effect of childhood socioeconomic status remained significant (β = 0.24, p < 0.05), while current socioeconomic status had no significant effect on indulgent consumption intention (β = −0.15, p > 0.05). Finally, incorporating gender and age into the linear model, the analysis revealed that none of these variables significantly affected individual indulgent consumption intention (pgender = 0.283, page = 0.319). Therefore, childhood socioeconomic status is a better predictor of indulgent consumption intention than current socioeconomic status, and childhood socioeconomic status had a significantly positive effect on indulgent consumption intention, thus supporting H1.



2.1.6 Discussion

Study 1 confirms that childhood socioeconomic status has a positive effect on indulgent consumption intention and that this effect cannot be replaced by current socioeconomic status. This is in line with the findings of Griskevicius et al. (2011). Individuals' willingness to seek pleasurable experiences and approach potentially rewarding events is correlated with the dimension of pleasure pursuit in the behavior-activating system. Therefore, in the next experiment, further research will be conducted to investigate how childhood socioeconomic status influences indulgent consumption behavior, examining whether differences in resource abundance in childhood affect pleasure pursuit and thus their indulgent consumption behavior.




2.2 Study 2: showing the mediating effect of the pursuit of pleasure

The aim of this study was to validate the robustness of the main effect identified in Study 1 and to corroborate Hypotheses 2–4, specifically, examining the mediating role of pleasure in the influence of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption.


2.2.1 Participants

This study was conducted in China and received approval from the Ethics Committee of the School of Economics and Management at Communication University of China. In Study 2, a total of 145 participants were recruited through the Credamo platform, with one participant failing the attention check, resulting in 129 valid samples (69.0% female, Mage = 31). Prior to the experiment, all participants read an informed consent form, which assured them that their responses would be kept confidential and anonymous. The data collected were solely for academic research purposes and held no commercial intent. Participants were free to join or withdraw from the study at any time. All participants who completed the experimental tasks received a cash reward.



2.2.2 Measures

(1) Indulgent consumption. Building on the studies by Dholakia et al. (2005) and Kokkoris et al. (2019), Study 2 asked participants to imagine and decide their willingness to purchase shoes under a limited budget. The decision-making scenario was as follows: “You plan to visit the mall to buy a few pairs of socks. Due to a tight budget, you do not wish to spend money on any other items, and you currently do not need anything else. However, as you walk through the mall, your attention is immediately drawn to a stylish and attractive pair of shoes. These shoes happen to be in your size, and their color, design, and style are to your liking, making them look great on you. The salesperson informs you that this is the last pair available, and they are unlikely to continue selling this style in the future. Despite this, the shoes are expensive and unnecessary at the moment.” After reading this scenario, participants were asked to rate their willingness to engage in indulgent consumption (“To what extent are you willing to purchase these shoes at this moment?”), using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all, 7 = Extremely).

(2) Childhood socioeconomic status and current socioeconomic status. In Study 2, the measurements of childhood socioeconomic status and current socioeconomic status followed the same approach as in Study 1, utilizing the scales developed by Griskevicius et al. (2011). Each scale consisted of three items, and both scales were subjected to reliability testing (Cronbach's αCSES = 0.947, Cronbach's αSES = 0.937).

(3) Pursuit of pleasure. The pursuit of pleasure reflects an individual's willingness to approach potential rewarding events impulsively (Dambrun and Ricard, 2011). Drawing on the description of the “Pursuit of Pleasure” dimension in the behavioral activation scale by Li et al. (2008), Study 2 measured the pursuit of pleasure using five items (e.g., “I often do things just because I find them fun or interesting,” “I enjoy excitement and novelty,” etc.). Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement with these statements (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The scale demonstrated satisfactory reliability, with a Cronbach's α of 0.862.



2.2.3 Procedure

Study 2 employed a within-subjects design. Participants were first asked to read a scenario and imagine themselves in the situation, making a consumption decision (“willingness to purchase shoes under a limited budget”). They were then asked to what extent they agreed with the statement, “Purchasing the shoes at this moment is an indulgent behavior” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree), in order to assess the validity of the indulgent consumption scenario. Next, participants completed the pursuit of pleasure scale. Finally, they filled out the childhood socioeconomic status and current socioeconomic status scales, followed by demographic information such as gender and age.



2.2.4 Data analysis

Study 2 also utilized SPSS 24.0 for data analysis. Similar with Study 1, the validity of the indulgent consumption scenario was assessed using a one-sample t-test, while the effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption was analyzed using a general linear model (GLM). The mediating effect of the pursuit of pleasure was examined using the bootstrap method (Model 4, with a sample size of 5,000 and a 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals).



2.2.5 Results

(1) Manipulation check. The results of the one-sample t-test indicated that participants' perception of indulgence associated with buying these shoes was significantly greater than the median value (M = 5.78, SD = 1.205, p < 0.001), suggesting successful manipulation.

(2) Main effect analysis. Using childhood socioeconomic status as the independent variable and indulgent consumption as the dependent variable, regression analysis showed that childhood socioeconomic status had a significant positive effect on indulgent consumption (β = 0.58, p < 0.001). Incorporating current socioeconomic status into the model revealed that the main effect of childhood socioeconomic status remained significant (β = 0.61, p < 0.001), while current socioeconomic status had no significant effect on indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.62, p > 0.05). Adding variables such as gender, and age into the model, the main effect of childhood socioeconomic status remained significant (β = 0.62, p < 0.001). Gender had a significant negative effect on indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.60, p < 0.001), meaning that compared to males, females had a stronger intention toward indulgent consumption. Age had a significant positive effect on indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.05, p < 0.001), indicating that the older the individual, the stronger the intention toward indulgence. Current socioeconomic status had no significant effect on indulgent consumption intention (βSES = −0.129, p > 0.05).

(4) Mediation analysis. For the independent variable (childhood socioeconomic status) and the dependent variable (indulgent consumption intention), Model 4 was selected with a sample size of 5,000 and a 95% confidence interval. Bootstrap-mediated tests showed that childhood socioeconomic status had a significant positive effect on pleasure pursuit (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). Pleasure pursuit had a significant positive effect on indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.55, p < 0.001), supporting hypotheses 2 and 3. As shown in Table 1, the mediation effect of pleasure pursuit was significant (BootLLCI = 0.0312, BootULCI = 0.1688, 95% CI), partially mediating (BootLLCI = 0.3401, BootULCI = 0.6171, 95% CI), supporting hypothesis 4.


TABLE 1 Mediating effects of pleasure pursuit.
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2.2.6 Discussion

Study 2 confirmed that pleasure pursuit mediated the positive effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption. It is important to note that in both Study 1 and Study 2, the measurement of individuals' willingness to engage in indulgent behavior was contextualized within a purchasing decision scenario. Whether the hypotheses remain valid when applied to indulgent behaviors in non-consumption contexts still requires further investigation. Study 3 will address this by varying the scenarios of indulgent decision-making, aiming to enhance the generalizability of the conclusions drawn from Hypotheses 1 and 2 and explore their potential boundary conditions.




2.3 Study 3: showing the moderating effect of a sense of worthiness

The aim of this study was to validate the moderating role of a sense of worthiness in the influence of pleasure pursuit on indulgent consumption behavior (Hypotheses 5–6).


2.3.1 Participants

This study was conducted in China and received approval from the Ethics Committee of the School of Economics and Management at Communication University of China. In Study 3, a total of 189 participants were recruited through the Credamo platform, with 179 valid responses collected (68.2% female, Mage = 30.35). Prior to the start of the experiment, all participants read the informed consent form and were informed of their right to either participate or withdraw from the study at any time. Participants who completed the experimental tasks received a monetary reward.



2.3.2 Measures

(1) Indulgent consumption. Building on the work of Fishbach and Dhar (2005), Study 3 tests indulgent behavior by having participants make a decision between studying at home and going out with friends to watch a movie. The decision scenario is presented as follows: “It is 3 PM, and you are diligently studying in your study room in preparation for an important exam tomorrow afternoon. Coincidentally, today is the premiere of a movie you have been eagerly anticipating, and a friend has invited you to join them for the screening at 7 PM. Prior to the release, the movie's promotional posters have been everywhere, featuring your favorite film stars. According to media reports, the movie is well-produced, visually stunning, and has a gripping, fast-paced storyline. You have long been intrigued by this film, but you are also aware that you still have a lot of studying to do. Watching the movie now would take up 3–4 h of your study time, potentially affecting your exam performance.” After reading this, participants are asked to indicate their preference for the decision scenario (1 = strongly prefer to continue studying, 7 = strongly prefer to buy tickets for the movie, 4 = uncertain).

(2) Childhood socioeconomic status and current socioeconomic status. In Study 3, the measurements of childhood and current socioeconomic status followed the same approach as in Studies 1 and 2. The scales were again subjected to reliability testing (Cronbach's αCSES = 0.911, Cronbach's αSES = 0.876).

(3) Pursuit of pleasure. The measurement of the pursuit of pleasure in Study 3 followed the same scale used in Study 2, consisting of five items. The scale was again subjected to reliability testing, yielding a Cronbach's α of 0.883.

(4) Sense of worthiness. Drawing on the work of Taylor et al. (2014) and Cavanaugh (2014), the measure of self-worth consisted of five items (e.g., “I believe I deserve to be treated well,” “I believe I deserve to be rewarded,” “I believe I deserve to be pleased,” “I believe I should be treated well,” “I believe I need to be treated well”). Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement with each statement (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The scale demonstrated good reliability, with a Cronbach's α of 0.962.



2.3.3 Procedure

Study 3 employed a within-subjects design (childhood socioeconomic status × sense of worthiness). Participants were first asked to read a scenario and imagine themselves making a decision between studying at home and going out with friends to watch a movie. They were then asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed that “spending 3–4 h of study time watching a movie” constitutes indulgent behavior (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree), in order to assess the effectiveness of the experimental manipulation. Next, participants completed the pursuit of pleasure scale and the sense of worthiness scale. Finally, they filled out the childhood socioeconomic status scale, the current socioeconomic status scale, and demographic information such as gender and age.



2.3.4 Data analysis

Data analysis for Study 3 was conducted using SPSS 24.0. The effectiveness of indulgent material selection was assessed using a one-sample t-test. The analysis of moderated mediation effects was conducted through a three-step regression approach and the bootstrap method (Model 14), with a sample size of 5,000 and a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval.



2.3.5 Results

(1) Manipulation check. The results of the one-sample t-test indicated that participants' perception of indulgence associated with watching the movie was significantly greater than the median value (M = 5.75, SD = 1.102, p < 0.001), suggesting successful manipulation.

(2) Moderated mediation analysis. Following the steps outlined by Wen and Ye (2014) for testing a moderated mediation model: in the first step, the interaction between childhood socioeconomic status and the sense of worthiness was significantly correlated with indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.15, p < 0.05), as shown in Table 2. It indicated that the sense of worthiness significantly moderated the direct effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption intention, supporting hypothesis 5. In second step, childhood socioeconomic status has a significant positive effect on pleasure pursuit (β = 0.22, p < 0.05). The mediating effect of pleasure pursuit is significant (β = 0.75, p < 0.001), but the interaction term between pleasure pursuit and the sense of worthiness is not significant (β = 0.16, p = 0.075). In the third step, following the suggestion of Wen and Ye (2014), when none of the pairs of coefficients in the sequential testing are significant (i.e., no significant interaction), the non-parametric percentile Bootstrap method can be used for interval testing.


TABLE 2 Testing the moderated mediation effect.

[image: Table 2]

Using childhood socioeconomic status as the independent variable, pleasure pursuit as the mediating variable, the sense of worthiness as the moderating variable, and indulgent consumption intention as the dependent variable, controlling for gender, age, and current socioeconomic status, SPSS PROCESS macro plugin is applied for Bootstrap method testing, selecting Model 14, with a sample size of 5,000 and a 95% confidence interval. The results show that childhood socioeconomic status significantly positively predicts pleasure pursuit (β = 0.19, p < 0.001); Pleasure pursuit significantly positively predicts their consumption intention (β = −0.17, p < 0.001); The effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption is not significant (β = 0.10, p = 0.23); The interaction between pleasure pursuit and sense of worthiness significantly positively predicts indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.19, p < 0.001), confirming hypothesis 6.



2.3.6 Discussion

Study 3 developed a moderated mediation model, confirming that a sense of worth positively moderates the mediating effect of the pursuit of pleasure between childhood socioeconomic status and indulgent consumption intention. Specifically, the higher an individual's sense of worth, the stronger the mediating effect of the pursuit of pleasure between childhood socioeconomic status and indulgent consumption, and conversely, the weaker it becomes. However, similar with the first two studies, Study 3 relied on self-reports to assess childhood socioeconomic status, which is highly subjective. Study 4 aims to enhance the robustness of the findings by employing a more objective measurement approach. Additionally, previous research has shown that individuals with high (vs. low) socioeconomic status possess higher sense of control (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014), and indulgent consumption is highly correlated with self-control. In Study 4, we will also consider the potential for control as an alternative explanatory mechanism.




2.4 Study 4: ruling out alternative explanations for sense of control

The primary objective of this study was to reinforce the experiment's robustness by supplementing it with an objective measurement of childhood socioeconomic status. Furthermore, we aimed to eliminate the potential confounding effect of a sense of control as an alternative explanatory mechanism for the influence of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption behaviors.


2.4.1 Participants

This study was conducted in China and received approval from the Ethics Committee of the School of Economics and Management at Communication University of China. A total of 200 participants were recruited through the Credamo platform for Study 4, with 182 valid samples obtained (63.5% female, Mage = 30.01). Prior to the commencement of the experiment, all participants read and signed an informed consent form, granting them the freedom to participate or withdraw from the study at any time. All participants who completed the experimental tasks received a monetary compensation.



2.4.2 Measures

(1) Indulgent consumption. In Study 4, the measurement of indulgent consumption followed the same approach as in Study 2: participants were asked to read a shopping scenario description and then report their willingness to purchase shoes under a limited budget using a 7-point Likert scale.

(2) Childhood socioeconomic status and current socioeconomic status. In Study 4, the measurements of childhood and current socioeconomic status followed the same approach as in Studies 1 and 2. The scales were again subjected to reliability testing (Cronbach's αCSES = 0.911, Cronbach's αSES = 0.876).

(3) Pursuit of pleasure. The measurement of the pursuit of pleasure in Study 4 followed the same scale used in Study 2, consisting of five items. The scale was again subjected to reliability testing, yielding a Cronbach's α of 0.883.

(4) Sense of control. Sense of control is the belief that an individual has the capability to shape his or her life. The five-item scale used to measure the sense of control was adapted from Mittal and Griskevicius (2014). Participants indicated their agreement with the following statements (Cronbach's α = 0.718): (a) The events in my life are largely determined by my own efforts. (b) Whatever happens in my life is often beyond my control. (c) Whether I can achieve what I desire depends entirely on my own actions. (d) What happens to me in the future is primarily up to me. (e) I have little control over most of the things that occur in my life. Responses for each item were provided on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).



2.4.3 Procedure

Study 4 employed a within-subjects design with a single factor. Initially, participants were required to read a passage (identical to the one in Study 2) and imagine themselves in a scenario where they had to make a decision about purchasing shoes within a limited budget. To test the effectiveness of the indulgence manipulation, participants were asked to what extent they agreed with the statement, “Purchasing shoes in this situation is an act of indulgence” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). Subsequently, participants completed both the Pursuit of Pleasure scale and the Sense of Control scale, with the order of items within each scale randomized. Finally, participants provided responses on their subjective childhood and current socio-economic status scales, followed by demographic information such as gender, age, and their parents' occupational and educational backgrounds.



2.4.4 Data analysis

Data analysis for Study 4 was conducted using SPSS 24.0. Consistent with Studies 1–3, the validity of the indulgence manipulation was tested using a one-sample t-test. The effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption was analyzed using a general linear model (GLM). The mediating effects of the pursuit of pleasure and sense of control were examined through the bootstrap method (Model 4), with a sample size set to 5,000 and a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval.



2.4.5 Results
 
2.4.5.1 Manipulation check

The results of the one-sample t-test indicated that participants' perception of indulgence associated with buying the shoes was significantly greater than the median value (M = 5.26, SD = 1.507, p < 0.001), suggesting successful manipulation.



2.4.5.2 Main effects analysis

Based on the results in Table 3, after controlling for gender, age, and SES, it is evident that objective childhood socioeconomic status significantly positively influences indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.20, p < 0.05), thus supporting H1. It is noteworthy that in Model 1, current socioeconomic status significantly positively influences indulgent consumption intention (β = 0.10, p < 0.05). However, when objective childhood socioeconomic status enters Model 2, this effect becomes non-significant (β = 0.06, p>0.05), thus validating that childhood socioeconomic status is more predictive of indulgent consumption intention compared to current socioeconomic status.


TABLE 3 Direct effect regression analysis of study 4.
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2.4.5.3 Mediation analysis

Mediation effects of pleasure pursuit in the process of subjective childhood socioeconomic status influencing indulgent consumption intention were examined using the Bootstrap method, with Model 4 selected, and a confidence interval set at 95%. As shown in Table 4, the results indicate that even after controlling for participants' family education background (i.e., father's and mother's education levels), the mediation effect of pleasure pursuit remains significant (BootLLCI = 0.015, BootULCI = 0.240, 95%CI), acting as a complete mediator (LLCI = −0.003, ULCI = 0.320, 95%CI), thus supporting H4.It is worth noting that when examining the mediation effect of sense of control in the process of subjective childhood socioeconomic status influencing indulgent consumption intention using the Bootstrap method, the mediation effect of sense of control is not significant (BootLLCI = −0.035, BootULCI = 0.021, 95%CI). Furthermore, when the sense of control is included as a control variable, the mediation effect of pleasure pursuit remains significant (BootLLCI = 0.035, BootULCI = 0.258, 95%CI), acting as a complete mediator (LLCI = −0.017, ULCI = 0.307, 95%CI).


TABLE 4 Mediating analysis of pleasure pursuit in study 4.
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2.4.6 Discussion

Study 4 used parents' occupation and education level as objective measures of participants' childhood SES and confirmed the positive impact of childhood SES on indulgent consumption behaviors in adulthood, providing further support for the primary hypothesis of this study. Additionally, the potential psychological mechanism of perceived control was excluded as an explanation for this effect. It is important to note that the pursuit of pleasure only mediated the effect of subjective childhood SES on indulgent consumption, while no mediating effect was found when considering the influence of objective childhood SES on indulgent consumption. We speculate that individuals are more likely to form attitudes and behaviors based on their subjective perception of environmental resources, suggesting that, compared to the objective availability of resources, individuals tend to increase their pursuit of pleasure when they perceive themselves as having abundant resources. However, this speculation requires further validation.





3 General discussion

Existing research on the factors influencing indulgent consumption typically categorizes them into five types: personal factors, justifications, product factors, situational factors, and environmental factors (Yang and Jin, 2018; Nenkov and Scott, 2014). However, few studies have explored the impact of individuals' developmental environments on indulgent consumption from a longitudinal perspective. This study constructs a framework model to examine the effect of childhood socioeconomic status on indulgent consumption, based on theoretical reasoning, and proposes its underlying psychological mechanisms and boundary conditions. Through four experimental scenarios, six hypotheses were tested, and the findings offer valuable insights for both academic research and business practice in related fields.


3.1 Main effect of childhood socioeconomic status

The influence of childhood SES on indulgent consumption behavior in adulthood has long been underexplored. Existing research provides inconsistent theoretical support for this issue. Some studies suggest that individuals raised in environments of scarcity may develop an instinct to resist temptation in order to maintain survival (Griskevicius et al., 2011), and thus exhibit greater resistance when faced with opportunities for indulgence. In contrast, individuals with higher childhood SES are more likely to view self-indulgence as a natural entitlement (Liu et al., 2019) that does not require restraint. On the other hand, some research indicates that lower childhood SES enhances individuals' sensitivity to opportunities (Proffitt Leyva et al., 2020), making them more likely to engage in choices that provide immediate gratification. Conversely, individuals with higher childhood SES and better education are thought to possess stronger self-control to resist temptation (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014; Thompson et al., 2020). This study uses four experimental scenarios to simulate various decision-making contexts, confirming the significant positive effect of childhood SES on indulgent consumption. Interestingly, it was found that an individual's current SES does not significantly influence their indulgent consumption behavior. This finding further supports the idea that childhood SES, rather than current SES, is a more accurate predictor of behavioral patterns and preferences (Griskevicius et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2020; Giroux et al., 2021). Both subjective and objective measures of childhood SES were employed in this study, yielding consistent results, which further indicates the robustness of this finding.



3.2 Mediating effect of pursuit of pleasure

In this study, we identified and confirmed the mediating role of the pursuit of pleasure in the positive effect of childhood SES on indulgent consumption. Compared to individuals with low childhood SES, those with high childhood SES are more likely to view themselves as independent and distinct from others, tending to feel more in control of their own destinies and more capable of shaping the world around them (Stephens et al., 2009). They also exhibit a stronger inclination toward self-gratification (Snibbe and Markus, 2005; Zhao et al., 2022). The pursuit of pleasure reflects an individual's motivation to seek novel rewards (Chen et al., 2015). Consequently, when faced with indulgent choices, individuals with higher childhood SES, under the influence of the pursuit of pleasure, are more inclined to seek immediate gratification. However, the sense of control is considered a key psychological mechanism driving behaviors associated with fast and slow life history strategies (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014). Specifically, individuals with lower childhood SES tend to exhibit weaker self-control (Mittal and Griskevicius, 2014), and failures in self-control are more likely to trigger indulgent consumption (Kahn and Brian, 2004). Thus, in Study 4, we excluded the potential mediating role of sense of control in explaining the impact of childhood SES on indulgent consumption, further highlighting the explanatory effect of the pursuit of pleasure.



3.3 Moderating effect of sense of worthiness

This study constructed a moderated mediation model and confirmed, through Study 3, that the sense of worth positively moderates the mediating role of the pursuit of pleasure between childhood SES and indulgent consumption willingness. Specifically, as individuals' sense of worth increases, the mediating effect of the pursuit of pleasure between childhood SES and indulgent consumption becomes stronger; conversely, it weakens as the sense of worth decreases. The emergence of this moderating effect can be attributed to the idea that sense of worth serves as a special form of legitimizing justification (Heiland and Veilleux, 2022). Such legitimizing justifications can reduce the guilt associated with indulgent consumption (Haws and Liu, 2016), and the sense of worth provides consumers with more rationalizations to yield to the temptations of indulgent products.



3.4 Theoretical implications

First, this study provides a new theoretical perspective on the factors influencing indulgent consumption. Rather than limiting ourselves to the five types of influencing factors identified in the existing literature (Yang and Jin, 2018; Nenkov and Scott, 2014), we have explored childhood socioeconomic status (SES) as a more subtle and profound antecedent influence, drawing from life history theory. The results indicate that childhood SES positively influences indulgent consumption in adulthood, while the impact of current SES is not significant. This supports the existing literature suggesting that childhood SES has a stronger predictive power for behavior than current SES (Griskevicius et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2020).

Second, this study extends the application of childhood SES. Existing research on childhood SES has largely focused on individuals' response patterns to their environment and the formation of traits (Griskevicius et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2020), with limited attention to consumer behavior, particularly indulgent consumption. This study establishes a link between childhood SES and indulgent consumption, constructing a more comprehensive moderated mediation model. This provides a theoretical foundation for further exploration of the impact of childhood SES on other consumer behaviors.



3.5 Practical implications

The findings of this study contribute to a deeper understanding of consumer behavior and offer guidance for marketing practices. First, consumers need to recognize the subtle influence of childhood SES on their consumer behavior in adulthood. Consumers with higher childhood SES should be aware of their tendency toward indulgent consumption. When making consumption decisions, they should consciously reflect on whether a product is truly necessary, avoiding the excessive pursuit of pleasure that may undermine long-term wellbeing. Second, for businesses and marketing professionals, it is essential to challenge intuitive misconceptions when targeting potential markets for indulgent consumption. There should be a shift away from overemphasizing current factors such as income, spending power, and occupation, and instead, attention should be directed toward consumers' background and upbringing, as these factors have stronger predictive power for indulgent consumption. Finally, when promoting or selling indulgent products, it is advisable to emphasize the consumer's sense of worth. Strengthening the rationale for indulgent consumption decisions will stimulate desire and encourage purchases.



3.6 Limitations and future directions

First, this study's experimental design draws on representative decision-making scenarios from existing literature on indulgent consumption. The design of indulgent items was validated through manipulation checks, and the data analysis results supported our previous hypotheses. However, whether these conclusions hold in real-world consumer contexts remains uncertain, and the external validity of the findings requires verification through future field experiments.

Second, the measurement of childhood SES in this study primarily relied on participants' subjective recall of their childhood environment. In Study 4, by incorporating an objective measure of childhood SES, we found that subjective childhood SES provided a better prediction of indulgent consumption than objective childhood SES. While both measures are highly correlated, future research should carefully balance the trade-off between objective accuracy and predictive validity in behavioral decision-making. Identifying the “optimal balance” between these two approaches is an important issue that remains to be addressed.

Finally, this study has repeatedly demonstrated the positive effect of childhood SES on indulgent consumption through four experiments, underscoring the robustness of the findings. However, some “seemingly contradictory” results in existing research have not been sufficiently addressed. For example, research on uncertainty and risk management suggests that individuals with high childhood SES delay immediate gratification to increase future rewards, whereas those with low childhood SES prioritize immediate gains (Frankenhuis et al., 2016). Given that immediate gratification is closely related to indulgent consumption, future research should attempt to explore a new perspective that reconciles these two “opposite results,” allowing them to form a “unified opposition” within a larger theoretical framework.




4 Conclusion

This study aims to explore the impact of childhood SES on indulgent consumption and develops a comprehensive moderated mediation model. A total of 627 participants were recruited, and four experimental scenarios were used to systematically test six research hypotheses. The findings are as follows: (1) Childhood SES positively influences indulgent consumption in adulthood; specifically, individuals with higher childhood SES are more likely to engage in indulgent consumption compared to those with lower childhood SES. Interestingly, current SES does not significantly affect indulgent consumption. (2) The pursuit of pleasure mediates the relationship between childhood SES and indulgent consumption; that is, individuals with higher childhood SES are more likely to seek novelty and potential rewards, thereby yielding to the temptation of indulgent items. (3) Self-worth moderates the mediating effect of the pursuit of pleasure; when an individual's sense of worth is higher, the mediating effect of pleasure-seeking in the relationship between childhood SES and indulgent consumption is stronger, and vice versa. (4) The sense of control does not explain the impact of childhood SES on indulgent consumption behavior, suggesting that individuals with higher childhood SES engage in indulgent consumption not due to a greater sense of control over their external environment.
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