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ABSTRACT

This study explored the association between adverse childhood
experiences and prosocial behavior among university students,
along with the mediating function of belief in a just world.
We recruited 785 university students across three universities,
who completed the Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale, the
Belief in a Just World Scale, and the Prosocial Tendencies
Measures. The results of correlation and mediation analysis
showed that adverse childhood experiences significantly and
negatively predicted university students’prosocial behavior, and
belief in a just world had a positive association with university
students’prosocial behavior. Further, belief in a just world
mediated the relationship between adverse childhood experiences
and prosocial behavior. These findings highlight the importance
of adverse childhood experiences and belief in a just world
in promoting the development of prosocial skills in university
students.
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ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS

Adverse childhood experiences were found to negatively predict university students’
prosocial behavior.
Belief in a just world was positively associated with university students’prosocial behavior.
Belief in a just world mediated the relationship between adverse childhood experiences
and university students’prosocial behavior.
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CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES AND PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOR

Prosocial behavior is a significant predictor of psychological well‐being ﴾Kakulte & Shaikh, 2023﴿.
For university students, it contributes to their personal development ﴾Peng et al., 2024﴿, academic
success ﴾Getahun Abera, 2023﴿, mental health and well‐being ﴾Bayne & Shillington, 2025﴿, and
interpersonal relationships ﴾Laible et al., 2004﴿. Research has shown that adverse childhood
experiences have a profound impact on socioemotional development in children and adolescents,
with higher levels of adverse childhood experiences being associated with decreased prosocial
behavior ﴾Bevilacqua et al., 2021﴿. Another factor relating to university students’prosocial
behavior is belief in a just world. The greater an adolescent’s belief in a just world, the more
likely they are to engage in prosocial behavior ﴾Guo et al., 2022﴿.

This study explored the relationship between adverse childhood experiences and prosocial
behavior among university students, as well as themediating role of belief in a just world. Previous
studies have not included all three variables simultaneously, nor have they tested the mediating
role of belief in a just world.

Adverse Childhood Experiences and Prosocial Behavior
Adverse childhood experiences are common, with about 64% of adults in the United States having
had at least one such experience before the age of 18 years, and over 17% of adults having had
four or more of these experiences ﴾Swedo et al., 2023﴿. The term adverse childhood experience
﴾ACE﴿ refers to a range of negative situations that a child may face or witness while growing up.
ACEs can have lasting effects on health and well‐being in childhood, and on life opportunities well
into adulthood ﴾Anderson et al., 2022﴿. In a study of 8,823 participants from the United Kingdom
Millennium Cohort Study ﴾Connelly & Platt, 2014﴿, Bevilacqua et al. ﴾2021﴿ found that ACE scores
were negatively associated with prosocial behavior. Further, Hunt et al. ﴾2017﴿, using data from
the Fragile Families and Child Well‐Being Study ﴾Waldfogel et al., 2010﴿, indicated that children
exposed to ACEs began to show behavioral problems as young as the age of 9 years. ACEs can
hinder the development of prosocial behavior, leading to increased psychosocial adjustment
difficulties ﴾Bevilacqua et al., 2021﴿, with physical abuse being a positive predictor of deviant
behavior ﴾Gomis‐Pomares & Villanueva, 2020﴿.

Belief in a Just World and Prosocial Behavior
In 1965, Lerner proposed the concept of belief in a just world ﴾BJW﴿, which holds that good things
often happen to good people, and bad things often happen to bad people ﴾Lerner &Miller, 1978﴿.
BJW is cross‐culturally generalizable ﴾Furnham, 2003﴿, and it is regarded as a stable personality
trait, with the crux resting in the conviction that individuals receive what they deserve, and deserve
what they receive ﴾Reich &Wang, 2015﴿. Previous studies have shown that BJW contributes to the
maintenance of social order and encourages individuals to exhibit prosocial behavior ﴾Li et al.,
2022﴿. Individuals with strong BJW may feel a greater sense of moral responsibility to engage in
prosocial behavior ﴾Zhang et al., 2023﴿. Previous research has demonstrated that individuals with
high ﴾vs. low﴿ levels of BJW are more likely to help others in need, perceive altruism in others, and
score higher on interpersonal trust ﴾De Caroli & Sagone, 2014﴿.

Previous studies have provided a foundation for verifying the relationships between ACE,
BJW, and prosocial behavior. However, the possible mediating role of BJW in the relationship
between ACE and prosocial behavior has not been examined in a university population. Guided
by the findings of previous research, we put forward the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1: University students’adverse childhood experiences will negatively predict their
prosocial behavior.
Hypothesis 2: University students’belief in a just world will mediate the relationship between
their adverse childhood experiences and prosocial behavior.
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Method

Participants
Participants were recruited from three universities in Jinzhou, China. We employed a simple
random sampling method to select individuals from the population, ensuring that the sample
was representative and unbiased. A multichannel method was adopted for distributing the
questionnaires both online and offline. Only full‐time, on‐campus undergraduate students were
included in the study to maintain the focus on investigating the associations between ACEs, BJW,
and prosocial behavior within the specific context of higher education in China.

Of the 850 participants across three universities, 785 completed the entire questionnaire,
yielding a 92.4% response rate. The sample consisted of 440 ﴾56.1%﴿men and 345 ﴾43.9%﴿ women.
Descriptive statistics for categorical data are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Categorical Data

Note. N = 785.

Procedure
The study was conducted between September and December 2024. We stated the purpose of the
research and provided participants with relevant information to ensure a thorough understanding
of the project details before the survey began. We reassured them of the confidentiality of
their responses and emphasized that their participation was entirely voluntary. All respondents
completed written consent forms. This study adhered to ethical regulations in accordance with
the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and subsequent amendments, and it was approved by Ethical
Review Committees of Bohai University ﴾BHU‐2024023﴿.

Measures
Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale
We used the Chinese version ﴾Y. R. Wang et al., 2018﴿ of the Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale
﴾Finkelhor et al., 2015﴿, which comprises 14 items measuring childhood exposure to trauma ﴾e.g.,
psychological, physical, or sexual abuse﴿, neglect, mental illness, domestic violence, divorce, and
having a parent in prison. Participants responded to 14 items using a binary response scale ﴾i.e., 0
= no, 1 = yes﴿, ranging from 0 to 14, with 0 indicating no reported ACEs and 14 indicating exposure
to all types of ACEs. Thus, higher scores mean that participants have gone through more types
of childhood trauma. The Chinese version of the Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale has been
found to have adequate reliability and validity ﴾Y. R. Wang et al., 2018﴿.
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Belief in a Just World Scale

We used the Chinese version ﴾Su et al., 2012﴿ of the Belief in a Just World Scale designed by
Dalbert ﴾1999﴿, which consists of 13 items across two dimensions: general BJW ﴾six items, e.g.,“I
am confident that justice always prevails over injustice”﴿ and personal BJW ﴾seven items, e.g.,“I
believe that I usually get what I deserve”﴿. Items are rated on a 6‐point Likert scale ranging from
1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree, with higher scores indicating higher levels of BJW. In
this study Cronbach’s alpha values were .94 for the full scale and .91 for general BJW and .92 for
personal BJW.

We used confirmatory factor analysis to confirm a good model fit, root‐mean‐square error
of approximation = .050, goodness‐of‐fit index = .96, incremental fit index = .98, comparative
fit index = .98, relative fit index = .95, normed fit index = .97. The average variance extracted
﴾AVE﴿ values for general BJW and personal BJW were .68 and .62, respectively, and the composite
reliability ﴾CR﴿ values for general BJW and personal BJW were .93 and .92, respectively; thus, the
scale had adequate reliability and validity.

Prosocial Tendencies Measures

We used the Prosocial Tendencies Measure developed by Carlo and Randall ﴾2002﴿, which was
translated into Chinese and revised by Kou et al. ﴾2007﴿. The Chinese version of the scale has
26 items across six dimensions: public ﴾four items, e.g.,“I can help others best when people are
watchingme”﴿, anonymous ﴾five items, e.g.,“I prefer to donatemoney without anyone knowing”﴿,
altruistic ﴾four items, e.g.,“I often help even if I don’t think I will get anything out of helping”﴿,
compliant ﴾five items, e.g.,“When people ask me to help them‚ I don’t hesitate”﴿, emotional ﴾five
items, e.g.,“It makes me feel good when I can comfort someone who is very upset”﴿, and dire
﴾three items, e.g.,“I tend to help people who are in a real crisis or need”﴿. The items are rated on
a 5‐point Likert scale ranging from 1 = does not describe me at all to 5 = describes me accurately.
Higher scores indicate higher levels of prosocial tendency. Cronbach’s alpha for the full scale in
this study was .95, and for the six dimensions was as follows: public = .84, anonymous = .86,
altruistic = .88, compliant = .89, emotional = .90, and dire = .91.

Confirmatory factor analysis revealed that the fit indices of the scale were good, χ²/df = 2.95,
comparative fit index = .95, goodness‐of‐fit index = .92, incremental fit index = .95, root‐mean‐
square error of approximation = .05. Further, the six dimensions showed acceptable CR and AVE
values, public: CR = .84, AVE = .57; anonymous: CR = .86, AVE = .57; altruistic: CR = .88, AVE =
.65; compliant: CR = .89, AVE = .62; emotional: CR = .80, AVE = .65; and dire: CR = .91; AVE = .72.
Thus, adequate reliability and validity were demonstrated.

Data Analysis
We used SPSS 27.0 and Amos 26.0 to analyze the data. The relationships among ACEs, BJW,
and prosocial behavior were initially explored through correlation analysis. To gain a more
nuanced understanding of the interplay between these three variables, we further conducted
a bootstrapping mediation analysis to ascertain whether BJW mediated the relationship between
ACEs and prosocial behavior.
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Results

Correlation Analysis
As shown in Table 2, correlation analysis revealed significant associations between ACEs, BJW,
and prosocial behavior.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables

Note. ** p < .01.

Mediation Analysis
The results of mediation analysis are presented in Table 3. ACEs had a significant negative
predictive effect on BJW and prosocial behavior, implying that individuals who had experienced
a higher number of ACEs were more likely to exhibit problematic behavior and less likely to
engage in prosocial actions later in life. Even after including both ACEs and BJW in the model,
ACEs still exhibited a significant negative predictive effect on prosocial behavior, and BJW also
demonstrated a significant positive predictive effect on prosocial behavior.

Table 3. Mediating Effect of Belief in a Just World Between Adverse Childhood Experiences and
Prosocial Behavior

Note. N = 785.
*** p < .001.

To further investigate the mediating effect of ACEs, BJW, and prosocial behavior, we utilized
the bootstrapping method ﴾Preacher & Hayes, 2004﴿. As shown in Table 4, the total effect value
of ACEs on prosocial behavior was significant. Further, the direct effect value of ACEs on prosocial
behavior accounted for 69.5% of the total effect. Moreover, the indirect effect of ACEs on prosocial
behavior accounted for 30.4% of the total effect. Thus, BJW mediated the relationship between
ACEs and prosocial behavior.
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Table 4. Total, Direct, and Indirect Effects of Belief in a Just World on the Relationship Between
Adverse Childhood Experiences and Prosocial Behavior

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL= lower limit; UL = upper limit.
*** p < .001.

Discussion
First, we found that ACEs significantly and negatively predicted university students’prosocial
behavior, supporting Hypothesis 1. ACEs can impair an individual’s capacity for empathy, trust,
and cooperation, thereby reducing their inclination toward prosocial behavior. In addition, ACEs
such as abuse, neglect, household dysfunction, or witnessing violence can cause deep emotional
trauma in children, which often persists into adulthood ﴾Merrick et al., 2017﴿. This significantly
impacts the ability to form healthy relationships and engage in prosocial behavior.

Second, we found BJW to be positively associated with university students’prosocial
behavior, suggesting that individuals with high BJW aremore likely to engage in prosocial actions.
Those with higher ﴾vs. lower﴿ levels of BJW are more inclined to solve problems with positive
thoughts and attitudes, and to exhibit more prosocial behavior ﴾Kaliuzhna, 2020﴿. BJW can also
lead to enhanced self‐esteem among students, making them feel more positive about themselves
and their surroundings ﴾Nartova‐Bochaver et al., 2019﴿. Such individuals may believe that it is their
duty to help those in need, as this aligns with their inclination toward BJW and perceived fairness.

Third, we found that BJW mediated the relationship between ACEs and university students’
prosocial behavior. Exposure to adversity in childhood may lead individuals to question the
fairness and justice of the world, which can, in turn, weaken their BJW ﴾Zhu et al., 2024﴿. Low BJW
may affect an individual’s motivation and willingness to engage in prosocial behavior ﴾Chen et al.,
2022﴿. Conversely, high BJW will increase prosocial tendencies, such as altruism and cooperation
﴾De Caroli & Sagone, 2014﴿.

Practical Implications
Addressing ACEs and their impact on BJW and prosocial behavior is crucial for promoting the well‐
being and success of university students ﴾Getahun Abera, 2023﴿. Universities and educators could
develop targeted interventions and support systems to mitigate their effects, such as offering
counseling services ﴾Craig et al., 2023﴿, creating inclusive and supportive campuses ﴾Murphey &
Sacks, 2019﴿, and incorporating trauma‐informed practices into teaching and learning ﴾Goddard,
2021﴿.

Limitations and Future Research
This study has some limitations. We employed a cross‐sectional design, which limits the ability to
establish causal relationships between ACEs, BJW, and prosocial behavior. Longitudinal studies
are needed to explore how these variables interact over time and to determine the directionality
of their effects. In addition, this study was conducted within a specific cultural context, which
may affect the interpretation of BJW and prosocial behavior. Cross‐cultural studies are needed to
examine how ACEs, BJW, and prosocial behavior interact in different cultural settings. Moreover,
both situational and individual factors can affect prosocial behaviors ﴾Dovidio et al., 2017﴿, such
as personality traits ﴾Amani, 2022﴿, family ﴾Zhang et al., 2022﴿ and peer effects ﴾Choukas‐Bradley
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et al., 2015﴿, or socioeconomic status ﴾Y. Wang et al., 2021﴿. Exploring these factors could provide
a more nuanced understanding of how ACEs and BJW affect prosocial behavior.

Conclusion
We found significant associations between ACEs, BJW, and prosocial behavior among university
students. Given the statistical relationships identified, we can argue that ACEs and BJW
are significant factors that should be considered when examining prosocial behavior in this
population.
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