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Abstract
After eliminating absolute poverty, China still faces the formidable challenge of
relative poverty. Substantial evidence demonstrates that individuals in poverty
frequently exhibit“myopic behaviors,”such as underinvesting in education, accu-
mulating higher levels of debt, and maintaining lower savings, which in turn per-
petuate and exacerbate poverty. Perceived threats induce psychological trans-
formations that direct the attention of impoverished individuals toward scarcity-
related concerns, leading them to represent events in a concrete and contextu-
alized manner while concurrently predisposing them to adopt fast life-history
strategies, ultimately resulting in myopic decision-making behaviors. Future re-
search should not only delve more deeply into the multi-level and multi-layered
pathway mechanisms underlying poverty-related behavioral decision traps but
also more extensively and intensively develop effective intervention programs
tailored to China’s national conditions, thereby providing scientific psycholog-
ical pathways for the long-term governance of relative poverty.
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Abstract: After eliminating absolute poverty, China still faces the arduous
challenge of relative poverty. Extensive evidence shows that individuals in
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poverty often engage in“short-sighted behaviors,”such as underinvesting in ed-
ucation, accumulating excessive debt, and saving insufficiently—behaviors that
further perpetuate poverty. Threat perception triggers psychological shifts that
cause impoverished individuals to focus attention on scarcity-related matters,
represent events concretely and contextually, and adopt fast life-history strate-
gies, ultimately leading to myopic decision-making. Future research should not
only explore the multi-level pathways underlying poverty’s behavioral decision-
making traps more deeply but also develop effective intervention strategies tai-
lored to China’s national conditions, providing scientific psychological pathways
for long-term relative poverty governance.

Keywords: poverty, intertemporal decision-making, threat, psychological shift

According to the China Statistical Yearbook 2020 published by the National
Bureau of Statistics, China had 560 million low-income individuals (monthly in-
come below 1,000 yuan) in 2019. This indicates that after eliminating absolute
poverty, China continues to face severe relative poverty challenges. Relative
poverty refers to a condition where individuals or families possess resources suf-
ficient to meet basic needs but insufficient to engage in normal social life, main-
taining a living standard far below the average (Townsend, 1979; World Bank,
1981). Characterized by its long-term and dynamic nature, relative poverty is
typically measured as income below 50% of the national median or average in-
come (Atkinson et al., 2002; Wang & Liu, 2020). Addressing relative poverty
thus represents a long-term task requiring deep understanding of poverty’s
formation mechanisms.

Early academic work primarily attributed poverty to external factors such as
geographical environment and institutional structures (Myrdal, 1957; Nurkse,
1953; Rosenstein-Rodan, 1943), arguing that lack of financial support, mar-
ket failures, and social-institutional dysfunctions constituted the root causes
of poverty (Moore & Hossain, 2005). More recent research has shifted focus
to internal psychological and behavioral factors, demonstrating that disadvan-
taged circumstances trigger special psychological processes that produce poverty-
perpetuating behaviors, trapping individuals in a“poverty-behavioral decision-
making-poverty”cycle (Cannon et al., 2019; Hamilton et al., 2019; Haushofer &
Fehr, 2014; Ong et al., 2019).

Material scarcity demonstrably affects decision-making across domains—from
finance to education to health—with impoverished individuals appearing to fo-
cus on meeting immediate needs rather than long-term benefits. They exhibit
higher debt and lower savings (Kim et al., 2017; Moav & Neeman, 2012), un-
derinvest in education (Blanden & Gregg, 2004), and engage more frequently
in unhealthy behaviors like smoking (Jahnel et al., 2018). These behaviors may
further deepen poverty, creating a self-reinforcing trap where current poverty
becomes a direct cause of future poverty (Farah & Hook, 2017). Why are im-
poverished individuals more prone to such “short-sighted”behaviors?

Early studies suggested that poverty shapes preferences and values and impairs
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self-control, making poor individuals more susceptible to irrational decisions
(Lewis, 1966; Vohs, 2013). Recent research, however, frames poverty-related
decision-making as a product of general psychosocial mechanisms, arguing that
seemingly irrational behaviors actually represent adaptive responses to threat-
ening environments. When immediate needs are high and the future uncertain,
securing smaller but currently available benefits becomes more advantageous
than waiting for larger future rewards (Frankenhuis et al., 2019; Pepper & Net-
tle, 2017; Sheehy-Skeffington, 2019). This adaptive perspective provides a more
comprehensive and accurate description of decision-making processes among
impoverished individuals while reducing stigmatization. This paper therefore
examines the social-psychological mechanisms through which poverty affects
behavioral decision-making from an adaptive perspective, aiming to establish
a theoretical foundation for breaking behavioral poverty traps and providing
theoretical guidance for China’s long-term relative poverty governance.

Notably, intertemporal choice represents a ubiquitous decision-making behavior.
Since time flows in only one direction, many fundamental life choices involve
trade-offs between present and future outcomes, including decisions about spend-
ing, investing, eating, relationships, fertility, crime, and education (Berns et al.,
2007). These choices affect not only personal health, wealth, and well-being
but also national economic prosperity (Frederick et al., 2002). Consequently, in-
tertemporal decision-making has become the central focus in behavioral poverty
trap research, and the behavioral decision-making trap discussed in this paper
specifically refers to intertemporal choice behavior.

2. Poverty and Intertemporal Decision-Making
Intertemporal choice refers to the process of weighing gains and losses occurring
at different time points (Bulley & Schacter, 2020; Frederick et al., 2002). In
experimental settings, participants typically choose between a smaller-sooner
(SS) reward and a larger-later (LL) reward—for example, receiving 100 yuan
now versus 150 yuan in one month. The key metric for intertemporal choice
preference is the delay discount rate: higher discount rates indicate greater
preference for smaller immediate rewards, reflecting lower patience and foresight
(Jimura et al., 2018).

Numerous studies demonstrate that impoverished individuals exhibit higher de-
lay discount rates, preferring immediate smaller gains over larger future returns
—a pattern of“short-sightedness”(Carvalho et al., 2016; Pepper & Nettle, 2017).
Research published in Science shows that poverty experiences make individuals
reluctant to forgo immediate income for higher future earnings, leading to under-
investment in education and health with long-term returns (Haushofer & Fehr,
2014). Related studies confirm that poorer households are more likely to choose
smaller, earlier monetary rewards over larger, later ones (Reimers et al., 2009).
Longitudinal research similarly finds that lower childhood socioeconomic status
predicts higher adult delay discount rates (Griskevicius et al., 2013). Experi-
mental studies further establish causality: laboratory manipulations of negative
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income shocks (e.g., income loss from natural disasters or unemployment) in-
crease delay discount rates, while positive shocks decrease them (Haushofer &
Fehr, 2019). Real-world experiments yield consistent results—for instance, when
given options to receive pension funds either as a lump sum or in installments
with higher interest, impoverished populations still prefer the immediate lump
sum (Brown et al., 2015). Across cross-sectional, longitudinal, and experimen-
tal studies, evidence consistently shows that poor individuals have higher delay
discount rates and make impulsive, short-sighted decisions that hinder poverty
escape.

The consequences of such short-sighted behavior include deepening poverty
traps. Controlling for disposable income, demographics, and credit constraints,
research using credit reports and tax returns finds that higher delay discounting
correlates with greater credit card debt (Meier & Sprenger, 2010). A 50-year
longitudinal study of 11,000 Swedes revealed that delay discount rates measured
at age 13 negatively predicted adult income, even after controlling for family
socioeconomic status and cognitive ability (Golsteyn et al., 2014). Most com-
pellingly, a study combining experimental data with 30 years of government
records for 2,548 individuals born between 1952-1955 found that high discoun-
ters accumulated average wealth 215,000 Danish kroner lower than low discoun-
ters—equivalent to half the median wealth distribution, placing them in relative
poverty (Epper et al., 2020). Since heavy discounting of future benefits is both
a consequence and cause of poverty, it constitutes a behavioral decision-making
trap (Haushofer & Fehr, 2014; Kraay & McKenzie, 2014).

3. Mechanisms of Poverty’s Impact on Intertemporal
Decision-Making: A Threat Perspective Psychological
Shift Model
Psychological research identifies two major decision-making mechanisms: self-
regulation and cognitive function (Sheehy-Skeffington, 2020). Unhealthy eat-
ing, unwise consumption, excessive borrowing, and insufficient savings observed
in impoverished populations partly stem from psychological stress undermin-
ing these regulatory and cognitive processes (Haushofer & Fehr, 2014). How-
ever, poverty involves more than resource scarcity—it includes instability, un-
predictability, and adverse childhood environments. These threat cues trigger
psychological shifts: adaptive changes in self-regulation and cognitive function
that produce seemingly irrational short-sighted decisions (Sheehy-Skeffington,
2018).

3.1 Theoretical Sources of the Psychological Shift Model

Scarcity theory (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013), construal level theory (Trope
& Liberman, 2010), and life history theory (Griskevicius et al., 2013) repre-
sent three influential theoretical perspectives since the 1990s that incorporate
environmental factors (resource scarcity, unstable/unpredictable environments,
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adverse childhood conditions) into poverty research from a person-environment
interaction perspective. All three theories highlight threat’s crucial role in
poverty’s impact on decision-making, with threat perception triggering psy-
chological shifts that lead to short-sighted decisions (Pepper & Nettle, 2017;
Sheehy-Skeffington, 2018, 2020).

3.1.1 Scarcity Theory Scarcity theory posits that poverty’s defining feature
is resource scarcity, which fosters a scarcity mindset—a psychological state where
chronic resource inadequacy creates spontaneous, difficult-to-suppress preoccu-
pation with scarce resources (Haushofer & Fehr, 2014; Norris et al., 2019). This
mindset narrows cognitive scope when dealing with scarcity-related problems,
crowding out other information to address immediate scarcity, producing a“tun-
neling effect”and imposing a“bandwidth tax”that impairs cognitive capacity and
executive function, leading to irrational, short-sighted decisions (Mullainathan
& Shafir, 2013).

Empirical evidence supports scarcity theory’s claims. Scarcity increases cogni-
tive load, directly affecting cognitive function and triggering detrimental behav-
iors such as attentional neglect, impulsive consumption, and short-sightedness
(Cannon et al., 2019; Hamilton et al., 2019; Mani et al., 2013; Mullainathan
& Shafir, 2013; Ong et al., 2019; Shah et al., 2012; Zhao & Tomm, 2018).
First, scarcity captures attention: Shah et al. (2018) found that under finan-
cial scarcity, poor individuals exhibit a “cocktail party effect”for money, with
money-related thoughts easily triggered and difficult to suppress. Since cogni-
tive processing capacity is limited, engaging in one process consumes resources
needed for another (Luck & Vogel, 1997). In a field experiment using a restau-
rant ordering task, scarcity-condition participants (with $20) focused more on
prices and encoded them better than affluent-condition participants (with $100),
yet neglected discount information at the menu’s bottom—demonstrating how
attentional focus on prices caused them to miss opportunities to save money
(Tomm & Zhao, 2016).

This attentional focus consumes limited “mental bandwidth,”overburdening
cognition and leading to disadvantageous decisions like short-sightedness (Mul-
lainathan & Shafir, 2013). Research confirms that financial scarcity impairs
cognitive and executive functions, while improving scarcity conditions signifi-
cantly enhances them (Ong et al., 2019; Mani et al., 2013). Impaired cognitive
and executive functions directly affect decision-making, with experiments show-
ing that under such conditions, individuals exhibit greater short-sightedness in
monetary intertemporal tasks (Deck & Jahedi, 2015).

However, these findings face challenges. One study comparing large samples
before and after payday found no cognitive differences, contradicting scarcity
theory’s prediction that pre-payday scarcity should impair cognition (Carvalho
et al., 2016). How can this inconsistency be explained? Researchers have pro-
posed a threat perspective, arguing that“scarcity is a threat”(Goldsmith et al.,
2020). The scarcity mindset reflects a state where individuals perceive their abil-
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ity to meet needs as threatened by resource inadequacy (Hamilton et al., 2019).
For impoverished individuals, a primary threat is financial scarcity: money is a
fundamental resource providing access to material (e.g., food) and social (e.g.,
prestige) rewards and facilitating daily goal achievement (Fritsche & Jugert,
2017; Lea & Webley, 2006). Financial scarcity directly threatens people’s belief
in their ability to overcome challenges and achieve desired outcomes (Boardman
& Robert, 2000). This threat distracts attention, consumes limited cognitive
resources, and leads to short-sighted, impulsive decisions (Sheehy-Skeffington,
2019). Research treating scarcity as a threat suggests its effects on cognition
and decision-making are moderated by whether individuals’need-satisfaction
abilities are threatened (Goldsmith et al., 2020). For pre-payday participants,
although experiencing scarcity, stable salaries and employment provided strong
control beliefs; their need-satisfaction abilities weren’t threatened, so scarcity
didn’t impair cognitive performance.

3.1.2 Construal Level Theory Construal level theory proposes that when
making decisions about events at different time points, delay length changes
temporal representation, affecting outcomes (Trope & Liberman, 2003). For
distant future events, individuals tend to use high-level construal—representing
events abstractly and in terms of superordinate, essential features. For near-
term events, they use low-level construal—representing events concretely, sub-
ordinately, and contextually (Trope & Liberman, 2010). As temporal distance
decreases, low-level construal becomes more likely. When low-level construal
features are more valued, future events’attractiveness decreases over time, in-
creasing preference for immediate rewards (Trope & Liberman, 2003). For im-
poverished individuals whose lives are filled with challenges, instability, and
threats, the value of concrete, proximal low-level construal events exceeds that
of abstract, distal high-level construal events, leading them to discount future
gains heavily (Zaleskiewicz et al., 2020).

Extensive experimental evidence shows that low-level construal (concrete, proxi-
mal thinking) significantly affects delay discount rates (Bischoff & Hansen, 2016;
Fujita et al., 2006; Malkoc et al., 2010; Sheehy-Skeffington & Haushofer, 2014).
Fujita et al. (2006) found that participants induced into concrete thinking pre-
ferred immediate over delayed rewards. In their study, 30 participants com-
pleted construal-level manipulation tasks: half considered why they engaged in
behaviors (abstract thinking), while half considered how (concrete thinking). Af-
ter four rounds of questioning, participants indicated their willingness-to-pay for
four items (restaurant coupons, DVD players, movie tickets, bookstore coupons)
available immediately or after a delay. Results showed concrete-thinking par-
ticipants exhibited stronger preferences for immediate rewards than abstract-
thinking participants. Malkoc et al. (2010) replicated these findings. As Bischoff
and Hansen (2016) summarize, abstract thinking “may trigger an expectation
that resources will be equally available in the near and distant future, which
would counteract the delay discounting effect. In contrast, a concrete mindset
will strengthen delay discounting because it enhances attention to detail and
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context-dependent representation of resources and reduces sensitivity to delay.”
Low-level construal-induced short-sightedness is associated with self-regulation
health problems (Chiou et al., 2013; Fujita et al., 2006; Fujita & Han, 2009)
and disadvantageous economic decisions (Bischoff & Hansen, 2016; Fujita et al.,
2006; Malkoc et al., 2010). High delay discounting and impulsivity can lead
to adverse financial conditions and poverty traps (Epper et al., 2020; Farah &
Hook, 2017; Haushofer & Fehr, 2019). Thus, construal level plays an important
role in poverty research.

In summary, impoverished individuals’impulsive decision-making patterns can
be attributed to reduced construal levels. When their construal level is ma-
nipulated to process information abstractly, they can engage in decontextual-
ized, high-level processing, resulting in lower delay discount rates (Malkoc et al.,
2010). However, in threatening environments with severe liquidity constraints,
focusing on concrete, proximal events and representing them contextually while
preferring immediate rewards constitutes a rational adaptive strategy.

3.1.3 Life History Theory Life history theory offers an evolutionary per-
spective on how environments—particularly childhood environments—influence
decision-making tendencies among impoverished individuals. The theory posits
that all organisms face the fundamental challenge of allocating time, resources,
and energy to avoid natural selection, but since these resources vary across
individuals, some adopt fast strategies (preferring immediate gratification, pro-
ducing more offspring) while others adopt slow strategies (preferring delayed
gratification, producing fewer but higher-quality offspring) to adapt to different
developmental environments (Boyce & Ellis, 2005; Griskevicius et al., 2011).
Impoverished individuals raised in harsh environments face various threats and
resource constraints, perceiving the future as unstable and insufficient, thus em-
phasizing short-term effects, pursuing rapid development, and seeking immedi-
ate satisfaction. Childhood poverty experiences therefore foster fast strategies
(Griskevicius et al., 2011; Guan & Zhou, 2016; Wang et al., 2017). Fast life-
history strategies are characterized by early reproduction, more offspring, less
parental investment, and lower education levels (Figueredo et al., 2004). Bi-
ologically, fast strategies are not inherently wrong but represent appropriate
responses to environmental conditions; however, their behavioral consequences
deepen poverty.

Numerous studies confirm life history theory’s validity. The UK Millennium
Cohort Study of 8,660 families found that women in the most deprived areas
preferred faster strategies and reproduced earlier than those in affluent areas
(Nettle, 2010). Such reproductive decisions represent environmental adaptation:
chronic stress and poor conditions accelerate physical deterioration, increasing
mortality or disability risk before or during adulthood (Belsky, 2019; Rickard
et al., 2014); earlier reproduction occurs when kin and friends are healthier and
better able to provide support, and when elderly family members are less likely
to compete for maternal attention (Frankenhuis & Nettle, 2020).
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Despite its adaptiveness, fast strategies carry costs: shorter breastfeeding dura-
tion, less paternal investment, higher child mortality and morbidity, and lower
educational achievement, all of which perpetuate poverty (Nettle, 2010). Edu-
cation represents investment in the future and serves as a common indicator of
life-history strategy. Fast-strategy impoverished individuals underinvest in edu-
cation, achieving lower educational outcomes. For example, a 1960s survey of ap-
proximately 650,000 US students and 70,000 teachers found that among numer-
ous predictors—including school curriculum, equipment expenditures, teacher
quality, family background, and individual abilities (e.g., cognitive ability)—
social class most strongly predicted academic achievement, with children from
poor families performing far worse than affluent peers (Coleman et al., 1966).
Children from impoverished families are significantly less likely to pass exams
and enter university than those from wealthy families (Caner & Okten, 2013;
Heckman et al., 2018). Since good education typically means good income po-
tential, poor individuals’educational disadvantages further entrench them in
poverty (Hout, 2012).

Experimental evidence also confirms childhood poverty’s impact on fast strate-
gies. Situational priming experiments show that economic recession news in-
creases retirement contributions among individuals raised in high socioeconomic
status families (consistent with slow strategies), while consumers from low so-
cioeconomic status backgrounds respond oppositely—spending now with less con-
cern for the future (consistent with fast strategies) (Mittal & Griskevicius, 2016).
Experimental studies further demonstrate that individuals raised in harsh, un-
predictable environments behave more impulsively under threat conditions (e.g.,
electric shock) (Griskevicius et al., 2013; Pepper et al., 2017). When presented
with mortality cues, individuals with childhood poverty prefer immediate re-
wards, while those from non-poor backgrounds prefer larger future rewards
(Griskevicius et al., 2011). Notably, childhood poverty’s impact on long-term
decisions is minimal in low-threat environments, but in high-threat conditions,
those raised in poverty show less interest in long-term care insurance, allocate
fewer resources to retirement, and prefer shorter-term bonds—demonstrating
stronger immediate gratification preferences (Mittal et al., 2020).

Thus, individuals with childhood poverty experiences are more likely to adopt
fast strategies in threatening environments. While this represents an adaptive re-
sponse, its consequences include more poverty-perpetuating decisions (e.g., early
reproduction, more offspring, lower education, short-sighted economic choices)
that trap them in poverty.

3.2 Threat Perspective Psychological Shift Mechanism

The primary difference between poor and affluent individuals lies in their prob-
ability of encountering risks and threats—impoverished individuals constantly
face various risks and threats (Pepper & Nettle, 2017; Sheehy-Skeffington, 2020).
Resource scarcity, environmental instability and unpredictability, and adverse
childhood experiences constitute immediate threats that impoverished individu-
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als experience or face. The threat perspective psychological shift model proposes
that these three prominent aspects of poverty trigger psychological process shifts
to cope with threats, optimizing the use of limited energy reserves across the
current moment and lifespan (Sheehy-Skeffington & Haushofer, 2014). These
shifts include: (1) reduced evaluation of control over life outcomes, causing atten-
tional focus to shift toward the present (away from the future), local (away from
distant), socially close (away from socially distant), and actual (away from hy-
pothetical)—in essence, from abstract to concrete thinking; (2) related to this re-
duced sense of control, a shift from pursuing long-term to short-term goals, from
approaching rewards to avoiding threats, and from slow to fast strategies; (3)
concentration of cognitive resources on tasks (e.g., alleviating current scarcity)
and stimuli (e.g., money, food) to meet urgent needs (Sheehy-Skeffington, 2018,
2020). In other words, impoverished individuals’short-sighted decisions result
from threat perception (resource scarcity, future uncertainty) triggering psycho-
logical shifts (attentional focus/neglect, abstract/concrete thinking, slow/fast
strategies), which then produce environmentally adaptive decisions (Sheehy-
Skeffington, 2020; Sheehy-Skeffington, 2018).

This core perspective reveals a multi-level, multi-path mechanism in poverty’
s impact on intertemporal decision-making. When facing scarcity threats, im-
poverished individuals concentrate attention on events that alleviate or exacer-
bate scarcity. For example, under economic threat, individuals with childhood
poverty show low insurance purchase willingness because insurance represents an
additional expenditure that may worsen money scarcity threats, such as inabil-
ity to meet basic survival needs (Mittal & Griskevicius, 2016). Money scarcity
directly threatens people’s intrinsic need to believe they can overcome chal-
lenges and achieve expected daily outcomes (Boardman & Robert, 2000). This
threat focuses attention on scarcity-related matters, consumes limited cognitive
resources, and leads to short-sighted, impulsive decisions (Sheehy-Skeffington,
2019). When facing uncertainty threats, impoverished individuals’focus shifts
away from the future toward the present, away from distant toward local, and
away from hypothetical toward actual. This concrete mindset strengthens de-
lay discounting by enhancing attention to detail and context-dependent resource
representation while reducing sensitivity to delay. Concrete thinking-induced
short-sightedness not only causes self-regulation health problems (Chiou et al.,
2013; Fujita et al., 2006; Fujita & Han, 2009) but also leads to disadvantageous
intertemporal economic decisions (Bischoff & Hansen, 2016; Fujita et al., 2006;
Malkoc et al., 2010).

Why do some individuals adopt fast strategies while others adopt slow strategies
under the same threatening conditions and adult economic status? Childhood
threat environments may explain this difference. When adult environments are
safe and low-stress, childhood influences may remain latent and invisible (Taylor,
2010); once threat cues appear, individuals with childhood poverty may detect
threats more quickly and shift into fast-strategy mode, making short-sighted
decisions (Griskevicius et al., 2011).
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In summary, the threat perspective psychological shift model views impover-
ished individuals’impulsive and short-sighted behaviors as products of gen-
eral social-psychological mechanisms (Frankenhuis et al., 2019). Socioecolog-
ical threat cues trigger psychological shifts: at the cognitive level, attention
focuses on scarcity-related matters; at the thinking level, events are represented
concretely and contextually; at the behavioral strategy level, fast life-history
strategies are adopted. These shifts lead to short-sighted decision-making (Pep-
per & Nettle, 2017; Sheehy-Skeffington, 2018, 2020).

4. Summary and Outlook
Extensive research demonstrates that impoverished individuals have higher de-
lay discount rates, preferring immediate smaller gains over larger future returns.
These short-sighted behaviors deepen poverty. Scarcity theory, construal level
theory, and life history theory represent three influential theoretical perspec-
tives since the 1990s that incorporate environmental factors into poverty re-
search from a person-environment interaction perspective. The psychological
shift model suggests these theories can be integrated under a threat perspec-
tive, with threat perception triggering psychological shifts as the internal mech-
anism through which poverty affects intertemporal decision-making. Through
large-sample surveys and randomized controlled experiments examining the psy-
chological processes underlying intertemporal choice, researchers have revealed
mechanisms behind impoverished individuals’decision-making, generating prac-
tical policy value for poverty psychology theories (Ximenes et al., 2019). How-
ever, limitations remain, and future research should proceed in four directions.

(1) The adaptive perspective on short-sightedness as a survival strat-
egy in poverty requires broader promotion. Past research largely viewed
impoverished individuals’impulsive and short-sighted behaviors as pathological
(Mehryar, 1984; Small et al., 2010), which undoubtedly exacerbates stigma-
tization. Continuing this perspective in current relative poverty governance
practice would further solidify stereotypes, increase social exclusion, and create
additional disadvantages, ultimately hindering poverty resolution (Wasylyshyn
et al., 2018). Increasingly, researchers adopt an adaptive perspective (Franken-
huis et al., 2019; Pepper & Nettle, 2017; Sheehy-Skeffington, 2019), arguing that
impoverished individuals do not make poor decisions due to low intelligence or
inability to inhibit impulses, but rather because threat perception triggers psy-
chological shifts leading to“short-sighted behaviors”(Sheehy-Skeffington, 2018,
2020). This “short-sightedness”can be viewed as a survival strategy shaped
by impoverished environments—indeed, a“far-sighted short-sightedness”where
individuals suppress impulses for larger-later options after carefully consider-
ing waiting costs, ultimately choosing smaller-sooner options through deliberate
thought (Amasino et al., 2019; Bulley & Schacter, 2020; Farah & Hook, 2017).
This perspective recognizes impoverished individuals’adaptive efforts, reduces
stigma, and contributes to “destigmatization,”thereby facilitating poverty so-
lutions (Bertrand et al., 2006). Future research should widely promote this
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perspective, treating poverty-related decision-making as a product of general
psychosocial mechanisms and deeply understanding the functional, adaptive na-
ture of short-sighted decisions from an environmental perspective.

(2) Mechanism research on poverty’s impact on intertemporal
decision-making requires deepening. Scarcity theory, construal level
theory, and life history theory represent three major psychological poverty
theories incorporating environmental factors. Attentional focus/neglect,
abstract/concrete thinking, and fast/slow life-history strategies are merely psy-
chological shifts occurring under perceived threat versus non-threat conditions,
making threat perception a crucial cause of short-sighted decisions (Pepper
& Nettle, 2017; Sheehy-Skeffington, 2020). However, this novel and insightful
threat perspective psychological shift model requires extensive empirical
testing. The complete behavioral poverty trap comprises multiple links, yet
most current research examines only single mediating factors, lacking a holistic
perspective. Moreover, while life history theory emphasizes childhood poverty’
s impact on adult intertemporal choice, scarcity mindset and construal level
theories focus more on current material scarcity and threats. Few studies
examine poverty’s impact on intertemporal choice across different life stages.
Future research should overcome these limitations by investigating multi-level
relationships between poverty and intertemporal choice across developmental
stages.

(3) Interventions for short-sighted behavior among impoverished pop-
ulations urgently require extensive development. Although“far-sighted
short-sightedness”helps impoverished individuals cope with current threats, its
costs include more poverty-perpetuating decision consequences that trap them
in poverty. The threat perspective psychological shift model suggests breaking
this trap requires eliminating threats as the core mechanism. Randomized con-
trolled experiments show that cash transfers (Handa et al., 2020) and debt relief
(Ong et al., 2019) reduce scarcity threats materially and improve short-sighted
behavior, while community trust enhancement and self-affirmation reduce threat
perception psychologically and decrease delay discount rates (Farah & Hook,
2017; Moeini-Jazani et al., 2019). These findings demonstrate that short-sighted
behaviors decrease when threats are reduced. However, research in China re-
mains at the theoretical introduction and qualitative exploration stage, urgently
requiring empirical development of effective interventions tailored to national
conditions. Specifically, based on the core mechanism of threat elimination, fu-
ture research should integrate China’s major relative poverty governance issues
with valuable experiences from poverty alleviation efforts and internationally
recognized strategies that effectively reduce short-sighted behavior, developing
intervention programs that truly break behavioral poverty traps. For example,
current social assistance systems, inclusive finance programs, and conditional
cash transfer projects enhance impoverished groups’ability to withstand uncer-
tainty and alleviate real threats (Xu et al., 2020; Zhang & Yin, 2018; Zheng et
al., 2020). However, these interventions primarily address macro-policy and eco-
nomic systems, rarely targeting individual psychological capacity-building. Fu-
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ture research should therefore build upon existing effective institutional strate-
gies while incorporating psychological interventions (e.g., self-affirmation, com-
munity trust) that reduce threat perception and enhance sense of control, in-
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