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Executive Summary

Abstract in English

In recent years, many countries and societies have been affected by precarious socio-political
climates such as political conflicts, political violence, and other political crises. Hong Kong is
no exception. In 2019, the Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill (“ELAB”) Incident and
resultant protests in Hong Kong have spawned socio-political unrest that directly and
indirectly affected the livelihood and well-being of locals [1, 2]. Although it can be said that
the ELAB Incident has come to an end after the withdrawal of the bill by the Hong Kong
SAR Government, the promulgation of the national security law, and the arrest of active
politicians and protest leaders by the authorities, how the socio-political tension has affected
young people’s psychosocial wellbeing remains largely unknown. There is thus an urgent
need to examine how stressful socio-political contexts affect Hong Kong youth’s mental
health. Moreover, to better understand Hong Kong youth’s experiences amid precarious
socio-political contexts and to provide effective mental health support during challenging
times, it is important to explore the protective factors that can buffer against the risks induced

by such contexts.

To deepen our understanding of the current situation and the protective factors of youth
mental health, a mixed-methods approach was adopted to collect and analyze the research
data. Specifically, a sequential design with prior and follow-up focus groups complementing
a quantitative survey was used. The present study involved four interrelated stages: (1) Prior
focus groups with adolescents, (2) a quantitative survey of adolescents, (3) follow-up focus
groups with adolescents, and (4) follow-up focus groups with parents, social workers, and
school personnel. Through the adoption of a stratified random and purposive sampling
method, a total of 1,435 senior secondary students from 6 coeducational secondary schools
were recruited for this survey. Post-survey focus group interviews with youth, parents, social
workers, and school personnel were also conducted to elicit ideas for supplementing the

findings of the survey and drawing implications.

Overall speaking, the quantitative results indicate that high stress arising from political life
events, low meaningfulness in life, low resilience, low social support, low youth

empowerment in the community, and high civic engagement were related to high mental



distress among adolescents in schooling. However, none of the presumed moderators
mitigated the relationship between stress due to political life events and mental distress. As
shown in the qualitative findings, when adolescents are afraid to freely express or act based
on their political stances due to a fear of the consequences, they experience a deep sense of
powerlessness. Because stress arising from political life events differs from stress derived
from other survival or developmental needs, how it affects adolescent mental health deserves

further exploration in future studies.

The research findings can: (a) offer a knowledge base for an explication of the protective
factors contributing to youth mental health and psychosocial functioning; (b) facilitate a deep
analysis of adolescents’ personal accounts of their participation in the political life events and
their mental health; (c) help policy makers, healthcare professionals, and social service
providers to support young people coping with the risks and consequences due to the current
socio-political context; and (d) provide references for developing holistic approaches to

policy and practical intervention.

Keywords: Youth mental health, Stress arising from political life events, Intrapersonal

protective factors, Interpersonal protective factors, Community protective factors
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Layman Summary on Policy Implications and Recommendations

The findings of this study can draw implications and recommendations for the development

of public policies and social services to support young people with mental distress.

A. A Clear Policy to Guide the Development and Provision of Mental Health Support
Programs for Young People
It is recommended that the government and related organizations should formulate a clear
policy to guide the provision and development of mental health support programs with young
people. More efforts should be made to consolidate the core position of comprehensive
mental health support and education in schools, and advocate community-based and Internet-
driven mental health support programs. More financial and human resources should be given
to provide one-stop, tailored, and holistic services with young people in need as well as their
families. With the funding support of the government and other funding organizations, more
systematic program evaluation and research studies should be conducted with a view to

improving the design and implementation of the related services.

B. One-stop and Holistic Mental Health Intervention and Prevention for Young People

It is suggested that one-stop and holistic mental health intervention and prevention programs
for young people should be initiated to serve their needs. A holistic service should comprise
the seven interrelated components: (1) a comprehensive needs assessment mechanism to aid
in the exploration of young people’s needs (immediate, short-term, and long-term) and the
design of a tailored mental health and support program with young people; (2) individual
counselling service and crisis intervention for young people with mental distress, (3)
therapeutic groups and mutual support groups for young people with mental distress; (4)
school- and community-based mental health support and education programs for young
people and their families; (5) both basic and advanced training programs for helping
professionals to equip themselves with attitudes, knowledge, and skills in helping young
people on both casework and group work levels; (6) training programs for teachers and social
workers to learn how to provide multifaceted mental health preventive and education
programs with students and non-engaged youth; and (7) publications of evidence-based

intervention and prevention manuals for knowledge transfer.



Vii

C. Strengthening the Capacity Building for Social Workers, Healthcare Professionals, and
Teachers
The present findings suggest that more and different kinds of training programs should be
provided for social workers, teachers, and other healthcare professionals. Owing to the
limited number of professionally trained mental health counsellors and social workers in
Hong Kong, it is very difficult to fully and effectively support young people with mental
distress. Through capacity building, practitioners can learn how to explicate each dimension
of assessment of youth mental health (such as neurobiological, psychosocial, family, school,
and community dimensions, etc.) and its interrelationships, and thus formulate tailored and

holistic plans to practical interventions.

D. The Significance of Early ldentification and Crisis Intervention

Early identification and crisis intervention services should be strengthened to help young
people with mental distress. The government and related organizations should design
proactive outreach services to assist schools and community organizations in identifying
youth who may be struggling with mental distress. Crisis intervention is also crucial to
support these young people. Family, peers’, teachers’, and social workers’ support should be
solicited to enable young people to experience senses of belonging, understanding, and

acceptance in coping with their mental distress.
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Introduction

Precarious political situations can manifest in the forms of uncertain political futures and
political conflicts. Such forms of socio-political instability can take a mental toll on young
people who are already dealing with the identity and existential issues that commonly occur
during adolescence [3,4]. When youth fail to find meaning in their lives or struggle to cope
with difficulties amid precarious socio-political situations, they may be confronted with an
existential crisis or a sense of powerlessness, which are considered to be etiological factors of
psychopathology [5]. Given the prevalence and unexpected nature of such circumstances,
there is an urgent need to conduct research to examine the wellbeing of young people amid
precarious political situations, and to investigate the socio-political, community,
interpersonal, and intrapersonal factors that may influence youth’s mental health during

major political life events.

The 2014 “Umbrella Movement” in Hong Kong is an information-rich case for the impact of
mass socio-political movements on population mental health. After the “Umbrella
Movement” there were high percentages of moderate to severe cases of anxiety (59.69%) and
depression (22.48%) among Hong Kong people between 18 to 24 years of age [6]. A
longitudinal study showed that Hong Kong citizens who were older, less educated,
unemployed, and making a lower household income were more likely to demonstrate
persistent moderate depression after the “Umbrella Movement.” Interestingly, this study also
found that those between 15 to 34 years of age demonstrated the lowest instances of
persistent moderate depression (25.5%) [7].

Two other studies in Hong Kong closely examined how participation in the “Umbrella
Movement” affected a person’s wellbeing. The first study, conducted by Lau et al. [8], found
that the three types of responses to the “Umbrella Movement” (i.e., worries about safety,
negative emotional responses to media reports, and conflicts with peers about the Movement)
and the emotional responses to local political situations were both significantly associated
with mental distress. In contrast, personal participation in the Movement was not associated
with any mental distress. The other study found that social resource loss on social media

(e.g., losing friends or followers on social media) was associated with depressive symptoms



among those between 39 years of age and older. However, this did not hold for younger

persons between 18 to 38 years of age [6].

Although previous studies demonstrate the importance of examining the psychosocial
responses to political movements, they focus heavily on a psychosocial perspective that
positions political tension as a structural factor of general public mental health [9]. This
means that political conflicts are largely viewed as socially produced results that can
negatively impact population mental health. There is, however, little consideration for how
precarious socio-political contexts affect the overall functioning of youth and the specific,
nuanced aspects of a young person’s livelihood. Consequently, a purely psychosocial
approach may overlook the variety of conflicts encountered by youth, ignore contextual
factors, and ultimately neglect how young people’s lived experiences in socio-political events
may affect their mental wellbeing. In addition, these existing studies were not focused on
adolescents. Because adolescents are currently increasingly active participants of socio-
political actions, there is a great need to examine how youth are exposed to and affected by
contemporary socio-political situations.

The 2019 Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill (“ELAB”) Incident and resultant protests in
Hong Kong spawned ongoing socio-political unrest that directly and indirectly affected the
livelihood and well-being of locals [1,2,10]. This incident was caused by The Government of
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (“HKSAR Government”)’s proposed
amendment of the existing Fugitive Offenders Ordinance and Mutual Legal Assistance in
Criminal Matters Ordinance. Believing that such amendment would have allowed people in
Hong Kong to be extradited to Mainland China, massive demonstrations, protests, and
serious confrontations between protesters and the police occurred in different districts of

Hong Kong as a result.

After the announcement of the HKSAR Government’s formal withdrawal of the Anti-
Extradition Law Amendment Bill, the promulgation of the national security law, and the
arrest of active politicians and protest leaders by the authorities under the national security
law, the ELAB Incident and its related protests came to an end. Nevertheless, how the socio-
political tension after the ELAB Incident affected adolescents’ mental wellbeing remains
largely unknown. Since today’s youth hold higher expectations of their political, civil, and

social rights, the current socio-political environment has undoubtedly brought about massive



internal and external changes for young people in Hong Kong, all of which can severely
impact mental health. There is thus an urgent need to investigate the influence of
intrapersonal, interpersonal, community, and socio-political factors on adolescents’ mental
health after the ELAB Incident in Hong Kong.

Objectives of the Study

Objectives as per original application

1. To investigate adolescents’ mental health during the current Anti-Extradition Law
Amendment Bill (ELAB) Incident;

2.  To explicate the influence of intrapersonal, interpersonal, community, and socio-

political factors on adolescents” mental health;

3.  Toexamine the moderating effects of meaning in life, resilience, social support,
perceived empowerment from the community, and perceived opportunities for civic
engagement on the relationship between adolescents’ stress during political life events

and their mental health;

4.  To explore the association between adolescents’ subjective experiences or personal

accounts of their participation in the ELAB Incident and their mental health;

5.  To understand the perceptions of parents, teachers, and social workers toward young

people’s mental health during the ELAB Incident; and

6. Todraw implications for public policy, practice, and research

Revised objectives (approved by PICO on 06/10/2020)

After the announcement of the HKSAR Government’s formal withdrawal of the Anti-

Extradition Law Amendment Bill, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the

promulgation of the national security law, it can be said that the ELAB Incident and its



related protests have come to an end. As the research proposal was submitted in late
November 2019 while various socio-political changes have occurred within the previous year,

it was more accurate to revise the research objectives as follows:

1. To investigate adolescents’ mental health after the Anti-Extradition Law Amendment
Bill (ELAB) Incident;

2. To explicate the influence of intrapersonal, interpersonal, community, and socio-

political factors on adolescents’ mental health;

3. To examine the moderating effects of meaning in life, resilience, social support,
perceived empowerment from the community, and perceived opportunities for civic
engagement on the relationship between adolescents’ stress during political life events

and their mental health;

4. To explore the association between adolescents’ subjective experiences or personal

accounts of their participation in political life events and their mental health;

5.  To understand the perceptions of parents, teachers, and social workers toward young
people’s mental health after the ELAB Incident; and

6. Todraw implications for public policy, practice, and research.

Literature Review

The Effect of Stress Arising from Political Life Events on Youth Mental Health and
Wellbeing

Upon review of previous research related to socio-political events in Hong Kong before the
ELAB Incident, To [4] argued that socio-political instability may have negative implications
on youth wellbeing. Protests and other forms of socio-political actions are also recognized as
determinants of population’s quality of life, even when they are non-violent [11]. There is

thus an urgent need to examine how stressful socio-political contexts affect Hong Kong



youth’s life outcomes. Moreover, to better understand Hong Kong youth’s experiences amid
precarious socio-political contexts and to provide effective mental health support during
challenging times, it is important to understand the effect of stress arising from political life
events on youth mental health and wellbeing.

Based on the notion that a person’s perceptions of and reactions to stressful events are highly
transactional and dynamic, Slone [12] argued that “adverse political life events” represent a
unique category of life stressors because they are located within a particular historical and
political context and thus can impact collective experiences and behaviours. Slone also
developed the Political Life Events (PLE) scale to examine the subjective appraisal of youth
towards politically stressful events. Her research challenged the preconceived notion that
there exists a direct positive relation between the stressfulness of political life events and the
mental distress of youth. For example, in a comparative study on Israeli children and
Palestinian children aged 12 to 13, while Palestinian children reported greater exposure to
political violence, the severity of such exposure led to reduced mental distress among this
group [13]. Her findings show that children and youth may experience the surrounding socio-

political events differently depending on their subjective appraisal.

Adopting a Socio-Ecological Perspective in Youth Mental Health

Traditional psychological models of youth mental health are criticized for their sole focus on
a person’s psychological problems, without much regard for contextual and social factors
(e.g., [14]). Alternatively, a socio-ecological perspective considers youth and their
surrounding environments as a unitary system, with particular attention on the relationships
between the specific and unique social, cultural, and political contexts [15]. This perspective
is premised on two core ideas. First, researchers should recognize youth and their
surrounding social systems, and any reciprocal relationships between them. Second,
researchers should use different levels of analysis and examine the transactions between risks
and protective factors at different socio-ecological levels, such as family, peer, school,
community, and other social levels [14]. By adopting a socio-ecological perspective, a
conceptual framework (see Figure 1) can be established for investigating the individual-
environmental transactions that affect adolescent well-being amid socio-political precarity

[4]. Specifically, this framework can be used to examine the direct and moderating effects of
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different intrapersonal, interpersonal, and community protective factors on the relationship

between adolescents’ stress arising from political life events and their mental health.

The Influence of Intrapersonal Protective Factors on Youth Mental Health and Wellbeing

in Political Conflicts

Intrapersonal protective factors generally refer to an individual’s inner perceptions or
characteristics. Naturally, meaning-making may have a particularly important role for youth
who are dealing with highly anxious and stressful experiences induced by precarious socio-
political contexts [3,16-17]. Because one’s construction of meaning operates at both personal
and interpersonal levels and can be heavily influenced by his or her values and beliefs
regarding current social or political events, exploring how a youth’s mental health is
influenced by his or her perceived meaning in life can greatly enhance our understanding of

youth functioning, engagement, and coping during and after socio-political conflicts.

Resilience can be defined as the capacity, processes, or outcomes of successful adaptation in
the context of significant threats to function or development [18]. Individuals with a higher
level of resilience tend to possess the following: (1) belief in their competence to cope with
stressful and challenging events, (2) the ability to deeply engage in or to commit themselves
to their life tasks, and (3) the ability to view crises as opportunities for further development
[19]. These characteristics are often associated with how individuals perceive and respond to

potential stressors in severe political life events [20,21].

The Influence of Interpersonal and Community Protective Factors on Youth Mental
Health and Wellbeing in Political Conflicts

Generally speaking, interpersonal and community protective factors consider an individual’s
functioning within a social environment, and can examine features such as social support and
one’s involvement in the community. Social support can be understood as resources derived
from relationships between persons that can facilitate different psychosocial outcomes [22].
Ample literature indicates that young people acquire social support from family, peers,
significant others, and institutional agents such as teachers and social workers [22].
Moreover, social support is identified as a major correlate of mental health [23]. It can also

enhance one’s functioning and protect them from adverse developmental outcomes because



the effect of stressful life events or adversities on a person’s wellbeing is found to be affected

by the amount of social support received [24].

Besides social support from close relationships such as family members, friends, and other
adult support, Woolcock and Narayan [25] identified the significance of enhancing social
capital that stems from distant relationships such as acquaintances, teammates, and people
with different backgrounds. In terms of precarious socio-political contexts, Barber [26] found
that being integrated in social settings such as religion can significantly moderate the
association between being involved in conflict and problematic behaviours amongst
Palestinian youth. A literature review also indicated that the collapse of one’s social networks
can lead to anomie, alienation, and poor social support, which has implications for mental
disorders among those struggling amid unstable political situations [9].

Because young people are a crucial part of any community, the community factor has
garnered attention in studies examining youth’s exposure to major political conflicts (e.g.,
[27]). Having fragmented ties to the community may predispose young people to mental
distress in times of political conflict [28]. However, there are potential protective factors that
can buffer against the adverse effects of various kinds of stressors in the community. For
example, the perceived amount of empowerment an adolescent draws from his or her
community can serve as an indicator of strengths-based community support [29]. A
community level of youth empowerment can encourage young people to participate in
community affairs and enhance their civic engagement, which can thus mitigate the sense of
powerlessness among young people and promote positive developmental outcomes,
especially amid an unstable socio-political environment [30,31]. Findings of an Italian study
also indicated that it is important to provide adolescents with more opportunities to
experience prosocial-oriented civic engagement in a community context in order to enhance

the social wellbeing of Italian adolescents [32].

Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses

Adopting a socio-ecological perspective, a conceptual framework was developed to
investigate the direct effects of stress arising from political life events, meaning in life,
resilience, social support and social capital, perceived empowerment in the community, and

perceived opportunities for civic engagement on youth mental health in Hong Kong.
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Furthermore, it also aimed to examine the moderating effects of meaning in life, resilience,
social support and social capital, perceived empowerment in the community, and perceived
opportunities for civic engagement in the relationship between adolescents’ stress arising
from political life events and their mental health. The basic premise of the study is that
certain intrapersonal, interpersonal, and community protective factors may have moderating

effects on the aforementioned relationship. This proposed framework can be illustrated in

Figure 1:

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Stress Arising from Political Life Events

: x x
/ v \
h Intrapersonal v R Mental Distress &
h . . . \ \A " . . .
/ (Meaning in Life & [ > Life Satisfaction
/ Resilience) L »
v e
Interpersonal Community
(Social Support (Youth Empowerment in the
& Associational Community & Civic
Social Capital) Engagement in the
Community)

Socio-demographic variables: gender, age, education,
religiosity, parents’ education level

As shown in the diagram, the solid arrow indicates the direct pathway between the predictor
variable (adolescents’ stress arising from political life events) and the criterion variables
(adolescents” mental distress and life satisfaction). The dotted arrow represents the direct

influences of the moderating variables (intrapersonal, interpersonal, and community
protective factors) on the criterion variable. The dashed arrow represents the ways in which

the moderating factors interact with the predictor variable and affect the criterion variables.



Based on this conceptual framework, the hypotheses of this study are derived as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Adolescents who have a higher level of stress arising from political life events

will have a higher level of mental distress and a lower level of life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2: Adolescents who have a higher sense of meaningfulness in life will have a

lower level of mental distress and a higher level of life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3: Adolescents who have a higher level of resilience will have a lower level of

mental distress and a higher level of life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4: Adolescents who have a higher level of social support will have a lower level

of mental distress and a higher level of life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 5: Adolescents who have a higher level of associational social capital will have a
lower level of mental distress and a higher level of life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 6: Adolescents who perceive they have a higher level of youth empowerment in
the community will have a lower level of mental distress and a higher level of life

satisfaction.

Hypothesis 7: Adolescents who perceive they have more opportunities to be involved in civic
engagement in the community will have a lower level of mental distress and a higher level of

life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 8: Meaning in life, resilience, social support, associational social capital,
perceived youth empowerment in the community, and civic engagement in the community
have moderating effects on the relationship between adolescents’ stress arising from political

life events and their mental distress / life satisfaction.

In addition to youth who were in schooling, non-engaged youth were also targeted in this
study. Non-engaged youth is a social category referring to young people who are unemployed
and not currently pursuing any education or training [33]. They are often regarded as at-risk

individuals who experience multiple stressors in their lives, and exhibit attitudes and
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behaviors deviating from social norms [34]. While previous research found that non-engaged
youth are less interested and engaged in politics [35], the recent situation in Hong Kong may
not be the same. Youth have played a salient role in the ELAB Incident and resultant protests
[36]. The political participation of young people can be regarded as a collective endeavor of
youth from different sociodemographic backgrounds, developmental stages, and even
ethnicities [36]. Its aftermath has also taken a mental toll on all young people [4]. Thus, it
was predicted that the aforementioned hypotheses would apply to both young people who are
in schooling and non-engaged youth.

Research Methodology

To deepen our understanding of the influence of intrapersonal, interpersonal, community, and
socio-political factors on young people’s mental health after the ELAB Incident in Hong
Kong, a mixed-methods approach was adopted to collect and analyze research data.
Specifically, a sequential design with prior and follow-up focus groups complementing a
quantitative survey was used. Together, these guided the data collection process and provide
interpretive resources for analyzing the research data. The present study involved four
interrelated stages: (1) Prior focus groups with adolescents, (2) a quantitative survey of
adolescents, (3) follow-up focus groups with adolescents, and (4) follow-up focus groups

with parents, social workers, and school personnel.

Sampling and Participants

Two prior focus group sessions were conducted respectively to gather the opinions of 12
young people about the design of the quantitative survey and the content of the survey
questionnaire, and to elicit their views on the design of the follow-up focus groups and the
content of the interview guides. The survey questionnaire was finalized based on the

feedback of the focus group participants.

Then, we administered a cross-sectional quantitative survey targeting senior secondary
students because middle and older adolescence is a crucial time for exploring meaning-
making, personal identity, and self-reflection [15]. All adolescents are offered three years of

compulsory senior secondary education under the present education system in Hong Kong. In
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the 2018/2019 school year there was a total population of 155,727 senior secondary students
[37]. Using G*Power, we set the effect size to 0.10, alpha error probability to 0.05, power for
the F-test to 0.95, number of the control variables and predictors to 12, and minimum
required sample size to 270 [34]. However, we proposed a target sample size of 1,500
because, for a population over 150,000, a one percent sample could be regarded as

representative [39].

A stratified random sampling method was first adopted to select 10 schools to be
representative of the study population. The five greater districts of Hong Kong (i.e., Hong
Kong and Outlying Islands, Kowloon East, Kowloon West, the New Territories East, and the
New Territories West) were treated as different stratums. Two coeducational secondary schools
from each district were randomly selected. Invitation letters were sent to principals to solicit
their support. If the responses of schools were not satisfactory due to the sensitive nature of this
research and the possible disruptions caused by the pandemic, stratified purposive sampling
would then be used. It was also planned to randomly select and recruit secondary four and
secondary five students of Chinese nationality of each sampled school to be respondents of
the survey. Nevertheless, after consulting the principals, secondary six students should be
recruited to participate in the survey along with secondary four and secondary five students in
order to fulfil the inclusion criteria of sampling, as secondary five students are normally
under 18 years old and secondary six students are at around 18 years old.

Three rounds of random sampling were completed. A total of 60 coeducational secondary
schools located in five greater districts were invited to participate in the survey. However,
only one school responded to our invitation and agreed to join. Following the research plan,
stratified purposive sampling was then adopted to select schools from different greater
districts. The stratified purposive sampling was based on schools’ locations, religious
affiliations, and medium of teaching language. Five coeducational secondary schools from
different greater districts agreed to join. As a result, a total of six coeducational secondary
schools located in five greater districts participated in the survey. The plan was to recruit
more schools to join the survey; however, due to the outbreak of Covid-19 and the Education
Bureau’s announcement of physical class suspension, the number of schools and students
who responded to the research was less than expected.
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From October 2020 to October 2021, 1,435 copies of the questionnaire were collected from
senior secondary students (from secondary four to secondary six) of six coeducational

secondary schools located in five greater districts. The response rate was 69.11%.

Furthermore, using the method of purposive sampling, youth aged 15-24 who were not in
schooling at the time of data collection were also recruited to join this survey. In view of the
difficulty in recruiting youth participants who are not in the education system, a total of 200
non-engaged youth were targeted in this study. Invitation letters were sent to districted-based
Youth Outreaching Social Work Teams which provide counselling and developmental
services for non-engaged or at-risk youth. Through the assistance from a total of 13 Youth
Outreaching Social Work Teams from nine NGOs, 210 non-engaged youth participated in the

survey.

After the quantitative survey, seven focus groups were conducted respectively for a total of
36 young people. They were recruited by a purposive sampling method from districted-based
Integrated Children and Youth Service Centres with several criteria such as age, socio-
economic status, educational level, location of school, and involvement in youth activities.
Furthermore, three focus group sessions were organized respectively for 6 parents, 10 social
workers, and 7 school personnel to generate ideas for explaining the findings of the survey

and focus groups and to give recommendations for policy, practice, and research.

Measures of the Survey

The measures used in this study were adapted from a variety of existing scales in both

Chinese and Western literature. Details of the measures are as follows:

2.2.1 Predictor Variable (Stress Arising from Political Life Events)

Based on two prior focus group sessions with adolescents to gather their experiences in
political life events and their opinions of the content of the survey questionnaire, the authors
developed a scale of 13 statements regarding stress arising from political life events. All 13
items were rated on a seven-point Likert-type scale from 1 (rarely/never) to 7 (always).
Sample items included “I experience stress because of differences in my political opinions

with those of my family members or relatives”, “I experience stress because of differences in
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my political opinions with those of my friends or classmates”, and “I fear speaking up for my
political stance under stress”. Total scores ranged from 13 to 91; a higher total scale score
reflected a higher level of stress arising from political life events. A confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) was conducted to validate this scale using AMOS Software Version 25. A
variety of indices were examined to evaluate the goodness-of-fit, including the comparative
fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA). The CFI and the TLI each ranged from 0 to 1, with 0 indicating no
fit and 1 indicating a perfect fit [40]. The RMSEA ranged from 0 to 1, with values less

than .05 considered an exact fit [40]. The goodness-of-fit indices for this measure were found
to be satisfactory (CFI = .96, TLI =.99, RMSEA = .04). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
was .927 in this study.

Moderating/Protective Variables

Intrapersonal Factors — Meaning in Life: The Meaning in Life Questionnaire - Presence of
Meaning Subscale (MLQ-P), developed by Steger et al. [41] and translated by Chan [42], was

adopted to measure adolescents’ sense of meaningfulness. The MLQ-P is a five-item scale
including statements such as “l understand my life’s meaning”. Each item is rated on a 7-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely true), thus the total
score ranges from 5 to 35. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .848.

Intrapersonal Factors — Resilience: The Resilience Subscale of the Chinese Positive Youth

Development Scale (CPYDS), developed by Shek et al. [43], was used to assess adolescents’
capacity for adapting to change and stressful events in healthy and effective ways. A sample
item included “When | face difficulty, I will not give up easily”. Each item is rated on a 7-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely true); thus, the

total score ranges from 6 to 42. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .849.

Interpersonal Factors — Social Support: The Social Provision Scale (SPS), developed by

Cutrona and Russell [44] and translated into Chinese and validated by To et al. [45], was used
to measure young people’s perceived social relationships and social support. This is a 12-item
scale containing statements such as “I feel a strong emotional tie with at least one other
person”. Each item is rated on a 7-point Likert type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly

agree) for total scores ranging from 12 to 84. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .937.
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Interpersonal Factors — Associational Social Capital: The Associational Social Capital

Questionnaire (ASCQ), developed by Yuan and Ngai [46], was used to measure young
people’s perceived social cohesion, trust, and solidarity towards any associations or
affiliations they are a part of. The ASCQ is a 10-item scale containing statements such as
“People in this association help each other out”. Each item is rated on a 5-point Likert-type
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) for total scores ranging from 10 to 50. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .806.

Community Factor — Perceived Youth Empowerment in the Community: The Perceived

Youth Empowerment Questionnaire (PYEQ), developed by Paxton et al. [47] and translated
by To et al. [45], was used to measure young people’s perceived empowerment in their
community. The PYEQ is a 5-item scale containing statements such as “I am given chances
to make my neighbourhood/community better”. Each item is rated on a 7-point Likert-type
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) for total scores ranging from 7 to 35. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .921.

Community Factor — Perceived Opportunities for Civic Engagement in the Community: The

Behaviour Subscale of the Civic Engagement Scale (CES), developed by Doolittle and Faul
[48], was adopted to measure the ways in which young people have opportunities to
participate in the community in order to improve conditions for others or to help shape the
community’s future. The CES is a 6-item scale containing statements such as “When working
with others, | make positive changes in the community”. Each item is rated on a 7-point
Likert-type scale (1 = rarely/never; 7 = always), for total scores ranging from 6 to 42. A CFA
was conducted to validate this scale since the CES did not have a Chinese-language version.
The goodness-of-fit indices for this scale were found to be satisfactory (CFI = .99, TLI = .99,
RMSEA = .03). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .925.

Criterion Variable

Mental Health: The Chinese Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS), developed by

Zigmond and Snaith [49] and translated by Leung et al. [50], was used to measure the degree
of depressive mood and anxiety symptoms. This scale comprises 14 items, seven of which

were designed to assess the degree of depressive mood symptoms and seven to assess the
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degree of anxiety symptoms. Each item on the questionnaire is scored from 0 (e.g., not at all)
to 3 (e.g., most of the time), which means a person can score between 0 and 21 for either
anxiety or depression. Total scores range from 0 to 42; a higher total scale score reflects a
higher level of mental distress. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .807.

Life Satisfaction: The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS), developed by Diener et al. [51]

and translated by To and Tam [52], was adopted. Sample items include ‘In most ways my life

is close to my ideal’ and “The conditions of my life are excellent’. All six items were rated on
a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), for total scores
ranging from 6 to 42. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .872.

Control Variables

Demographic Variables: The demographic data of participants, including age, gender,

educational level, religiosity, and parents’ education level, was collected as part of the
survey. Previous research demonstrated the influence of these demographic variables on the
relationship patterns described in the moderation hypotheses (e.g., [12,53]), so the effects of

these variables were considered controlled when conducting the regression analyses.

Data Collection

We obtained ethical approval from the Survey and Behavioural Research Ethics Committee
of The Chinese University of Hong Kong prior to the study. We also obtained permission
from the schools’ principals to conduct research with the students, as well as obtained letters
of consent from the students and their parents before the students’ participation in the survey.
We collected survey responses on school days in a classroom setting. Prior to administering
the survey questionnaire, data collectors provided students with a clear explanation of the
survey’s objectives and the way in which the researchers would process data. In doing so,
they highlighted the principles of voluntary participation, right of withdrawal, guarantee of
anonymity, and the cautious use of research data. Ultimately, each participant filled out a
questionnaire. The administrator collected the survey questionnaire immediately upon
completion. For non-engaged youth, questionnaires were administered and collected by

trained social workers of the Youth Outreaching Social Work Teams, who ensured that
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participants received thorough explanations regarding the study’s objectives and how the data

would be processed.

Regarding the post-survey focus groups, upon receiving consent from the participants, the
focus groups were audio-taped and conducted by the investigators. Abiding by research
ethics, confidentiality was assured, where names and any identifiable information of the
participants were anonymous. Some guiding questions regarding the research participants’
subjective experiences and perceptions were predetermined in an interview guide based on
the findings of the survey. Those questions served as a general framework, which means that

the flow of these discussion was participant-focused rather than question-focused.

Data Analysis

To achieve Objective 1, descriptive statistics were performed in the first phase of data
analysis to explore the participants’ demographic characteristics. A series of analysis were
conducted to explore whether the anxiety level and depression level of the respondents would
exceed the cut-off point of 8/21 and thus demonstrate anxiety or depression symptoms [54].
Pearson’s correlation analyses were also run to explore the correlations among all study
variables, including demographic variables, predictors, and criterion variables. To achieve
Objectives 2 and 3, multiple regression analyses and moderation analyses were conducted to
test these hypotheses.

To achieve Objectives 4 and 5, the method of thematic analysis was adopted for examining
the qualitative data. The researchers identified emergent themes by comparing and
categorizing the meaning units derived from the data. The researchers listed the themes and
made sense of any connections between themes. They examined whether these connections
are reflective of the direct experiences of participants. Finally, major themes underlying the
participants’ lived experiences were summarized, together with participants’ quotations that

best support and illustrate the themes.

Quantitative Research Findings

Findings of the Quantitative Survey on Students
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Participants

A total of 1,435 senior secondary school students were recruited for this study. Table 1 shows
the demographic characteristics of the participants. Of the 1,435 participants, 53.2% were
male and 46.8% were female. Of the total sample, 26.3% were aged 15 or below, 63.1% were
aged 16-17, 10.4% were aged 18-19, and 0.2% were aged 20 or above. Among the
participants, 74.0% reported having no religious beliefs. In terms of education level, 30.4%
were in 10th grade, 33.8% were in 11th grade, and 35.8% were in 12th grade. More than two
thirds (70.2%) had a father whose highest education level was senior secondary school or
above, and almost two thirds (66.2%) had a mother whose highest education level was senior

secondary school or above.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics as a Percentage of the Sample (n = 1,435).

Demographic Characteristic %
Gender
Male 53.2
Female 46.8
Age
15 or Below 26.3
16-17 63.1
18-19 10.4
20 or Above 0.2
Religion
No 74.0
Yes 26.0
Education Level
F.4 30.4
F.5 33.8
F.6 35.8

Father’s Education Level
Primary School or Below 9.9

Junior Secondary School 20.1
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Senior Secondary School 18.3
Matriculation 29.9
College / University 15.6
Postgraduate 6.2

Mother’s Education Level

Primary School or Below 14.7
Junior Secondary School 19.1
Senior Secondary School 18.4
Matriculation 26.3
College / University 17.2
Postgraduate 4.3

Table 2 presents the means and standard deviations of all study variables and the zero-order
correlations among the variables, which offer tentative evidence that the predictor variable
(stress arising from political life events), most of the presumed moderators (meaningfulness
in life, resilience, social support, associational social capital, youth empowerment in the
community, and civic engagement in the community), and the criterion variables (mental
distress and life satisfaction ) are significantly correlated. Moreover, it is noteworthy that
while none of the demographic variables were found to be significantly correlated with
mental distress and therefore no variables were controlled, four variables (age, religion,
education, and mother’s education) are significantly correlated with life satisfaction, and thus
they were controlled when conducting the regression analyses.

Furthermore, the results indicate that around 52% of students (Mean=11.79; SD=2.65)
reported that their anxiety level exceeded the cut-off point of 8/21 and thus demonstrate
anxiety symptoms, while around 42% of students (Mean=11.00; SD=2.11) reported that their
depression level exceeded the cut-off point of 8/21 and thus demonstrate depression

symptoms [54].
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Table 2: Correlations among Demographic Variables, Criterion Variables, Predictor Variables, and Moderating Variables with Means
and Standard Deviations.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 M(SD)

1. Gender

2. Age -.061* 16.41
(1.039)

3. Religion -.024 -.059*

4, Education .001 T37*** -.047

5. Father’s -.018 -.048 .135%** .021

Education
6. Mother’s .017 - 110%**  128*** -.075** .648***
Education

7. MH (DV) -.002 .035 -.021 .043 -.024 -.037 16.601
(6.230)

8. SPLE (IV)  .005 .015 .076** .093%** -.020 -.010  .175*** 48.932
(16.348)

9. ML (MV) -.041 -.009 123%** -.010 .051 .035 -.331*%** 004 21.847
(5.771)

10. RE (MV) -.058 .074%* .065* .075%* .005 .020 -400*%** 049 A4BF** 28.192
(5.943)

11. BSC(MV) .078** .022 .037 .056* .027 .068*  -348***  120%** .316%** ABL*** 57.362
(13.261)

12. ASC (MV) -.005 -.036 .076** -.015 .013 .031 -111%** 031 101%** 153%** .155%** 36.222
(3.007)

13. YEC (MV) -.037 -.054 .025 -108***  -031 .000 -135%**  138*** .130%** 226%** 223%**% 121 %** 15.220
(5.933)

14, CEC (MV) .123*** (057* 119%** .074%* .090** .068* -.019 .345%** 152%** .230%** 228%**% 127 F** BTT*** 16.590
(8.001)

15. LS (DV) -.047 -.073* .085** -077** .007 .071* -502*** -017 371F** ALTH** A46F** 125%** 240%**  148*** 23.702
(7.303)

Note. Gender was dummied as 0 = female, 1 = male; Religion was dummied as O = without religion, 1 = with religion. Education = year of
study; Father’s Education = year of study; Mother’s Education = year of study; MH = Mental Health; SPLE = Stress Arising from Political Life
Events; ML = Meaningfulness in Life; RE = Resilience; BSC = Social Support; ASC = Associational Social Capital; YEC = Youth
Empowerment in Community; CEC = Civic Engagement in Community; LS = Life Satisfaction. “p < .05; "p <.01; ***p < .001.
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Table 3 reports the results of a hierarchical regression analysis for the relationship between
mental distress, stress arising from political life events, and each presumed moderator. As
indicated in Table 3, there is a positive association between stress arising from political life
events and adolescents’ mental distress. Hence, Hypothesis 1 is supported. The results also
show that higher levels of meaningfulness in life, resilience, social support, and youth
empowerment in the community were significantly associated with lower levels of mental
distress. Therefore, Hypotheses 2, 3, 4, and 6 were supported. However, civic engagement in
the community was found to be positively associated with mental distress, which was
contrary to Hypothesis 7. Furthermore, the results do not support Hypothesis 8, as no

interaction effects could be found among the predictor variable and all presumed moderators.

Table 3. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Mental Distress from Stress

Arising from Political Life Events and all Levels of Protective Factors

Criterion

Mental Distress

Predictor AR? B t

Step 1

Stress Arising from Political Life Events 031*** 75 6.489***

Step 2

Protective Factors 233%**
Meaningfulness in Life -.160 -5.986***
Resilience -.235 -8.062***
Social Support -.204 -7.372%**
Associational Social Capital -.034 -1.425
Youth Empowerment in Community -.064 -2.467*
Civic Engagement in Community .065 2.368*

Step 3

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .004
Life Events & Protective Factors
Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .001 .019

Life Events & Meaningfulness in Life
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Interaction between Stress Arising from Political -.020 -.669
Life Events & Resilience

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political -.014 -.478
Life Events & Social Support

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .028 1.153
Life Events & Associational Social Capital

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .048 1.826
Life Events & Youth Empowerment in
Community

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .025 943

Life Events & Civic Engagement in Community
Total R? 268
*p = .05; **p = .01; ***p = .001

Table 4 reports the results of a hierarchical regression analysis for the relationship between
life satisfaction, stress arising from political life events, and each presumed moderator. As
indicated in Table 4, there is no association between stress arising from political life events
and adolescents’ life satisfaction. Hence, Hypothesis 1 is not supported. The results also show
that higher levels of meaningfulness in life, resilience, social support, and youth
empowerment in the community were significantly associated with a higher level of life
satisfaction. Therefore, Hypotheses 2, 3, 4, and 6 were supported. Furthermore, an interaction
effect could be found between stress arising from political life events and youth
empowerment in the community on life satisfaction. As shown in Figure 2, the associations
between stress arising from political life events and life satisfaction differed according to the
level of youth empowerment in the community. For participants who had a higher level of
perceived youth empowerment in the community, there was a positive association between
stress arising from political life events and life satisfaction; however, for those who had a
lower level of perceived youth empowerment in the community, there was a negative

association between stress arising from political life events and life satisfaction.



Table 4. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Life Satisfaction from Stress

Arising from Political Life Events and all Levels of Protective Factors
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Criterion

Life Satisfaction

Predictor AR? B t

Step 1

Control Variables 017%**
Age -.003 -.059
Religion .076 2.521*
Education -.066 -1.527
Mother’s education .065 2.138*

Step 2

Stress Arising from Political Life Events .001 -.033 -1.098

Step 3

Protective Factors 312%**
Meaningfulness in Life 170 6.066***
Resilience 253 8.249***
Social Support 247 8.507***
Associational Social Capital .023 926
Youth Empowerment in Community 116 4.220***
Civic Engagement in Community -.028 -.970

Step 4

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .008*

Life Events & Protective Factors

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .033 1.167
Life Events & Meaningfulness in Life

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political -.012 -.389
Life Events & Resilience

Interaction between Stress Arising from -.038 -1.304
Political Life Events & Social Support

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political -.039 -1.500

Life Events & Associational Social Capital
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Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .078 2.764**
Life Events & Youth Empowerment in
Community
Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .020 7104
Life Events & Civic Engagement in Community
Total R? 338
*p = .05; **p = .01; ***p = .001

Figure 2. Association between Stress Arising from Political Life Events and Life Satisfaction

as a Function of Youth Empowerment in the Community

7.00 High Low
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.00
5.00 - 1.00

00 R? Linear = 0.001
00 R? Linear = 0.007
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Life Satisfaction
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Stress in Political Life Events

Findings of the Quantitative Survey on Young People who are not in Schooling

Participants

A total of 210 young people who were not in schooling were recruited for this study. Table 5
shows the demographic characteristics of the participants. Of the 210 participants, 38.1%

were female and 61.9% were male. Of the total sample, 3.9% were aged 15 or below, 50.3%
were aged 16-17, 34.6% were aged 18-19, and 11.2% were aged 20 or above. Nearly half of
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the participants (49.8%) had a father whose highest education level was senior secondary
school or above, and almost 46% had a mother whose highest education level was senior

secondary school or above.

Table 5. Demographic Characteristics as a Percentage of the Sample (n = 210).

Demographic Characteristic %
Gender
Male 61.9
Female 38.1
Age
15 or Below 3.9
16 - 17 50.3
18-19 34.6
20 or Above 11.2
Father’s Education
Primary School or Below 19.2
Junior Secondary School 31.0
Senior Secondary School 25.1
Matriculation 18.7
College / University 5.4
Postgraduate 0.6
Mother’s Education
Primary School or Below 23.6
Junior Secondary School 30.5
Senior Secondary School 19.2
Matriculation 21.7
College / University 4.0
Postgraduate 1.0

Table 6 presents the means and standard deviations of all study variables and the zero-order
correlations among the variables, which offer tentative evidence that most of the presumed
moderators (resilience, social support, and youth empowerment in the community) and the

criterion variables (mental distress and life satisfaction) are significantly correlated. While it



is noteworthy that none of the demographic variables were found to be significantly
correlated with mental distress, one variable (i.e., age) is significantly correlated with life

satisfaction, and thus it was controlled when conducting the regression analyses.

Furthermore, the results indicate that around 62.4% of non-schooling youth (Mean=11.63;
SD=2.34) reported that their anxiety level exceeded the cut-off point of 8/21 and thus
demonstrate anxiety symptoms, while around 57.6% of non-schooling youth (Mean=11.15;
SD=1.91) reported that their depression level exceeded the cut-off point of 8/21 and thus

demonstrate depression symptoms [54].

25
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Table 6: Correlations among Criterion Variables, Predictor Variable, and Moderating Variables based on the Sample of Youth not in

Schooling
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 M (SD)
1. Gender
2. Age -.124 17.541
(1.767)
3. Father’s Education -.060 .013
4. Mother’s Education -181**  .022 532x**
5. Mental Health (DV) .032 .065 -.034 .015 18.237
(5.947)
6. Life Satisfaction (DV) -.027 -137* .052 .019 -.518*** 22.814
(7.965)
7. Stress Arising Political 011 -.014 024 -.063 125 075 56.597
Life Events (1V) (17.065)
8. Resilience (MV) -.068 -114 .046 .045 -319***  418*** 128 28.938
(6.755)
9. Social Support (MV) .044 -.115 .053 -.009 -369***  480***  .153* 545*** 58.512
(13.360)
10.  Youth Empowermentin .074 -.038 .039 -.030 - 157* 315** > 209** 338***  310*** 18.963
the Community (MV) (6.895)

"p <.05; 7p <.01; ***p < .001.
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Table 7 reports the results of a hierarchical regression analysis for the relationship between
mental distress, stress arising from political life events, and each presumed moderator. As
indicated in Table 7, there is no association between stress arising from political life events
and non-schooling youth’s mental distress. The results also show that higher levels of
resilience and social support were significantly associated with a lower level of mental
distress. Furthermore, no interaction effects could be found among the predictor variable and

all presumed moderators on mental distress.

Table 7. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Mental Distress from Stress

Arising from Political Life Events and all Levels of Protective Factors

Criterion

Mental Distress
Predictor AR? B t
Step 1
Stress Arising from Political Life Events 016 125 1.817
Step 2
Protective Factors 179%**
Resilience -.168 -2.201*
Social Support -.293 -3.857***
Youth Empowerment in Community -.051 -.745
Step 3

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .011

Life Events & Protective Factors

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .082 1.012
Life Events & Resilience

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political -.067 -.901
Life Events & Social Support

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .058 761
Life Events & Youth Empowerment in Community

Total R? 206

*p = .05; **p = .01; ***p =.001
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Table 8 reports the results of a hierarchical regression analysis for the relationship between

life satisfaction, stress arising from political life events, and each presumed moderator. As

indicated in Table 8, there is no association between stress arising from political life events

and non-schooling youth’s life satisfaction. The results also show that higher levels of

resilience, social support, and youth empowerment in the community were significantly

associated with a higher level of life satisfaction. Furthermore, no interaction effects could be

found among the predictor variable and all presumed moderators.

Table 8. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Life Satisfaction from Stress

Arising from Political Life Events and all Levels of Protective Factors

Criterion

Life Satisfaction

Predictor AR? B t

Step 1

Control Variables .019*
Age -.137 -1.974*

Step 2

Stress Arising from Political Life Events .004 .066 953

Step 3

Protective Factors 271%**
Resilience 183 2.470*
Social Support 335 4.570%**
Youth Empowerment in Community 144 2.202*

Step 4

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .005

Life Events & Protective Factors

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political .087 1.092
Life Events & Resilience

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political -.029 -.399
Life Events & Social Support

Interaction between Stress Arising from Political -.057 - 177

Life Events & Youth Empowerment in Community

Total R?

299
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*p = .05; **p = .01; ***p =.001

Quialitative Research Findings

The objectives of the post-survey focus groups were set to (1) gain a deeper understanding of
the association between adolescents’ subjective experiences or personal accounts of their
participation in political life events and their mental health, (2) elaborate on and supplement
the findings obtained from the survey, and (3) draw implications for policy, practice, and
research. While the narratives of the participants revealed that each of them had unique
understanding of the current situation, the repeated appearance of some messages showed an
underlying attached meaning. The themes unravelled and summarized the reflections of the
participants on the changing circumstances and experiences of young people’s participation
in and interpretation of the political life events in Hong Kong. It should also be noted that the
themes uncovered are not mutually exclusive. Rather, their co-existence can explain the

complexity and multiplicity of the participants’ lived experiences.

Views on Stress Arising from the Current Socio-Political Environment

The first emergent theme centred on how young people, teachers, social workers and parents
perceived the stress arising from the current socio-political environment. In contrast with
their perceived high level of youth participation during the ELAB Incident, it seems that the
youth respondents considered themselves as having low political efficacy and not being able
to freely express their political views or act based on their political stances due to a fear of
some consequences. The lack of political efficacy or their perceived inability to express their

views freely may eventually arouse some negative emotions.

HERA LSRG anytime » G A 0R E O ARG S EIEE - (GRS
G EM T AR G E AR - Mk L E OB RIER - R (R ATEME (5 7L 4R
FRGHER o - MR TGP E R o R A IRIERI 2R G EEa - K5
IBRI4HG & B A ST > FTA A% unknown BERHE: » (RIETEEEE IH st 22 4205
WIS G UG (A B G B e M W IR » DRERIE R KR - B rlfE- B
I O S AT Z3{A]08E - (Youth Focus Group 7, Participant 2)
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WEE & AR IR EE AT > IRBF A RIESERL T A GERAEER - Bl IRE
HEEER - AR A 2 ER G BMRA R LLRTA A R 2 2 s 85 ek i
R > BLAA-- BIAMERY AT T SR A ) S Al A e — {18l e SRR e e o -
IR(E L AARE SIS - BA-- SRR AREE sorry PRMEEEIIH A - {H{RE- -
RIAEE 8 7oA B3 A4 2 1% - BIBAEAS - BEARIESHRT: - BEARIR-- AREEE
e ? TP AR A IARIESEE - ARF(RIEE TG REN B E5#% - (Youth Focus
Group 6, Participant 5)

[lA 5 SRERMAREA "R BV ITART DU ST - WA CAKER - B S
TER L RIS - BT K HWITAMIARTE - BRJEETAE 0 AR
B WA - BB A KGR SRR 2 - AR ST GEREIBUE
[=H] > SEMEVAEEEBER - (Youth Focus Group 1, 3)

Echoing the voices of youth respondents, teachers, social workers and parents commented
that many young people suppressed their stress and negative emotions in face of the current
situation. They also demonstrated their awareness of the tension and challenges caused by the
drastic changes in the socio-political environment and how these changes have reduced
young people’s willingness to articulate their thoughts and feelings. Because socio-political
events can instigate young people’s deep emotional responses that can hardly be suppressed,

the psychological wellbeing of young people may thus be adversely affected.

HE(EB i 2 Wi L 206 - (R0 - BT E C - WE SRR
WEE o R - T 2R AR E A A I E S R e T TS L — ;- 2 AileE AR
G BENEAREZBCHERE - BERBNEEC A REEEW - HRF1R0E
& LB EMRBCS A BE - (A0 - B A 2 EEE - I {E A
TREHME(RBR A o O s e — e - - FRET BBt AR | (Teacher 1)

{18 NS AE g (S S e - B E B AR B S L - KRB EBEAA
mEBE SR > HIEB (- FR(E R A (B RERAIEE O
EAREMIRE RS T — (BB W7 = PIAE R FEGE - Bh AEE
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(& social political issue 2 NEE(E wellbeing:-- MIN HARM--- FREGEH P
& HEME{EERYE AT MEIG - A RIS B W ER I e 2 S 3y A B 7
il 27 L {AE(E - B physical {ERUERAET A - (HIAEEAE I NEREE—TL
ZARFRETE(E moment - - HER T —(HEEFAN - RPEFTEH - (Parent 3)

Views on Interpersonal Conflicts Derived from Different Political Stances
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The second theme emerging from the narratives of participants is centred on their perceptions

of the interpersonal conflicts derived from different political stances. Some youth respondents

found it especially difficult to avoid such interpersonal conflicts in face of the current socio-

political environment. In their opinions, social media and online platforms may have become

a battlefield for people with different political stances to attack and bully each other.

Therefore, they expressed frustrations when they experienced such kind of political conflicts.

HVEIRNAEL - BB - ATEEME—(E post Al » AIRE R HE —(FItH -
UEHE (BT TR I —[EI P S R PTER LS - MR KRR AN | asEer - B EY - 15
SFR o PROE NOREERME i BRI e S R MRS, - HAREEARHEE
e RE (R — (- Ec B - BIGEE vl ae o] DUAME[EJEE 7 (A1 5580 — (55 - (B(5EE
ATREMRBUR I - 2 (A post AHEERS - FESUER I g H # nE |
RS T AT 2% PR IS - i H R e B IR 2 - PR SR
— A\ 2 HEEEEE © (Youth Focus Group 3, Participant 2)

-

{4 Instagram > T HEIAAE comment » HHIE(E AE (% S A 0% > BRAENY
NEREEER AR - R ARG T ) T AER IR B > S AR ERME(E A
TS REEE R AR T - HER S B 55 S R EE - BMARREREA
WiEEIEE > J5+(% based on A\MHEFFAG > FTRE(E icon AEIHE - BRE(RHIEHEEEE
I > B A EEIH A - (Youth Focus Group 3, Participant 4)
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Nevertheless, some youth respondents considered that while differences in political stances
were unavoidable, it would be better to make use of various platforms for both sides to

communicate and to enhance mutual understanding.

HEREGE R (b g e - (B A EE R B ] PUF IR =200
W o P DATRABASUE(EER S L E AR A BB » B ARAIIEE - - {RIEEAF0EAL
TP AR 2 S S AR (R RE EE LR OR | PR Ry s 5 Ffr LA il 258 oA {18 {8 (B o m] BAST
Ao W E EEEEN R - Tk E & A - (Youth Focus Group 3,
Participant 1)

For teachers, social workers, and parents, they were more concerned about the parent-child
conflicts induced by diverse political stances. They have encountered various cases vividly
illustrating the emotional turmoil and disconnection of family relationships as a result of such

parent-child conflicts:

R R (BB B g aiiet - HEM G AR R > NGRS EE 2 R A2
ZUE o RIRAEES AR WRE S GRE R G EE— g E e iz
5 o B SUFTEREE - W AT AR B (RG4S - tH sl EERe ve (e = A R R E
1k > ML ARG E Sh R (b (E - (Teacher 3)

HAMEEVE R ELI R e, (E[E S S EEURAFIEE - RS ZERaFa R
WEE--- (IR > B (A (DR R A (M B, - M I Al oy B R B[R b 7 T 5
ELEAEN /TR - (%] | (Teacher 4)

By contrast, in the context of youth affected by political conflicts, those who had high family
connectedness and family support seemed to demonstrate a lower level of emotional distress
and better mental health outcomes. The following quotation showcases the importance of a
positive parent-child relationship, particularly when the youth was willing to share his

thoughts and feelings with his mother:
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IEFPRRE X B FEE coping B EIRAEME state MHH 24T ) HESENS - Frasefns
Pk TH PRI e R AE AWK Z MA R political {# impact {AME(FRERIF » HE{&
Sl B ARME level (PR FIEAIR& LG - B2(EETA impact NiEE
EIC cope with WelgE - T B ERBEE L A E A I S o IR - BEAE(RET 2
YT BRI [ S R A 5 M AR B ST P st B B R D A R R B - - -1l BRI
BRI o AR R AR B - iR EAIE1eE R
HEERNE B RV tT 2B FEE B E L5740k - (Parent 4)

Regarding the interpersonal conflicts caused by young people’s different political stances,
some parents were worried about the social isolation and negative emotions that young
people may experience because of such conflicts. However, the teachers observed that young
people became more careful in expressing political views in front of their peers; meanwhile,
the current socio-political atmosphere also discouraged youth to initiate discussions on
political issues with their classmates and friends.

ErRERIFESE 2 HATERBBURZ T - [EE CREGEE AR B AGHEY - itk
WA FER RS 27 IR AR I - BIMA T RE B E (A IE I W LA S SS PR AT RE R 5
EIEE > HELE A A BEANDGSUE - TEEEEREY - HpiseR
ERTAEAMEE EAC - e IR E S F T — s A EEET > BE g eI
Hp ][] [E SR AT R (A —WE message W > & R IERNEMYERLEGE Z 2GR - 0f
WEMY5E & < HAE EE | (Parent 1)

B2 AR BB A 7 R L NE (R R RS R B - - (B AR RIE R R N R IR AT e
2GR (R - RGOS RS & 2R - BB RN ot - I
IR IE S BUE AR I 2 2R - (BB G ah i B E(RHD feel
KIFE AR AR TE VAR | (Teacher 5)

I [ 22 7 FEJWEER - - (A H B b/ D 25 45 i SR H A S - 1 B 0[S i AR e
IEAS 4T SR EmUB IR (B - (Teacher 6)



Views on Sense of Powerlessness among Young People

The third theme embedded in the narratives of participants converged on the sense of

powerlessness that young people felt and were hardly to cope with due to the current socio-

political environment. Furthermore, the joint effects on youth mental health induced by
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ongoing political changes and COVID-19, as well as young people’s witness of their friends

having left or planning to leave Hong Kong, may amplify such sense of powerlessness.

REWARAD - EE S ERER - AR ARG RED » 8E 2R
R LM« BR TR ZAh - E R REEE — LB AE N AEER » BT RS A Al 2k
TEEMRER - 4B A BT AR DI R iE i RVE - R A RS BB
AT » HFEFEBERMIAER T » gt2i88 - (Youth Focus Group 1, Participant

5)
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KT hEEsEE CREOHAEIEMEN - BEhe R B > thMIevE

DIREE] wh & 7= TR - PRl M4 g AT 81 R4r%& — T - (Youth Focus

Group 1, Participant 1)

IH R EIER MR R PRI T AR A 1S - FEmnE 2 TfaBifhnT e
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e B o BMARAAES TIEEE DR RIS - B P B (AT 4
7 E A A WIRE A AR (RS- (B {57 R B Rl sh (R EE - IR
1 > BMEA R EAIE (R A E CMHES - A S ERIH e - R B —(E—
{ERRAENRT - TREL 6 [EATZ EL&TE R MBS - Blfh > HERADREZ
HRAEH 7R BIHRESA 2 ERMIHAR - EGRRMESURE RS IE - Btk

x4 E A E(EEVE - (Youth Focus Group 6, Participant 5)



Some teachers and social workers further described the sense of powerlessness encountered

by young people because the current situation is beyond their personal control and coping

skills and cannot be easily relieved. Worse still, it is difficult for young people to trust
someone and disclose their genuine thoughts and feelings with that person.

Rl A AE IS R BT S TR e B L - B MR T T 7 SR RS A B AR R % -
BFECTTEEA] DU > FE OB SIEE R BHE B R EfEER S 5K - (Social

Worker 3)

WG HE B A SRR > FIGREFL - BIAREE G TR R5E
iR > Btk BATRSEB RS RI (A 2R (g LA i (5 =] LA
RZGEEERI AL - (A FHEEEEESR - MRS —[ER R AE
It (R ER A AR B - SR RTET G EGE - BIAEN & 4 alert 72 e (E=E
AR IR > [SIEESBIE » BIMAEEEELF VLT - R AR R REN(E
HECHEEEGE - B EE EMBEeHEE W SUREEEE - AWES2EiE
B - BMRIREeEealEas e m - RIEy IR - RIS 2 B B ARTA

WL JER (A {E] 0 2 - (Teacher 1)

The Significance of Social Support

The fourth theme identified in the narratives captured the participants’ perception of the
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importance of mutual support. Despite being unable to fully avoid a sense of powerlessness,

many youth respondents emphasized the significance of having a trusted platform for them to

ventilate their feelings and support each other.

WGBS MERLAMRRE - RINFAE - (AR TR - SR
BRHE O - R RRWANE - BRHIAE O RERRARET AR - A —(E AT LA
TESIIREREE > MR BEAGIRIIE - (H o] DIEEAEIER L » M AE IRIERETE -
BEIRERAVE - RE OB RER IR &Pk - EE/ IRt RTE - A ANIR—
FERA LS ERTE - g 25 0 OB EIIBEE)IIE - (Youth Focus Group 1,

Participant 2)
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Some youth respondents even recounted their experience in formulating action plans to
identity the needs of other students and provide emotional support to them because they

understood the inadequacy of school social workers in taking care of so many students.

SRt T2 b B — Ry - IR AENIF BRI S A F47 4 - ELF /D
FREFNNEZ - Al MElGEr C - FrIBEM T2 REZEN - [HE
R TR B 5 - E2EE - MR g A T - 2
B BMIHVFELCARN - RGPt THR ) - ARfER =S W ERSE
AARFEEGR » BEZAIFIERE LGN - ERITHEAT % - (EEKEREH)
M B AR AR I - (Youth Focus Group 1, Participant 2)

The role of social support was also highlighted by teachers, social workers, and parents. For
them, social support can be derived from different sources, but those from family members,
friends, and social workers were regarded as most effective. Based on a constructive climate
that facilitates close interaction and mutual support among young people, they can share their
own inner struggles with each other. They can also explore how to understand themselves

and their relation to the society together.

H UGB EENSEA E social -+ BIAHAIE % social support » B[4 7] SEIE [E]EEH
J7%E support » HEEBE (% AIRE(ASS SIS ML » SLE relieve Well » HIfA
KB E G BEAREEGHEIMBUEE » 3CEBUaE - i
BBt {5 & Zy e E B FZ IR FL LF - (Teacher 3)

ASEE G AR A AR - SRETIRBUGTT S - BEAR I EEL 1984 AL
& o IS ARAEZER - SEEBERZ R HE K o B OERSTE - K
FAPEFAL - B TEE Y > A AR B C L > FEs - [FH
SF A BT N3 o FEIHE DB GG TERT R - AT EERES T > 5t
5 A] g A DU M H O a] LU SEIE 2 (Social Worker 2)
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Bl H AV HIMAMEE R AR AR - BLrTRERIEH R & A —WEE FE - (Hi%
IRIFREYE -+ HERGREE adjust WE--+ FIRE(AH B —{E 5 ERR ARG B (- —IF
HEE B EEGY - A% B2 EE—wWE{EEE G - mHEE
IRIERLIEME » BB MUS B —Iy - (R FHEREE L HEE - B SR
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PR 25 T e ER (B BEAR (B » SCEUE g v] DI — {5 fp AR R FE - B
FFIHES - (Parent 2)

The Significance of Having and Instilling Hope

Last, the participants contemplated their interpretation of the current socio-political
environment in Hong Kong and the challenges faced by young people. Some youth
respondents believed that the situation was not totally pessimistic because they could still
express their views and cherish the possibility of initiating dialogues with other people. Such
dialogues could promote an understanding of each other’s subjective world, stimulated them
to value each other’s opinions, and reminded them to recognize the value of diversity in the

face of contestation [55].

A RE BRI Ry B AR A (5 — (I m DL R 2 i Rt i ok - - - TSRS - nE(E] R
B RA& ] AR AR T RE TR st e — (P A L B g - BI{&RTTAE--
RIAE R P n] ge#l &rat o] DAFN LI 2 B R A, - Al Remt - BMREM R -
I SR HRF R 228 FE At BT (% 1] BE et B SR WE [ FF-40 BT I m] LU L e > it
FElES T B S e (S i 75 1 ER 118 (Youth Focus Group 6, Participant 3)
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[EEE % » FTEAUR SRS  BRR S A B € o vl DA B AR R TR 7,
e te s i R E GE A — B AR 6 - At TR - (Youth
Focus Group 6, Participant 1)
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Some teachers, social workers, and parents shared their views that supporting young people
to be engaged or re-engaged in their social roles can help them discover their strengths and
resilience and enhance self-recognition, which may give them a sense of significance and

purpose in life.

AL Ry e o 85 5 ol o 21 SR A B2 A Y - HC B B A attachment > B EL#[E] & 1
attachment » Hfjsystem » HWsupporttH -« K B EATA —EFEF A - HEK
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ERHEEG A CAES 2% EIIF D7D - (Social Worker 3)

B TR, » EIHED T B P N R S RGO 7 (075
FEEAGIRBIER S > 50 B ffocus S BN E R 1L (E 0 B (R B
B > USR0S TS FIBERESSE - (Teacher 2)

WERGERETT T E < NS —EREHCEERE TR - - B RARTER
(A A TR 4y 2 W R B — WA ST R i R 0 B {5 — MR R g MR s 2%

NEHHE — 5 E B C17 a8 (5 n] DUREIE & A A R s —E O
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In sum, the recurring themes extracted from the participants’ narratives reveal their lived
experiences and interpretations of the challenges and opportunities faced by young people.
Although most of the participants thought that young people could hardly insulate themselves
from negative emotions and a sense of powerlessness, they could still support each other and
negotiate their life choices amid the tensions and uncertainties in the current socio-political

environment.
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Discussion

This study examined the effects of stress arising from political life events and intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and community protective factors on the mental health and wellbeing of Hong
Kong adolescents. While the impacts of stress arising from political life events have rarely
been investigated among adolescents in Hong Kong, the findings of the study contribute to
mental health and youth literatures by suggesting that Hong Kong adolescents’ subjective
experiences in political life events are an important factor for mental distress. Moreover,
because there is little focus on the relationship between youth wellbeing and political
circumstances in Chinese societies, this study also highlights different levels of protective
factors on mental health in the context of precarious political situations. Specifically, this
study explicated the effects of meaningfulness in life, resilience, social support, youth
empowerment in the community, and civic engagement in the community on mental distress

among Hong Kong adolescents.

The quantitative finding that a higher level of stress arising from political life events is
associated with a higher level of mental distress is consistent with the findings of previous
studies on the impacts of political conflict on mental health [13]. Existing literature indicates
that a sense of uncertainty is related to anxiety [56]. Possibly, during precarious political
situations, adolescents worry about the outcomes for their participation in political events or
for their expression of their political positions. The worries, in turn, arouse feelings of
uncertainty, leading to a high level of anxiety. It is also noted in literature that autonomy is an
important factor for depression [57]. As supported by the qualitative findings, when
adolescents are afraid to freely express or act based on their political stances due to a fear of
the consequences or outcomes, their sense of autonomy is compromised, which might evoke
a sense of powerlessness. Because stress arising from political life events differs from stress
amid existential or survival issues, how it affects adolescent mental health deserves further

exploration in future studies.

Moreover, the quantitative results indicate that there was no association between the stress
arising from political life events and adolescents’ life satisfaction; yet, an interaction effect
could be found between the stress arising from political life events and youth empowerment

in the community on life satisfaction. Specifically, for participants who had a higher level of
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perceived youth empowerment in the community, there was a positive association between
stress arising from political life events and life satisfaction; however, for those who had a
lower level of perceived youth empowerment in the community, there was a negative
association between stress arising from political life events and life satisfaction. The current
results may suggest that youth who feel more empowered in the community may be more
likely to perceive themselves as being in control of how they will tackle environmental risks
through community participation [34]. Moreover, youth empowerment in the community can
be perceived as a process through which young people can collaborate with adults in decision
making and implementation processes as well as to engage in meaningful roles in their
communities [58], which can help youth appreciate themselves as trying their best to cope

with the stresses arising from political life events and in turn enhance their life satisfaction.

In contrast with the quantitative results on youth in schooling, no association can be found
between stress arising from political life events and non-schooling youth’s mental distress.
There are two possible explanations. First, in Hong Kong, non-engaged youth is a broad
social category referring to youth from 15 to 24 years old who are unemployed and not
currently pursuing any education or training [33]. While some Youth Outreaching Social
Work Teams helped recruit “at-risk” youth who experience difficulties in meeting
conventional career and academic expectations to join the current quantitative survey, some
teams particularly targeted youth who had a high level of participation in the ELAB Incident
and resultant protests. As different groups of youth respondents may have different
perceptions of political life events, mixed results may hence be found. Second, in addition to
the influence of political life events, non-engaged youth may face other life challenges. For
instance, the increasing prevalence of nonlinear school-to-work transitions, precarious career
pathways, and disadvantaged family circumstances may be especially burdensome for non-
engaged youth and adversely affect their mental health [59]. It is understandable that there
are possible joint effects of stresses arising from political life events and other life events on
non-schooling youth’s wellbeing, which may lead to a non-significant result on the

association between stress arising from political life events and mental distress.

In this study, intrapersonal, interpersonal, and community protective factors were
significantly associated with mental health of young people, as suggested by the existing
literature [3,16,17,23,24,30,31,53,60]. However, none of these variables were found to be a

significant moderator in the relationship between stress arising from political life events and
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mental health. Although social movements periodically occur in Hong Kong, the ELAB
Incident had the most severe conflicts and violent events among all political life events, and
dramatically changed many aspects of lives for people in Hong Kong. Additionally, the
Covid-19 outbreak severely negatively affected the mental health of Hong Kong residents
[61]. Potentially, due to the drastic changes in the political environment and the considerable
impacts of Covid-19, inconsistent with our hypotheses, those presumed protective factors
were not able to buffer the impacts of stress arising from political life events on mental
health. Studies examining the impacts of serious environmental or macro-social risks show
the prevalence of mental distress and existential anxiety among young people with
overwhelming traumatic experiences [4,5]; the stresses arising from fundamental concerns of
how people and society would be profoundly changed by these events may not be easily dealt
with or alleviated.

Moreover, as previous studies indicated the differences in emotional outcomes from different
types of political conflicts [62], another possible explanation for the insignificant moderating
effect is that stress arising from political life events for Hong Kong adolescents is so unique
and challenging that its effect on mental health may not be mitigated by the formerly
mentioned protective factors. For example, even though freedom of speech, the press,
association, assembly, and demonstration are guaranteed in the Basic Law, there is a heated
debate on whether such kinds of freedom are threatened by the ELAB Incident and the
promulgation of national security law. The qualitative findings also indicate that the stress
amidst the ambivalence of whether or not and/or how to express one’s political views, as well
as how political conflicts influence personal lives, might be a new and daunting challenge for
Hong Kong adolescents. As the protective factors in our study fall in developmental domains,
they could be limited in moderating the impact of stress in political life events on mental

distress.

Although civic engagement in the community is insignificantly negatively associated with
mental distress at the bivariate level, it became positively associated with mental distress
when controlling other protective factors (i.e., meaningfulness in life, resilience, social
support, associational social capital, and youth empowerment in the community) in our study
on adolescents in schooling. The result is conflicting with previous study findings [32]. As
indicated in Table 3, those with higher levels of meaning in life, resilience, social support,

and empowerment in the community were more likely to have civic engagement, suggesting
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that there could be overlapping effects on mental health between civic engagement in the
community and other protective factors. Hence, it is possible that when the effects of the
above-mentioned protective factors are controlled, having a higher level of civic engagement
in the community may induce burnout and frustration and, in turn, increase the level of
psychological distress. The nature of civic engagement in the community and how it
associates with other protective factors in explaining its relationship with mental health

should be further explored in future studies.

Last but not least, both the quantitative results and focus group interviews show that social
support is a crucial factor conducive to the creation of meaning amid environmental risks and
stresses among young people. It seems that the need to belong is particularly important for
youth in face of stress arising from political life events. One of the possible explanations is
that feelings of loneliness and isolation may surface when youth experience a deep gulf
between how they want to live and how they perceive the current circumstance. Numerous
studies have been undertaken in academia on the negative relationship between social support
and mental distress [63]. As young people tend to explore their own inner strengths and
mobilize social resources in social networks, connections, and relationships, it is clear that a
stronger sense of social support can help young people cope with the adverse effects of stress

arising from political life events.

There are several limitations for this study. First, for the quantitative survey, as this is a cross-
sectional study, it may limit the causal inference for the results. Longitudinal studies should
thus be undertaken to examine causality and directionality of the relationships of the
variables. Furthermore, the generalizability of the quantitative results remain speculative at
best, due to the absence of a representative randomized sample. Second, as the data was
collected during the Covid-19 pandemic, the impacts of the outbreak were not counted in this
study. Third, the responses could be biased due to social desirability since political stance
was a sensitive topic during the data collection period. Fourth, it is noteworthy that our focus
group study recruited and interviewed youth participants with better mental wellbeing and
relatively positive experiences in youth activities and community participation. Future
qualitative studies should thus target and recruit young people with a higher level of mental

distress and more negative life outcomes.
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Policy Implications & Recommendations

This study has generated a quantitative data set comprising of a sample of 1,435 adolescents
in schooling and 210 youth not in schooling, which has become one of the most up-to-date
studies on youth mental health after the ELAB Incident. A qualitative data set has also been
produced to highlight the lived experiences of adolescents, parents, social workers, and
school personnel. Together, these data sets and findings can draw implications and
recommendations for the development of public policies and services to support young

people coping with the risks and consequences due to precarious socio-political situations.

A Clear Policy to Guide the Development and Provision of Mental Health Support
Programs for Young People

Whereas the results indicate that around 52% of students (and 62.4% of non-schooling youth)
reported having anxiety symptoms and around 42% of students (and 57.6% of non-schooling
youth) reported having depression symptoms, it is recommended that the government and
related organizations should formulate a clear policy to guide the development and provision
of mental health support programs with young people. This echoes to the proposed action
with regard to the youth development strategy that “More focus should be given to enhancing
the mental wellbeing of young people, amid the pressure they experience in education and in
other facets of life,” which is stated in the Public Engagement Report of Youth Development
Strategy for Hong Kong [64]. More effort should be put to consolidating the core position of
comprehensive mental health support and education in school curriculums and advocate
school-based, community-based, and Internet-driven mental health support programs. More
financial and human resources should be given to provide one-stop, tailored, and holistic
services for young people in need as well as their families. More systematic program
evaluation and research studies should also be conducted with a view to improving the design
and implementation of the related services.

One-stop and Holistic Mental Health Intervention and Prevention for Young People
Based on the findings of this study that meaningfulness in life, resilience, social support, and

youth empowerment in the community are inversely related to mental distress, interventions

and preventions aimed to enhance the aforementioned factors should be taken into
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consideration in youth mental health services during or after political life events. In view of
the comprehensibility of these enhancement factors, it is suggested that one-stop and holistic
mental health and intervention programs with young people should be initiated to serve their
needs. A holistic service should comprise the following seven interrelated components: (1) a
comprehensive needs assessment mechanism to aid in the exploration of young people’s
needs (immediate, short-term, and long-term) and the design of a tailor-made mental health
and support program with young people; (2) individual counselling service and crisis
intervention for young people with mental distress, (3) therapeutic groups and mutual support
groups for young people with mental distress; (4) school- and community-based mental
health support and education programs for young people and their families in general; (5)
both basic and advanced training programs for helping professionals to equip themselves with
attitudes, knowledge, and skills in helping young people on both casework and group work
levels; (6) training programs for teachers and social workers to learn how to provide
multifaceted mental health preventive and education programs with students and non-
engaged youth; and (7) publications of evidence-based intervention and prevention manuals
for knowledge transfer.

Strengthening the Capacity Building for Social Workers, Healthcare Professionals, and

Teachers

The present findings suggest that more and different kinds of training programs should be
provided for social workers, teachers, and other healthcare professionals. Owing to the
limited number of professionally trained mental health counsellors and social workers in
Hong Kong, it is very difficult to fully and effectively support young people with mental
distress. As current mental health assessment and services do not include a political
dimension, our findings suggest that assessing stress related to political life events is
necessary in enhancing adolescents’ mental health. Besides life and developmental
dimensions in general (such as neurobiological, psychosocial, family, school, and community
dimensions, etc.), it is important to clearly articulate and fully understand the impact of
precarious social-political climates on adolescent wellbeing. Moreover, an explication of each
dimension of analysis and its interrelationships can provide deep insights into how to
formulate thorough assessments of youth mental health as well as holistic plans to practical

interventions.
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The Significance of Early Identification and Crisis Intervention

Early identification and crisis intervention services should be strengthened to help young
people with mental distress. The findings generated here can help the government design
proactive outreach services to assist schools and community partners in identifying youth
who may be struggling with mental distress [65]. As exemplified in the narratives of the
participants of focus groups, young people suffering from mental distress may be unwilling to
talk about their experiences. The present findings suggest that crisis intervention is crucial to
support young people with mental distress to narrate their experiences regarding their
functioning and engagement in the social or political tensions [4]. By showing their
understanding of how young people construe their life challenges, practitioners can build the
rapport with these young people and help them make their own narrations and life choices.
For example, practitioners can guide youth in engaging in reflexive inner dialogues about
their perceived sources of frustration or sense of powerlessness, reflecting on the impact of
such challenges on youth’s day-to-day functioning, and exploring their strengths, resilience,
and growth during and after social or political tensions [4]. Family, peers’, teachers’, and
social workers’ support should also be solicited to enable young people to experience senses

of belonging, understanding, and acceptance in coping with their mental distress.

In sum, the findings of the present study offer significant references for policymakers and
practitioners to reconsider the direction of mental health intervention and prevention. It is
recommended that a paradigm shift from a problem-based orientation to an orientation that
seeks to holistically address youth people’s life concerns, meaning-making, resilience, social
support, and community engagement in coping with stress arising from political life events

should be promoted.

Details of the public dissemination held and to be held

A. Article submitted to international peer-reviewed academic journals

Two articles have been submitted to international peer-reviewed academic journals. One
titled “The influence of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and community protective factors on
Hong Kong adolescents’ stress arising from political life events and their mental health” has

been published in International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 18,



9426, DOI: 10.3390/ijerph18189426. Another titled “Civic engagement, social support, and

sense of meaningfulness in life of adolescents living in Hong Kong: Implications for social
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work practice” has been submitted to Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal and is now

under review.

B. Public seminars

Two seminars were organized to disseminate the research findings, to initiate intellectual

exchange, and to discuss the implications for policy and practice. In collaboration with The

Boys’ and Girls” Clubs Association of Hong Kong, one seminar for 31 school personnel

(such as principals and vice-principals) and 28 school social workers was held on 30 October

2021. Moreover, in collaboration with The Hong Kong Council of Social Service, another
seminar for 53 social workers / people from the field of social service was held on 24
November 2021.

C. Op-ed to local newspapers

Two articles have been submitted to local newspapers. Below please find the link of one
article that has been published. Another article is forthcoming.
https://www.hk01.com/article/702183/

D. Presentation of findings of the study to collaborating schools and organizations
Six school reports were sent to the collaborating secondary schools. A presentation of the
research findings was made in a meeting of social workers of District Youth Outreaching
Social Service at the Hong Kong Council of Social Service on 18 October 2021.

E. Conference presentations

Two conference presentations will be made to disseminate the research findings. The first
invited presentation will be made by the Principal Investigator in the National Youth
Research Seminar (YOURS’ 21) organized by the Ministry of Youth and Sports of the

Malaysian government on 30 November 2021. Another keynote presentation will be made by

the Principal Investigator in the “Hong Kong Dialogue”, which is an annual initiative of

Youth Co:Lab co-led by United Nations Development Programme and Citi Foundation on 3

December 2021. Hong Kong Council of Social Service is the host of the event this year,

where a 2-day conference was held on the theme of Youth Wellbeing and Mental Health,


https://www.hk01.com/article/702183/
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with a view to examining the mental health needs and wellbeing of young people amidst of
the current socio-economic contexts. The target audience of the conference are mainly policy

makers, youth work practitioners, young people, and other relevant stakeholders.

Conclusion

In conclusion, stress arising from political life events is a potentially important factor for
mental distress among Hong Kong adolescents in precarious political situations. Several
protective factors - such as higher levels of meaningfulness in life, resilience, social support,
and youth empowerment in the community - were found to be related to a lower level of
mental distress. The findings indicate the importance of assessing and alleviating stress
arising from political life events among Hong Kong adolescents in precarious political
situations. These findings can help us better understand how to address the recent socio-
political tensions and respond to future stressful situations that may affect the wellbeing of
youth. In addition, efforts aimed to address the aforementioned protective factors are
potentially helpful for promoting mental health for Hong Kong adolescents. Further studies to
understand how stress arising from political life events and certain protective factors

contribute to better mental health are necessary.

The findings of this study underline the importance of studying both positive and negative
forms of youth functioning in the current socio-political environment and exploring young
people’s perceptions of stress as a result of political life events. Likewise, by looking at the
enhancement and protective factors of youth mental health, as well as the influences of socio-
political events on youth’s wellbeing, this will allow authorities, healthcare professionals, and
social service providers to broaden and deepen their understanding of youth mental health
and thus develop policies and practices that can truly strengthen and impact the psychological

and social functioning of adolescents.

In brief, this research has clear implications for public policy, community practice, the
development of interventions and services, and the prevention and early identification of
mental health problems. Given that youth’s voices serve as a crucial reference point for
policy-makers and practitioners who are trying to conceptualize the life challenges
encountered by youth [64], the current study has profound value for future policies and

services that effectively respond to the needs of young people in Hong Kong.
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