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Abstract

In Hong Kong, as elsewhere across East Asia, few empirical studies have captured
the voices of children in their middle years to analyse the determinants of subjec-
tive child well-being. To fill this research gap, this article employs data from 1,279
randomly selected Hong Kong children aged from 9 - 14 to investigate the medi-
ating role of social capital in the relationship between their socioeconomic status
(SES) and subjective well-being. The data was collected as part of the third wave of
the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being which included Hong Kong for
the first time. Using a path analytical framework and bootstrapping analysis as part
of a theoretical ‘health assets approach’, several sub-components of social capital,
including family, school, and community sense of belonging as well as peer relation-
ships, were found to constitute protective factors for Hong Kong children’s overall
life satisfaction (OLS) as well as their scores on the multi-item Children’s Worlds
Subjective Well-Being Scale (CW-SWBS). After controlling for SES and other soci-
odemographic characteristics, family, school, and community autonomy support
were not found to augment the subjective well-being of Hong Kong children. Fur-
thermore, school sense of belonging augmented children’s scores on the composite
CW-SWBS but not OLS. This article adds to the literature by presenting empirical
evidence that a strong sense of belonging—particularly but not exclusively within
children’s families—and strong peer relationships present valuable social resources
that can be utilised by children in their middle years to optimise their subjective
well-being irrespective of their family socioeconomic background.
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1 Introduction

The normative framework of the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1989) enshrines opportunities for children to express their life experiences
and share their views on growing up in different social environments (Main &
Bradshaw, 2012; Rees & Main, 2015). Subsequently, in recent years, interna-
tional research programmes have collected information about trends in multidi-
mensional child well-being (e.g., the UNICEF Innocenti Report Card series) and,
particularly, the perspectives of children on their own lives (e.g., the Children’s
Society’s Good Childhood Reports and the International Survey of Children’s
Well-Being). These various research programmes resulted in significant progress
in the understanding of the state and appropriate measures for children’s well-
being in comparative perspective and have included strong arguments that moni-
toring children’s well-being should incorporate both positive (e.g., supportive
relationships within the family, school and community social capital) and nega-
tive (e.g. income poverty, material deprivation and bullying) aspects represent-
ing a broad perspective and holistic approach (Ben-Arieh, 2008; Lippman et al.,
2009).

A series of additional findings have emerged as part of this growing literature.
Firstly, both objective and subjective social indicators are instrumental for reflect-
ing on the different life dimensions that matter to children (Redmond et al., 2016)
and for improving our understanding of child well-being for policy-relevant anal-
yses (Fattore et al., 2009; Ridge, 2009). Secondly, incorporating these objective
and subjective indicators of children’s quality of life contribute to a better under-
standing of its determinants, thus critically moving beyond poverty and material
deprivation as the primary factors explaining the negative outcomes of child well-
being (Currie et al., 2012; Goswami, 2014; Pople et al., 2015). Thirdly, while
children’s well-being continues to vary according to their socioeconomic status
(SES) (UNICEF, 2013), high or increasing GDP per capita does not automatically
entail an environment enriching children’s lives (Stiglitz et al., 2010). Fourthly,
children’s SES also impacts their well-being via psychosocial factors, such as the
ability to establish social bonds and networks; the psychosocial effects of SES
can be attenuated by socioemotional or psychosocial resources accrued through
social relationships within the children’s social environment (Moore, 2017).
These findings posit that social capital obtained from children’s social relation-
ships can attenuate the psychosocial effects of SES to reveal a possible protective
role of social capital in children’s well-being (Ge, 2018; Unicef, 2020).

Although research interest on children’s well-being has been growing, exist-
ing studies in East Asia, including the Hong Kong SAR (henceforth: Hong Kong),
have predominately adopted ‘expert-led’ or ‘adult-derived’ measures. By contrast,
‘child-derived’ measures of subjective well-being are still much less accessible
particularly for children in their middle years (Lau & Bradshaw, 2010, 2018). This
article uses data collected as part of the third wave of the International Survey
of Children’s Well-Being (Rees et al., 2020) which included Hong Kong for the
first time to assess the mediating role of social capital in the relationship between
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Hong Kong children’s SES and their subjective well-being. More precisely, fol-
lowing the ‘health assets approach’ in the public health literature (Morrow, 2001;
Morgan et al., 2012) the current study recognises social capital as a potential pro-
tective factor for Hong Kong children’s subjective well-being. As such, it focuses
specifically on the examination of whether social capital presents an intermediate
outcome along the pathway to subjective well-being in middle childhood in Hong
Kong. The article affirms social capital as directly relevant to debates on the valu-
able social resources that can be accumulated and accessed by children to improve
their opportunity for well-being (empowerment). Social capital understood as
resources that help children to build feelings of belonging, autonomy and control,
are further linked to children’s increased confidence and willingness to actively
participate in collective social networks (social cohesion).

We are, therefore, particularly interested in the question of whether all the sub-
components of social capital in the different contexts of Hong Kong children’s social
environment are equally important for augmenting their subjective well-being. The
recent literature has highlighted that varying constellations of health assets exist
across cultures, which makes the establishment of a “precise formula for applying
social capital” a necessity in different local contexts (Morgan et al., 2012). Besides,
we are also interested in determining whether the effect of social capital remains
robust once other sociodemographic factors as well as material deprivation, school
bullying, and satisfaction with time use are controlled for. As policymakers attempt
to better understand and address the social and structural determinants of children’s
well-being in their middle years, such findings would not only affirm the role of
social capital as a crucial complement to mainstream child development and public
health strategies but also facilitate targeted policy interventions specifically geared
towards children in their middle years more generally (Bwalya & Sukumar, 2019;
Klocke & Stadtmiiller, 2019). The latest evidence suggests Hong Kong children in
their middle years find themselves at the bottom of the international league table in
regard to their overall subjective well-being (Rees et al., 2020), which makes a sys-
tematic analyses of the above questions particularly pressing.

To reach the above objectives, this article will first describe the theoretical frame-
work and its research hypotheses. Then, it will summarise the sample characteristics
and variables used for the multivariate path analytical framework and bootstrapping
analysis. Subsequently, it will present the empirical results on the determinants of
children’s subjective well-being in Hong Kong and discuss the theoretical and pol-
icy-related implications of this study. The article will conclude by highlighting its
major contributions and limitations and making suggestions for subsequent research
endeavours.

2 Social Capital and Children

Despite the increased recognition of the policy value of measuring people’s well-
being, an agreed definition of the term has been elusive. However, well-being has
been described as “an overarching concept regarding the quality of people’s lives,
whereby well-being is described as a dynamic process, emerging from the way in
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which people interact with the world around them” (Rees et al. 2010: 8). Child well-
being, therefore, needs to be understood as multi-dimensional and ecological
(Ben-Arieh, 2008; UNICEF, 2007, 2013). As such, children’s subjective well-being
is influenced not only by personal attributes, including their family’s socioeconomic
background, but also by contextual factors emphasising the significance of chil-
dren’s interactions within their family, school and the broader community at large as
well as with their peers (Unicef, 2020). In other words, children’s well-being encom-
passes not only economic but also emotional, psychological and social domains,
explicating the overall concept of ‘well-being’ as “a positive state of mind and body,
feeling safe and able to cope, with a sense of connection with people, communities
and the wider environment” (Morgan et al., 2012: 138). The structure and processes
of children’s environmental contexts can facilitate or hinder access to material and
social resources, which are vital for a child’s survival, development, protection and
participation (Ben-Arieh et al., 2001; Gershoff et al., 2007). Understanding the inter-
relations among economic, subjective, and social well-being in childhood can, there-
fore, identify potential protective factors for child development, which, in turn, has
long-term impacts on children’s participation and productivity (Griggs & Walker,
2008).

Although conceptualised from broadly different perspectives (Coleman, 1988;
Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000), social capital continues to be recognised as indi-
vidual or collective/community traits that can be measured and assessed within a
social network for well-being benefits. Two distinctions of the individual and
collective level of social capital exist, namely, cognitive (i.e., people’s perception
about interpersonal relationships, reciprocity and enforcement of group values)
and structural social capital (i.e., the number of social networks and structures of
civic engagement) (Baum & Ziersch, 2003; Harpham, 2008). Furthermore, three
distinctions, i.e., bonding (e.g., strong ties connecting family members, friends and
colleagues), bridging (e.g., links among individuals/groups of different structural
powers) and linking (e.g., links of individuals and families to institutions to enhance
their capacity to access resources), have been identified on the basis of the kinds of
social ties available to individuals (Kim et al., 2008; Szreter & Woolcock, 2004). To
translate social capital to the study of children’s subjective well-being in their mid-
dle years, this article regards social capital as a valuable social resource that can be
accessed and accumulated via families, schools, peers and communities to optimise
children’s well-being and potentially protect them from the adverse effects of exist-
ing socioeconomic inequalities (Addae, 2020).

To be more precise, social capital is generally perceived to consist of people’s social
relationships and how these connections link to resources that can be drawn upon to meet
the needs of well-being (Giordano & Lindstrom, 2010; Oksanen et al., 2010). Social
capital has gained reputation in research and in policy-making debates regarding chil-
dren’s well-being due to the recognition that the social context is a multi-faceted social
determinant of health that can affect children’s well-being through multiple mechanisms
(McPherson et al., 2013). For instance, children can accumulate social capital as a ‘health
asset’ at the early stage of life to optimise its positive effects within their families, from
their peers, teachers at school and in their communities (Morrow, 1999; Morgan et al.,
2010). According to this line of argument, the SES of children has been found to impact
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well-being both directly, as higher socio-economic status results in higher subjective child
well-being (Inchley & Currie, 2016; Elgar et al., 2016), and indirectly through psychoso-
cial factors, such as children’s ability to establish and utilise bonds and networks for their
benefit (Moore, 2017; Ge, 2018). Statistical evidence also suggests that some meas-
ures of social capital can offset the negative relationships among poverty, deprivation, and
subjective child well-being outcomes (Buijs et al., 2016; Ge, 2018; Addae, 2020). While
children’s SES and social capital are interrelated, the above findings suggest that social
capital should explain the relationship between SES and children’s well-being. Statisti-
cally, these findings imply that social capital should play a mediating role in the relation-
ship between children’s SES and subjective well-being. Although this does not exclude
the possibility that social capital may moderate the relationship between SES and child
outcomes, the conceptual focus on mediation effects in this study requires a move beyond
standard empirical models designed to test the explanatory power of independent factors
in multivariate regressions.

Current frameworks for measuring children and young people’s social
capital and health and well-being have originated from the work of Morrow
(1999, 2001). In 2002, the WHO-Health Behaviour of School-aged Children
(HBSC) developed the first devoted optional package of questions to provide evi-
dence on the association between social capital and children and young people’s
health. This was prompted by a paper Morgan (1999) submitted to the Social
Inequalities Focus Group (SIFG)-HBSC. This paper contained a qualitative study
by Morrow (1999) which sought to investigate the relevance of social capital to
children and young people based on the works of Putnam and Bourdieu (Morgan,
2011). Morrow’s work provided new constructs and definitions of social capital
for children and young people and was adapted by the SIFG to aid in the identifi-
cation of an appropriate set of questions necessary for measuring perceived social
capital in the home, school, and community settings. An analytical framework
based on this set of questions was subsequently developed for the HBSC dataset
and first employed by the English 2002 HBSC survey, which complemented it
with several additional indicators of social capital. These indicators were catego-
rised into three sub-components of social capital as potential protective assets
for children’s well-being: sense of belonging, autonomy and control, and social
networking (Morgan, 2010, 2011).

Children’s ‘sense of belonging’ refers to children’s identity and safety within their
social environments, whereas ‘autonomy and control’ captures children’s perceptions
of their own power to influence decisions that affect their lives (Morgan et al., 2012:
4). Both sub-components of social capital operate in different contexts of children’s
lives, including the family, school and the wider community, and they comprise vari-
ous items, such as whether the family is engaging in activities together, whether students
in class enjoy being together and whether children can safely play outside during the
day (‘sense of belonging’) or whether parents allow children to make their own deci-
sions and whether teachers in school are friendly and interested in individual children
as a person (‘autonomy support’). Social networking reflects children’s involvement
in social networks which in the peer context can be related to children’s involvement
in peer relationships. The social capital framework for young people also specifically
accounts for aspects of ‘peer relationships’, i.e., communication with friends, and
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is operationalised, for example, by asking children whether they can easily talk to
friends about sensitive issues that bother them (Morgan et al., 2012). The resulting
theoretical framework can be summarised graphically in Fig. 1 below.

Social capital is a multi-faceted concept and is bounded by cultural and historical-
institutional contexts. Whilst the cognitive dimensions of social capital, especially
family, school, and community ‘sense of belonging’ and ‘autonomy support’, have
been shown to have a significant impact on children and young people’s well-being
generally (Inchley & Currie, 2016; OECD, 2017), the diffusion or transfer of social
capital-related policies may not necessarily be conducive to children’s well-being
across all age groups and in different country contexts (Morgan et al., 2012). This
note of caution calls for age- and society-specific investigations into how social capi-
tal and SES impact children’s well-being and, specifically, how social capital can be
utilised as a potential protective factor against the adverse effects of children’s low
SES. This study will give us insights into the extent to which the social context of
well-being (i.e. SES, social relationships with family, peers, and community) pre-
sents a strong influence on children’s subjective well-being in Hong Kong. Based
on the relevant international comparative literature (e.g., Lee & Yoo, 2015), it will
contribute to the development of an improved conceptual framework for the analysis
of children’s subjective well-being in Hong Kong and other Chinese societies.
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Fig. 1 Social capital framework
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3 Methods
3.1 Study Design and Sample

This study uses original data for Hong Kong that were collected as part of the
third wave of the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being (Children’s
Worlds, Rees et al., 2020). This international survey has engaged in the valida-
tion of cross-culturally comparable measures of children’s subjective well-being
(Casas & Rees, 2015; Rees & Main, 2015; Rees et al., 2016). The age-specific
questionnaires by Children’s Worlds cover four main components, namely, (1)
fact-based questions, (2) evaluative questions, (3) questions about rights and (4)
questions about children’s overall well-being. Fact-based questions (1) include
items on (i) individual child characteristics (e.g. age and gender), (ii) the people
children live with, (iii) children’s material and economic situation (e.g. household
possessions) and (iv) children’s activities and experiences (e.g. various aspects of
time use, worries about family money). Evaluative questions (2) consist of ques-
tions about children’s satisfaction with specific domains of their lives as well as
agreement items on their family relationships, friendships and feelings about their
school and the local area where they live. All satisfaction items used an 11-point
response scale from 0 (‘not at all satisfied’) to 10 (‘totally satisfied’). Children
were also asked to respond to statements (e.g., “There are people in my family
who care about me’ and ‘My friends are usually nice to me’) on a five-point scale
labelled from ‘I don’t agree’ to ‘I totally agree’ with an ‘I don’t know’ option.
Some of the agreement items in the questionnaire for 10- and 12-year-old chil-
dren (e.g., ‘I enjoy my life’) used an 11-point response scale from 0 (‘Not at all
agree’) to 10 (‘totally agree’). Questions about rights (3) included two items on
‘I know what rights children have’ and ‘I know about the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child’, whereas questions about children’s overall well-being (4)
included several psychometric composite scales measuring different aspects of
children’s subjective well-being.

For the Hong Kong data, confirmatory focus groups were conducted to test
children’s comprehension and interpretation of questionnaire items. For this first
part of the research, purposive sampling techniques were applied using existing
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and school contacts to identify Hong
Kong children presenting a cross-section of different socioeconomic family back-
grounds (see Lau & Kiihner, 2020 for more details). Once the final questionnaires
were confirmed, the children were surveyed according to two age groups, namely,
‘10-year-old’ children attending primary school Form 5 and ‘12-year-old’ chil-
dren attending secondary school Form 1. A stratified probability sampling was
used to gain responses from children from 17 primary and 16 secondary schools
from September 2018 to July 2019, respectively. The majority of the children in
Hong Kong studies in government aided primary and secondary schools (78%).
A full list of primary and secondary non-special schools was obtained from
the Education Bureau of the Government of the Hong Kong SAR. All Govern-
ment, Aided, Direct Subsidy School and Private primary schools (including both
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half-day and whole-day schools) were selected and only whole-day and grammar
secondary schools were included. Schools were randomly selected from the sam-
pling frame. Where schools decline to participate, replacement schools were ran-
domly selected. Among each participating school, two class groups of students
were chosen using the simple random digits method.

Besides informed consent from the schools, passive parental consent was gained.
A letter was sent to the children’s parents explaining the purposes of the study and
notifying them that the study is anonymous and voluntary. Parents were informed to
return the form only if they do not want their child to take part in the study (i.e. ‘opt
out’ procedure). The survey was conducted in classroom settings. All students were
carefully informed that participation in the survey was voluntary, and they were
offered the right not to participate and to quit during any time of the survey. Students
were further informed that no personal data would be released and the collected data
was intended to be used for statistical analysis only. The total number of individual
child responses varied from 38 to 50 from primary schools and 28 to 67 from sec-
ondary schools.

The data were checked and cleaned with support from the Children’s Worlds core
project team, which developed a set of guidelines for this purpose to ensure that the
final national data sets were as comparable as possible across all 35 participating
countries/territories. Data weights were calculated, taking into account that not all
children in the selected classes participated in the survey and that the data cleaning
process resulted in a limited number of exclusions. The final representative sample
contained a total of 1,525 responses from Hong Kong children from 9 - 14 years
old, which were finally included in the third wave International Survey of Children’s
Well-Being (Children’s Worlds, Rees et al., 2020). Of those responses, 1,279 chil-
dren answered all items used for the model specifications in this article and were,
therefore, included in all subsequent multivariate analyses in this article.

3.2 Dependent Variables
3.2.1 Subjective Well-Being

Self-reported well-being is typically defined as either subjective ‘hedonic’ or psy-
chological ‘eudaimonic’ well-being (Rees et al., 2013; Casas & Rees, 2015). Sub-
jective well-being in the ‘hedonic’ tradition further focuses on both cognitive and
affective components, where the former is concerned with overall life satisfaction
and the latter with the experience of positive or negative emotions with reference to
a particular point in time (Diener, 1984). This article used two dependent variables
to capture Hong Kong children’s subjective well-being. For context-free overall life
satisfaction (OLS), children were asked to indicate a position on one of 11 steps (‘0’
for the worst and ‘10’ for the best) in answering the question: ‘How satisfied are
you with your life as a whole?’ In addition, the Children’s Worlds Subjective Well-
Being Scale (CW-SWBS), based on the Student Life Satisfaction Scale developed
by Huebner (1991a, b), was conceptualised as a multi-item scale based on six items:
‘How much do you agree with each of the following sentences about your life as a
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whole?” (from O ‘not at all agree’ to 1 ‘totally agree’) — ‘I enjoy my life’, ‘My life
is going well’, ‘I have a good life’, “The things that happen in my life are excellent’,
and ‘I like my life’, and ‘T am happy with my life’. A Confirmatory Factor Analysis
(CFA) was developed in Amos to verify the validity of the CW-SWBS for the Hong
Kong data. In doing so, we first deleted all child respondents with missing values for
any of the six original items. The initial model for all 10- and 12-year-old respond-
ents including all six items displayed unacceptable results for the RMSEA. Only
when excluding the item ‘I am happy with my life’, the model fit statistics became
acceptable overall (x2 = 58.323; CFI = .993; RMSEA = .084; see Appendix 1). We,
therefore, adopted the five-item CW-SWBS (henceforth: CW-SWBS) for all subse-
quent analysis in this article.

3.3 Independent Variables
3.3.1 Socioeconomic Status

Studies have revealed that measuring children’s SES via their family background
may be problematic, as children often fail to report correctly their parents’ income,
educational level, and occupation, thus prompting the need for child-specific SES
measures (Currie et al., 2004). In this study, we follow other examples in the litera-
ture and use family affluence as a proxy to measure the SES of Hong Kong children.
The original Family Affluence Scale included in the Children’s Worlds questionnaire
was developed by the international study of the Health Behaviour in School-aged
Children (HBSC) (Hartley et al., 2016; Torsheim et al., 2016) but substituted one
item (washing machine instead of dishwasher). For this article, a further modifica-
tion was made following the standard empirical tests of the scalability in the specific
case of Hong Kong. Eventually, family affluence was operationalised as a composite
scale on the basis of four items: ‘How many bathrooms are in your home?’ (Options:
0 = none, 1 = one, 2 = two, 3 = more than two), ‘How many cars, van or trucks does
your family own?’ (Options: 0 = none, 1 = one, 2 = two, 3 = three or more), ‘In the
last 12 months, how many times did you travel away on holiday with your family?’
(Options: 0 = not at all, 1 = once, 2 = twice, 3 = more than twice) and ‘How many
computers does your family own?’ (O = none, 1 = one, 2 = two, 3 = more than two).
The responses of Hong Kong children to the four items were summed up to derive a
composite index ranging from O (low SES) to 12 (high SES).

3.3.2 Social Capital

Sense of Belonging Following the theoretical framework outlined above, three
scales were developed to measure children’s ‘sense of belonging’ in different con-
texts, including their families, schools and the community where they live. Firstly,
family sense of belonging (FSB) combined children’s answers to four agreement
questions (0 = I do not agree, 1 = I agree a little bit, 2 = I agree somewhat, 3 =
I agree a lot, 4 = I totally agree): ‘There are people in my family who care about
me’, ‘If I have a problem, people in my family will help me’, “We have a good time
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together in my family’ and ‘I feel safe at home’. Secondly, school sense of belong-
ing (SSB) combined children’s answers to four additional agreement questions with
the same answer options (0 = I do not agree, 1 = I agree a little bit, 2 = I agree
somewhat, 3 = I agree a lot, 4 = I totally agree): ‘My teachers care about me’, ‘If I
have a problem at school my teachers will help me’, ‘If I have a problem at school
other children will help me’ and ‘I feel safe at school’. Finally, community sense of
belonging (CSB) was measured by four agreement questions (0 = I do not agree,
1=1T agree a little bit, 3 = I agree a lot, 4 = I totally agree): ‘I feel safe when I walk
in the area I live in’, ‘In my area, there are enough places to play or to have a good
time’, ‘If I have a problem, there are people in my local area who will help me’ and
‘Adults in my local area are kind to children’.

Autonomy Support Three scales were developed to measure children’s ‘autonomy
support’ in different contexts, including their family, school and the community
where they live. Firstly, family autonomy support (FAS) was measured by two agree-
ment questions (0 = I do not agree, 1 = I agree a little bit, 2 = I agree somewhat, 3
= I agree a lot, 4 = I totally agree): ‘My parents/carers listen to me and take what I
say into account’ and ‘My parents and I make decisions about my life together’. Simi-
larly, school autonomy support (SAS) was also measured by two agreement questions
(0=1do not agree, 1= 1 agree a little bit, 2= I agree somewhat, 3= I agree a lot, 4=
I totally agree): ‘My teachers listen to me and take what I say into account’ and ‘At
school I have opportunities to make decisions about things that are important to me’.
Finally, community autonomy support (CAS) was measured by two agreement ques-
tions (0 = I do not agree, 1= I agree a little bit, 3 = I agree a lot, 4 = I totally agree).
Participants were asked how much they agree with the following statements: ‘In my
local area, I have opportunities to participate in decisions about things that are impor-
tant to me’ and ‘Adults in my area listen to children and take them seriously’.

Peer Relationship Four questions were used to measure Hong Kong children’s peer
relationship (PeerR): ‘How much do you agree to the following sentences?’ (0 = I
do not agree, 1 = agree a little bit, 2 = agree somewhat, 3 = agree a lot, 4 = totally
agree) — ‘I have enough friends’, ‘My friends are usually nice to me’, ‘My friends
and I get along well together’ and ‘If I have a problem, I have a friend who will sup-
port me’.

The consistency and reliability of each of the social capital scales FSB, SSB, CSB,
FAS, SAS, CAS, PeerR was first explored using PCA, Cronbach’s alpha, Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin values and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity. We further tested their
validity using CFA in Amos and found the model fit to be excellent overall par-
ticularly in context of the large sample size of our data (x> = 668.739; CFI = .966;
RMSEA = .051)!. ‘I don’t know’ answers across all the items included in the seven
composite scales were not coded in all instances.

! Detailed results of all validity and reliability analysis of the social capital scales are available from the
authors upon request.
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3.4 Control Variables

We also included several control variables in our empirical analysis. Hong Kong
children’s satisfaction with their time use was accessed on a scale of 0 (not at all
satisfied) to 10 (totally satisfied) and included in order to control for Hong Kong
children’s satisfaction with their daily activities outside of school, which may inde-
pendently affect their life satisfaction and subjective well-being (Lam & McHale,
2015). To measure material deprivation, children were asked whether they had the
following items (Options: 0 = No, 1 = Yes): ‘Clothes in good condition to go to
school in’, ‘enough money for school trips and activities’, ‘access to the Internet’,
‘equipment/things for sports and hobbies’, ‘pocket money/money to spend on your-
self’, ‘two pairs of shoes in good condition’, “‘mobile phone’ and ‘equipment/things
you need for school’. A composite index ranging from O (no deprivation) to 8 (high
deprivation) was derived by summing up the scores for all items the children lacked.
In addition, three items were used to measure children’s personal experience of
school bullying (0 = never, 1= once, 2 =2 or 3 times, 3 = more than 3 times): ‘How
often were you hit by other children in your school?’, ‘How often were you called
unkind names by other children in your school?’ and ‘How often were you left out
by other children in your class?’ The scores of the responses were summed to obtain
a composite index ranging from O (no bullying) to 9 (severe bullying). Hong Kong
children’s place of birth (born in Hong Kong: yes/no) was included as a further
control variable since recent studies have identified systematic differences between
local and Mainland migrant children regarding different aspects of their well-being
including, e.g., educational aspirations and achievements (Xu & Wu, 2017) and eve-
ryday perceived discrimination (Chou, 2012). Sociodemographic factors included in
all model specifications were gender (boys/gitls), age in years (9 through 14), edu-
cational level (primary/secondary) and school category (aided school/direct subsidy
scheme school/private school with aided schools as the reference group).

3.5 Data Analysis

After the descriptive analysis (frequency, means, standard deviation) of the basic
sociodemographic characteristics of our sample, a Pearson correlation matrix
between dependent and independent variables was computed to test the initial
hypotheses of the relationships among SES, social capital sub-components, OLS
and CW-SWBS. Once the interrelationship among the three sets of variables is con-
firmed, Model 4 in SPSS-PROCESS Macro Hayes’s version 3.3 (Hayes, 2013) can
be employed to confirm the mediating role of the sub-components of social capital
in the SES—subjective well-being relationship under the control of other sociodemo-
graphic characteristics.

For social capital to play a mediating role in the relationship between SES and
children’s subjective well-being in Hong Kong, one must first establish that SES
indeed predicts each of the sub-components of social capital and children’s sub-
jective well-being. Firstly, PROCESS MACRO uses ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression to estimate the direct effect of SES on social capital and children’s
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subjective well-being, as well as the direct effect of social capital on children’s
subjective well-being in the presence of the sociodemographic controls. The direct
effect in mediation analysis measures the extent to which children’s subjective well-
being alters when SES increases by one unit and social capital remains unchanged.

Secondly, SPSS-PROCESS uses a path analytical framework and a bootstrapping
approach, to analyse the indirect effect of SES on children’s subjective well-being
through social capital. Unlike direct effects, the indirect effect measures the extent
to which children’s subjective well-being changes when SES is held constant while
social capital changes by the amount it would have changed had SES increased by
one unit. SPSS-PROCESS tests indirect effects using a bootstrapping estimation
approach with a bootstrap sample of 5,000 at a 95% bias-corrected confidence inter-
val (95% BCCI). The bootstrapping technique provides an efficient method to ensure
that the specified models are constant and reliable for the analysis to enhance the
accuracy of results. All intended mediators (FSB, SSB, CSB, FAS, SAS, CAS, and
PeerR) are specified in the model by the researchers based on theoretical reason-
ing and their mediating effects are confirmed by using the lower and upper limit
values of each of their confidence intervals, respectively. The endpoints of the con-
fidence interval are defined by percentiles in the allocation of bootstrap estimates
of the indirect effect (https://processmacro.org/index.html). The assumption is that,
for the mediation to be significant, the interval between the lower and upper limits
should not contain O (i.e. both the lower and upper limits should either be positive or
negative).

The bootstrapping technique was analysed in two separate models. Model 1
examined the mediating role of social capital in the relationship between SES and
OLS, while Model 2 examined the mediating role of social capital in the relation-
ship between SES and composite subjective child well-being (i.e. CW-SWBS). The
IBM-SPSS software for Windows application (version 23.0) was used for all analy-
ses. The level of statistical significance was set at p < 0.05 (two-tailed) and stand-
ardised coefficients are reported throughout. Control variables were included in all
empirical models.

4 Results
4.1 Descriptive Analysis

The sample characteristics are shown in Table 1. Among the 1,279 Hong Kong chil-
dren with available data for all dependent and independent variables, the average age
was 11.47 years with a standard deviation of 1.126. The participants comprised 668
(52.2%) boys and 611 (47.8%) girls, the majority of which were born in Hong Kong
(87.3%). The majority of surveyed Hong Kong children (66.4%) lacked no material
items, whereas 21.4% and 12.3% of the children reported that they lacked one or
two or more material items, respectively. A total of 44.6% stated that they had expe-
rienced at least one type of school bullying. The average satisfaction with time use
of the participants was 7.27 with a standard deviation of 2.236. 1,057 (82.6%) child
respondents attended aided schools, 177 (13.9%) attended direct subsidy scheme
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Table 1 Descriptive analysis of study participants

Valid N (%) / mean (£SD)
Variables
Age 11.47 (+1.126)
(9-14yrs)

Gender

Boy 668 (52.2)

Girl 611 (47.8)
Place of birth

Born in Hong Kong 1,117 (87.3)

Not born in Hong Kong / Not sure 162 (12.6)
Material deprivation

No items lacked 849 (66.4)

One item lacked 273 (21.4)

Two or more items lacked 157 (12.3)
School bullying

No bullying 709 (55.4)

Bullied 570 (44.6)
Education level

Primary 667 (52.1)

Secondary 612 47.9)
School category

Aided school 1,057 (82.6)

Direct subsidy scheme school 177 (13.9)

Private school 45 3.5)
Satisfaction with time use 7.27 (£2.236) (0-10)

N = 1,279, % = sample percentage
SD Standard deviation

schools, and 45 (3.5%) attended private schools. The majority of Hong Kong chil-
dren (72.2%) reported that they have one bathroom in their home. More than half
of Hong Kong children’s families (54.8%) did not own a car, whereas close to two-
thirds of Hong Kong children (62.3) reported that they travelled away on holiday
with their family more than twice in the last 12 months. Close to one-third (31.1%)
of Hong Kong children stated that their family merely owns one computer or none at
all (see Table 2).

The mean score of the OLS scale was 83.3 (out of 100) and 77.8 (out of 100) for
the CW-SWBS. The distributions of the two scales also showed that a sizeable share
of Hong Kong children were falling behind their ‘average’ peers: the proportion of
Hong Kong children with very low levels of life satisfaction according to the OLS
scale—i.e. those reporting 40 or less—was 5.1% overall and 7.4% for the children
who answered the ’12-year-old’ questionnaire. For the CW-SWBS, the respective
shares of Hong Kong children with very low composite subjective well-being—i.e.
those scoring 40 or less—was 7.6% (overall) (see Fig. 2) and 9.6% (12-year-olds).

@ Springer



1894 S. Kiihner et al.

Table 2 Descriptive analysis of SES items

Valid N (%) / mean (+SD)

Variables
How many bathrooms are in your home

None 35 2.7)

One 923 (72.2)

Two 274 (21.4)

More than two 47 3.7
Does your family own a car, van or truck

No 700 (54.8)

One 383 (30.0)

Two 126 9.8)

Three or more 69 5.4
In the last 12 months, how many times did you travel away on

holiday with your family?

Not at all 93 (7.3)

Once 165 (12.9)

Twice 224 (17.5)

More than twice 797 (62.3)
How many computers do your family own?

None 59 (4.6)

One 342 (26.7)

Two 404 (31.6)

More than two 474 (37.1)
Socioeconomic status 6.28 (+2.106) (0-10)

N = 1,279, % = sample percentage
SD Standard deviation

4.2 Bivariate Analysis

Table 3 reveals the statistically significant positive relationships among SES,
social capital (FSB, SSB, CSB, FAS, SAS, CAS, PeerR) and children’s subjective
well-being (OLS, CW-SWBS). A positive correlation was observed between SES
and OLS (r = .123, p < 0.001) and CW-SWBS (r = .129, p < 0.001). The find-
ings also indicated that children with high FSB (r = .645, p < 0.001), high FAS
(r =.522, p < 0.001), high SSB (r = .487, p < 0.001), high CSB (r = .464, p <
0.001), strong PeerR (r = .446, p < 0.001), high CAS (r = .415, p < 0.001) and
high SAS (r = .410, p < 0.001) showed a statistically significant positive relation-
ship with OLS. At the same time, FSB (r = .699, p < 0.001), FAS (r = .586, p <
0.001), SSB (r = .569, p < 0.001), PeerR (r = .532, p < 0.001), CSB (r = .516,
p < 0.001), CAS (r = .480, p < 0.001) and SAS (r = .479, p < 0.001) showed a
statistically significant positive relationship with CW-SWBS.
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Fig.2 Subjective well-being of Hong Kong children in their middle years (N = 1,279)

The correlation results supported the initial hypotheses that SES and social capi-
tal were interrelated, i.e., that SES predicted social capital and subjective child well-
being but also that social capital predicted children’s subjective well-being. Thus,
the next analytical step was to examine whether social capital, or more precisely, the
various identified sub-components of social capital, could mediate the direct rela-
tionship between SES and subjective child well-being (OLS and CW-SWBS). Such
finding would indicate that social capital can, indeed, act as a potential protective
factor for Hong Kong children against the adverse effects of low family SES.
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Table 3 Pearson Correlation matrix among Hong Kong children’s socioeconomic status, social capital,
overall life satisfaction and subjective well-being

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1.OLS 1
2.CW-SWBS 783" 1
3. Family sense of 64577 699" 1
belonging
4. Family autonomy 522" 586" 750" 1
support
5. School sense of 487" 569" 533" 458" 1
belonging
6. School autonomy 41077 4797 43377 43177 6967 1
support
7. Community sense of ~ .464™" 516" 469" 454 465" 4177 1
belonging
8. Community auton- 415" 480™° 447" 484" 410" 437" 691" 1
omy support
9. Peer relationship 446 53277 427 3747 5567 4237 38377 316™7 1
10. Socioeconomic 23712977 13977 14677 118" 08177 124" 1037 1277
status
N=1279
*akp <001

4.3 Multivariate Analysis

4.3.1 Overall Life Satisfaction

Direct Relationship Among SES, Social Capital and OLS Multivariate regression analy-
sis supported the earlier finding that children with high social capital were more
likely to report high OLS than those with low social capital. However, not all of the
sub-components of social capital significantly predicted OLS once other sociode-
mographic factors were controlled for. The results of the direct effect of SES and
social capital on OLS in Model 1 suggested that FSB (B = .409, p <.001), CSB (B =
.081, p < .05) and PeerR (B =.090, p < .001) predicted Hong Kong children’s OLS.
At the same time, FAS (B = -.003, p = .923), SSB (B = .053, p = .094), SAS (B =
.028, p = .326) and CAS (B = .011, p =.704) did not yield any statistically signifi-
cant results. Importantly, the total effect of SES on OLS shows that SES statistically
significantly predicted OLS. However, when social capital and all other sociodemo-
graphic controls were accounted for in the model, SES could no longer significantly
predict OLS (B = .015, p = .468). These results are contrary to the hypothesis that
children with high SES are more likely to have high OLS. SES, social capital, and
the demographic factors together explained 52% of the total variation in OLS (see
Table 4).
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Table 4 Results of the direct effect of SES and social capital on children’s overall life satisfaction (OLS):
Model 1

Predictors CE (B) SE t )/
Socioeconomic status (SES) .015 .200 726 468
Family sense of belonging 409 187 12.970 <.001
Family autonomy support -.003 281 -.097 923
School sense of belonging .053 .190 1.675 .094
School autonomy support .028 299 983 326
Community sense of belonging .081 152 2.816 <.05
Community autonomy support .011 233 380 704
Peer relationship 090 144 3.538 <.001
Age -012 .657 -335 738
gender -.031 .825 -1.550 121
Place of birth .030 1.113 1.464 .144
Material deprivation -.076 469 -3.683 <.001
School bullying -.047 229 -2.210 <.05
Education level -.021 1.503 -.562 574
School category -.018 .885 -.870 384
Satisfaction with time use 211 212 9.158 <.001
Total effect

Total effect of SES on OLS 056 237 2.298 <.05

Statistically significant effects (p<0.05) are shown in bold
B standardised coefficients, SE standard error, ¢ t-test
N=1,278, R* = .520

The ‘total effect’ in the SPSS-PROCESS Macro Hayes’s version 3.3 is understood
as the effect of SES on OLS without taking into account any mediation effects of
social capital between the direct relationship between SES and OLS. The fact that
the total effect of SES is statistically significant confirms that all sub-components
of social capital together moderated the effect of SES on OLS. However, we still
want to know which sub-component of social capital precisely played a mediating
role and, indeed, which of the sub-components were the strongest mediators in
the SES-OLS relationship after accounting for all independent controls. This final
step is achieved by considering the indirect effect of SES on OLS through the
various social capital components using the bootstrapping technique.

Indirect Effect of SES on OLS Through Social Capital As shown in Table 5, the effect
of SES on Hong Kong children’s OLS was mediated by various sub-components of
social capital. More precisely, we found that FSB, CSB and PeerR played signifi-
cant mediating roles between the SES-OLS relationship because all their confidence
intervals did not contain zero. Approximately 46% of the total effect of SES on OLS
was significantly mediated by FSB (B = .026, 95% CI [.003, .049]), which was the
strongest mediator. In addition, approximately 9% of the total effect of SES on OLS
was mediated by CSB (B = .005, 95% CI [.000, .014]), and approximately 13% was
mediated by PeerR (B = .007, 95% CI [.001, .014]), respectively. Taken together,
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Table 5 Result of bootstrapping mediation analysis in Model 1: Overall life satisfaction (OLS)

Indirect Path Indirect Effect 95% CI Ratio (*100) Specific Mediation
(B) Effect to Total Effect® (%)
B BootSE  Lower  Upper
SES = FSB = OLS 026 012 .003 .049 46.429
SES = FAS = OLS .000 .003 -.006 .006 0
SES = SSB = OLS .003 .002 -.001 .008 5.357
SES => SAS = OLS .001 .001 -.002 .004 1.786
SES = CSB = OLS .005 .004 .000 .014 8.929
SES = CAS = OLS .000 .002 -.003 .005 0
SES = PeerR = OLS  .007 .004 .001 .014 12.500

Statistically significant effects (p<0.05) are shown in bold

B completely standardised coefficients, BootSE bootstrapping standard error, CI bootstrapping confi-
dence intervals

N=1,278

“Ratio calculated as 100 x (indirect effect (B) / total effect), where the total effect is the sum of all medi-
ation effects (i.e., the sum of indirect effects) and the direct effect of socioeconomic status (Mascha et al.,
2013). A total proportion of 75.001% was mediated by social capital. All sociodemographic controls
were included in the model

about 75% of the total effect of SES on OLS was mediated by social capital accord-
ing to Model 1. Path estimates of the interplay among SES, social capital and OLS
are provided in Fig. 3.

4.3.2 Composite Children’s Subjective Well-Being

Direct Relationship Between SES, Social Capital and the CW-SWBS The previous
findings remain robust compared with Model 2 in predicting the direct relation-
ship among SES, social capital and the CW-SWBS of Hong Kong children in their
middle years. Here, FSB (B = .385, p < .001), SSB (B = .083, p < .005), CSB (B
= .080, p < .005), and PeerR (B = .150, p < .001) yielded statistically significant
results. At the same time, FAS (B = .030, p = .265), SAS (B = .044, p = .078) and
CAS (B =.048, p = .056) did not significantly predict CW-SWBS. When social cap-
ital and the sociodemographic controls were accounted for, SES could again not pre-
dict CW-SWBS (B = .015, p = .407). However, the total effect of SES was statisti-
cally significant. SES, social capital, and the demographic factors together explained
63% of the total variation in CW-SWBS (see Table 6).

Indirect Effect of SES on CW-SWBS Through Social Capital Table 7 and Fig. 4 show
that the effect of SES on CW-SWBS was mediated by FSB, SSB, CSB, and PeerR.
By contrast, none of the autonomy support variables (FAS, SAS and CAS) played
mediating roles because the confidence intervals derived contained zero. In Model
2, approximately 37% of the total effect of SES on CW-SWBS was significantly
mediated by FSB (B = .024, 95% CI [.002, .046]), which was, again, the strongest
mediator. Moreover, about 6% and 8% of the total effect of SES on CW-SWBS was
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Fig. 3 Interplay among Hong Kong children’s socioeconomic status (SES), social capital, and overall life
satisfaction (OLS)

mediated by SSB (B = .004, 95% CI [.000, .011], and CSB (B = .005, 95% CI [.000,
.013] respectively, and approximately 17% were mediated by PeerR (B = .011, 95%
CI [.003, .021], respectively. Overall, approximately about 75% of the total effect of
SES on CW-SWBS was mediated by children’s social capital. The overall mediating
effect of social capital between SES and CW-SWBS was almost the same as the one
reported for OLS.

5 Discussion

The previous sections have argued the importance of gathering information directly
from Hong Kong children; such information includes their relationship with their
families, friends, classmates and teachers, how they spend time outside of school
and the core issues of their lives (McAuley et al., 2012; Redmond et al., 2016; Rees
& Main, 2015). Significant research progress has been made addressing concerns
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Table 6 Results of the direct effect of SES and social capital on children’s composite subjective well-
being (CW-SWBS): Model 2

Predictors CE (B) SE t )/
Socioeconomic status (SES) .015 .186 .830 0.407
Family sense of belonging 385 174 13.914 <.001
Family autonomy support .030 262 1.115 0.265
School sense of belonging .083 177 2.975 <.005
School autonomy support .044 279 1.763 0.078
Community sense of belonging .080 142 3.165 <.005
Community autonomy support .048 217 1.911 0.056
Peer relationship 150 134 6.715 <.001
Age -.002 .612 -.060 952
Gender -015 769 -.845 398
Place of birth .009 1.037 517 .605
Material deprivation -.003 437 -.157 .875
School bullying -.060 213 -3.205 <.005
Education level -.024 1.400 -.740 .460
School category -.009 .824 -.486 .627
Satisfaction with time use 202 197 10.003 <.001
Total effect

Total effect of SES on CW-SWBS 065 244 2.752 <.01

Statistically significant effects (p<0.05) are shown in bold
B standardised coefficients, SE standard error, t t-test
N=1278,R*=0.630

about developing reliable and comparable indicators of subjective child well-being
(e.g., Good Childhood Reports). An increasing amount of international evidence
has shown that children are more satisfied with their lives if they are not materially
deprived, are not bullied, enjoy their school life and live in decent houses and safe
neighbourhoods (Ben-Arieh, 2008; Lippman et al., 2009; UNICEF, 2013). Varia-
tions in child subjective well-being have also been shown to be strongly associated
with family relationships (Cho, 2018). A multi-dimensional construct of child well-
being that comprises individual (educational, social and physical and mental well-
being) and contextual (i.e., family, peer, school and community) domains allows
easier identification of both protective and risk factors for child development, thus
making them more amenable to policy change (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

This article examined how the SES and social capital of Hong Kong children in
their middle years relate to two context-free measures of subjective child well-being,
including OLS and CW-SWBS. We found that Hong Kong children in their middle
years with high SES, high sense of belonging across different contexts and strong
peer relationships have a greater chance of achieving high subjective well-being
than those with low SES, low sense of belonging and poor peer relationships after
controlling for all sociodemographic variables. The positive relationship between
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Table 7 Result of bootstrapping mediation analysis in Model 2: Children’s composite subjective well-
being (CW-SWBS)

Indirect Path Indirect Effect 95% CI Ratio (*100) Specific Mediation
(B) Effect to Total Effect® (%)

B BootSE  Lower Upper

SES = FSB = CW-SWBS  .024 .011 002  .046 36.923
SES => FAS = CW-SWBS  .002 .003 -.002 .008 3.077
SES = SSB => CW-SWBS  .004 .003 000 .011 6.154
SES => SAS = CW-SWBS  .001 .002 -.002 .005 1.538
SES => CSB = CW-SWBS  .005 .003 000 .013 7.692
SES = CAS = CW-SWBS  .002 .002 -.001 .007 3.077
SES => PeerR => CW-SWBS .011 .005 .003 021 16.923

Statistically significant effects (p<0.05) are shown in bold

B completely standardised coefficients, BootSE bootstrapping standard error, CI bootstrapping confi-
dence intervals

N=1,278

4Ratio calculated as 100 x (indirect effect (B) / total effect), where the total effect is the sum of all medi-
ation effects (i.e., the sum of indirect effects) and the direct effect of socioeconomic status [Mascha et al.,
2013]. A total proportion of 75.384 % was mediated by social capital. All sociodemographic controls
were included in the model

SES and children’s subjective well-being may be related to the direct effects of low
family affluence resulting in issues such as a lack of space and privacy in the home
(lack of sufficient bathrooms), reduced access to educational tools and entertainment
(lack of sufficient computers), costs of public transportation (lack of car) and feeling
social exclusion from their peers (lack of traveling with the family). The finding that
Hong Kong children with a high sense of belonging and strong peer relationships
report more positive subjective well-being, either measured by single-item OLS or
composite CW-SWBS, is likely linked to the socioemotional support derived from
Hong Kong children’s perception that adults within their family, school and in the
wider community are kind, helpful and generally concerned for them. Our find-
ings suggest that similar socioemotional support can be garnered from feelings of
safety in different contexts of Hong Kong children’s social environment as well as
from having a sufficient number of friends that are regarded as generally kind and
supportive.

More importantly, we set out to examine whether both children’s ‘sense of
belonging’ and ‘autonomy support’ have the potential to function as a protective
asset regarding children’s well-being. Following the ‘health assets approach’ in
the public health literature, we argued that these sub-components of social capital
may present a mediator of the effect of SES on children’s subjective well-being. In
other words, while SES, social capital and children’s well-being are interrelated, we
hypothesised that social capital explains, rather than merely influences, the relation-
ship between SES and children’s subjective well-being. This argument highlighted
that different pathways to subjective child well-being exist and that social capital
may present a valuable social resource for children to protect against the adverse
effects of low family SES. Indeed, we found that even in the presence of SES, the
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Fig. 4 Interplay among Hong Kong children’s socioeconomic status (SES), social capital, and composite
subjective well-being (CW-SWBS)

impact of social capital remains critical. As such, Hong Kong children from families
with low SES but with high sense of belonging and positive peer relationships were
found to be more likely protected from low subjective well-being compared with
children who were from families with low SES and also had generally low levels of
social capital. FSB, CSB, and PeerR mediated the effects of SES on both OLS and
CW-SWBS. This finding also explains why the direct effects of SES on OLS and
CW-SWBS were no longer significant when these sub-components of social capital
were controlled for. The findings further indicate that unlike sense of belonging in
the family and community contexts, while SSB can enhance school children’s OLS,
it is unable to protect school children’s OLS against the effects of SES. This is likely
because irrespective of high SSB, poor school children are more likely to lack the
capability to meet school economic necessities which can negatively affect their
OLS (Addae, 2020).

In the literature, a high sense of belonging and autonomy support have been found
to increase self-worth, intrinsic motivation and perceived meaningfulness in chil-
dren’s lives, thus arguably boosting children’s optimism for the future irrespective
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of their current living conditions within the family (Addae, 2020). This finding sug-
gests that Hong Kong children are indirectly affected by SES through the impacts of
adults’ behaviour in their families, schools, and communities as well as their peers’
behaviour toward them. Interestingly, the assumption of positive effects of ‘autonomy
support’ on subjective well-being were not supported for Hong Kong children in their
middle years. FAS, SAS and CAS were not found to augment subjective child well-
being once other variables were controlled for. They also did not play any mediating
role in the SES-subjective well-being relationship for Hong Kong children in their
middle years, which is contrary to findings from some international studies (e.g.,
Morgan et al., 2012; Addae, 2020).

This contradiction in our findings compared to the wider literature could be
explained by two arguments and their respective veracity might be tested by con-
ducting similar analysis for other Asian and Non-Asian societies included in the
third wave of Children’s Worlds. First, there was a difference in the age-cohorts
of the study participants employed in this study, i.e., the international studies ref-
erenced involved adolescents of 13-18 years old while the present study involved
mostly children with age lower than 15 years and included as young as 9-year-old
children. Social capital is affected by age, and empirical evidence indicates that the
need for autonomy support usually increases during adolescence (Zimmer-Gembeck
& Collins, 2003). The importance of autonomy support or its effects on child out-
comes could, therefore, vary for different age groups such as younger and older
children/adolescents. Second, the contradiction could be due to the differences in
cultural contexts of the different countries from which the studies are conducted.
As mentioned previously, culture has been found to influence the constellation of
children’s health assets (social capital) in different societies (Morgan et al., 2012).
What is more, the perceived importance of autonomy support for children in indi-
vidualistic cultures may vary from that in collectivist cultures like Hong Kong
resulting in varying implications for children’s outcomes. For instance, Fung et al.
(2017:8) expressed that the “Confucian traditions in child socialization appear to
be entrenched and stable in Hong Kong where families endorsed the highest levels
of restrictive control and lowest levels of autonomy support”. Also, findings sug-
gest that “psychological control which negatively affects autonomy support may
continuously be perceived as an acceptable and effective form of socialization in
Hong Kong” (Fung et al., 2017:8). The suggested irrelevance of measured autonomy
support to children’s lives in Hong Kong according to our findings thus presents a
nod towards Morgan et al. (2012) who propose that it is challenging to precisely
delineate the principles for applying social capital across cultures and recommend
that social capital for children and young people must always be adequately defined
at the research or intervention planning stage.

The role of the family in helping children achieve higher subjective well-being
was superior to those of schools/teachers, peers, and adults in the community. In
other words, this finding indicates that the family context (home) is potentially
more protective of Hong Kong children’s subjective well-being compared with
other social contexts (schools and communities). While some of the various com-
ponents of social capital presented a strong mediation in the SES-subjective well-
being relationship—a proportion of about 75% (Model 2) and 75% (Model 1) of
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the total effect of SES were mediated by social capital, other sociodemographic
controls also played a part in the effect of SES on the child respondents’ well-being
outcomes. This result implies that sociodemographic factors also partly affected the
relationship among SES, social capital and well-being. Of particular interest is the
finding that Hong Kong children’s subjective well-being varied with negative expe-
riences of bullying, dissatisfaction with time use, as well as the extent of material
deprivation in their daily lives corroborating the observations of previous studies
(Bradshaw et al., 2013; Main & Bradshaw, 2012; Main et al., 2019). As reported in
the above summary of empirical results, school bullying and satisfaction with time
use yielded statistically significant results on children’s OLS and their scores on the
CW-SWBS; material deprivation yielded statistically significant results on OLS but
not CW-SWBS.

This article has several strengths but also some weaknesses. Despite applying
bootstrapping mediation analysis, this study used cross-sectional data and, there-
fore, was not able to establish causality among SES, social capital and subjec-
tive child well-being. Although representative, the data used in this article only
captured Hong Kong children in their middle years (aged from 9 -14). A broader
sample including younger (8-year-olds) and older respondents (adolescents) would
have allowed more robust generalisations of our findings. Lastly, while we delib-
erately specified parsimonious empirical models to facilitate easier interpretations
of statistical findings, further robustness checks, including additional independent
controls, are warranted. The comparative findings of the third wave of the Inter-
national Survey of Children’s Well-Being suggest that specifically for Hong Kong,
further exploration of alternative measures capturing children’s self-reported satis-
faction with their time use and daily activities as independent and dependent vari-
able may prove fruitful in any future research endeavours in this direction (Rees
et al., 2020). Furthermore, despite concerns about children’s ability to report their
own SES via their family background, future research may place more emphasis
on Hong Kong children’s family structures (parents’ marital status, residence sta-
tus, income, educational achievements, occupations) to better capture the intergen-
erational transmission of opportunity in Hong Kong. Following the OECD’s Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA), this could be achieved, for
instance, by administering separate questionnaires for children and their parents in
future studies.

6 Conclusion

Childhood experiences have a profound effect not only on the current lives of
children but also on their future opportunities and prospects. Extensive empiri-
cal evidence highlights the link between childhood conditions and well-being in
adulthood (Bradshaw, 2015). Failure to protect and promote the well-being of
children is likely to have adverse effects on children’s cognitive and non-cognitive
skill development (Gershoff et al., 2007), health and risk behaviours (Currie et al.,
2012), relationships (Goswami, 2012; Lau & Bradshaw, 2018; Cho, 2018), self-
perceptions and future aspirations (Rees & Main, 2015). If some children in society
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systematically fall behind their peers in the core areas of their well-being, this issue
should be regarded as a matter requiring urgent attention even if other aspects of
economic and social development are satisfactory (UNICEF, 2013). However, only
limited internationally comparable child-derived data in East Asian context cur-
rently exist, and the determinants of the subjective well-being of children in their
middle years remain under-investigated.

To close this research gap, this article used a cross-sectional survey involving
a randomly selected group of 1,279 Hong Kong children in their middle years
(aged from 9 and -14 years) as part of third wave of the International Survey
of Children’s Well-Being. Using a path analytical framework and bootstrap-
ping analysis as part of a theoretical ‘health assets approach’, our multivariate
regression analysis demonstrated that social capital is a significant mechanism
through which SES impacts children’s subjective well-being in Hong Kong. More
precisely, we argued that for the specific group of Hong Kong children in their
middle years, their sense of identity and safety within their family school and
community presents a potential protective health resource that can be utilised by
public policy to promote children’s well-being irrespective of their family socio-
economic background.

While our empirical models confirmed that improving the quality of life for
children in Hong Kong can also be achieved through policy interventions focus-
sing on the prevention of material deprivation, enhancing children’s satisfaction
with time use, and eliminating exposure to bullying, the important finding of
the role of familial social capital supports more targeted policy interventions for
Hong Kong children in their middle years. This finding should not be interpreted
as soliciting an ‘either-or’ choice for policymakers but should be interpreted as
a guide to facilitate a renewed search for optimal institutional complementari-
ties within a framework of reform of both child empowerment and social welfare,
including the existing social safety-nets, social services, and other working fam-
ily support. Calls for the maintenance and investment into these policy interven-
tions are pertinent in light of the self-prescribed fiscal discipline of the succes-
sive Hong Kong government and the early signs of further downward pressures
against alleged government profligacy in the wake of the recent global economic
and public health crises.

This article also examined the role of children’s perceptions on their ability to
influence decisions affecting their own lives. Autonomy support within the fam-
ily, school and the community did not play any direct or mediating role in the
SES-subjective well-being relationship according to our analysis. However, we
caution against dismissing these specific components of the social capital frame-
work altogether. International research on adolescents confirm the important pre-
dictive and mediating role of autonomy support and control particularly within
the familial context (Morgan et al., 2012; Addae, 2020). Therefore, further studies
to re-confirm these effects for different age-groups in Hong Kong are warranted.
Generally, this article suggests that studies should move beyond the broad classi-
fications of children’s social contexts in their families, schools, and communities
to allow for a more holistic assessment of the determinants of children’s subjec-
tive well-being leaning towards the ‘health assets approach’. By having provided
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an answer to the question on which sub-components of social capital are most
important for the well-being of Hong Kong children in the middle years, i.e.,
sense of belonging and peer relationships, this article hopes to encourage similar
analyses of other Asian cases to facilitate comparative lessons and findings.

Appendix 1

See Fig. 5.

| enjoy my life

My life is going well

097

| have a good life

Things my life excellen

7

| like my life
Model 2 df p-value CFI GFI RMSEA
(confidence
interval)
Five-item 58.323 5 .000 994 985 .084
CW-SWBS (.065 - .104)

Fig.5 CFA of five-item CW-SWBS for 10- and 12-year-olds in Hong Kong
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