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  Pref ace   

 A survey of the scientifi c literature shows that there is a paucity of research studies 
on the development of junior secondary school students in Hong Kong. Besides, 
there are several limitations of the existing studies. First, most studies focus on psy-
chological symptoms and problems in which a narrow conception of student well- 
being was used. In particular, there are few studies adopting the positive youth 
development approach to examine the protective factors in different adolescent 
developmental issues. Second, the major trends of developmental issues among 
early adolescents in Hong Kong over time are seldom examined. With reference to 
these limitations in the fi eld, this book focuses on several developmental issues 
faced by early adolescents in Hong Kong, including relationships with peers and 
family, resilience in the face of adversity, face-to-face and cyberbullying, drug use, 
Internet addiction, sex behaviors, and sex education, as well as money literacy and 
concept of success. Besides, the links between positive youth development and such 
developmental issues are addressed. 

 Third, there are few studies that combine theory and practice. This is the fi rst 
work that offers a comprehensive theory-driven program for the implementation of 
a positive youth development program targeting common developmental issues for 
early adolescents in a Chinese context. After reviewing the nature of common ado-
lescent developmental issues in Hong Kong, we then present the theoretical back-
ground, conceptual framework, and implementation of a comprehensive positive 
youth development project (named “P.A.T.H.S. to Adulthood: A Jockey Club Youth 
Enhancement Scheme,” with P.A.T.H.S. denoting Positive Adolescent Training 
through Holistic Social programs) in the form of in-class teaching and learning 
activities. Previous studies suggest that the project is able to promote the holistic 
development of early adolescents in Hong Kong. 

 Fourth, most of the existing studies are cross-sectional studies, and there are few 
longitudinal studies. Besides, large and representative samples are not common in 
Chinese research studies. As such, this book reviews the published longitudinal 
evaluation fi ndings on the effectiveness of the prevention program on fi ve common 
developmental issues. Furthermore, papers on the developmental trends based on 
longitudinal data collected within the context of the Project P.A.T.H.S. are included. 
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In short, being one of the titles in the series  Quality of Life in Asia , this book offers 
theory, practice, and research of a large-scale preventive program with reference to 
the positive youth development framework to promote the quality of life of early 
adolescents in the Chinese context in Hong Kong. 

 The positive youth development program was initiated by the Hong Kong Jockey 
Club Charities Trust to promote the holistic development of adolescents in Hong 
Kong. In collaboration with the Government’s Social Welfare Department, 
Education Bureau, and fi ve universities in Hong Kong, the initial phase of this pio-
neer project was conducted between 2005 and 2012 with more than 210,000 adoles-
cent participants. Its goal was to help students meet various challenges in their path 
to adulthood, with a focus on their psychosocial competencies, developmental 
assets, healthy relationships, and their well-being. We would like to acknowledge 
the initiation and generous fi nancial support by the Hong Kong Jockey Club 
Charities Trust. 

 Edited by the researchers of the project, this book reviews the theories regarding 
the common developmental issues among Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong 
(Chaps.   1    ,   2    ,   3    ,   4    ,   5    ,   6    ,   7    ,   8    , and   9    ), the application of positive youth development 
constructs to a large-scale positive youth development program in Hong Kong 
(Chaps.   10    ,   11    ,   12    ,   13    ,   14    ,   15    ,   16    , and   17    ), and longitudinal research fi ndings on 
fi ve common developmental issues (Chaps.   18    ,   19    ,   20    ,   21    , and   22    ). Using multiple 
perspectives, materials, and research fi ndings, this book presents the overall con-
structs and framework underlying the Project P.A.T.H.S. in response to the various 
psychosocial needs of adolescents in Hong Kong. This book provides a clear picture 
on theory, practice, and evidence of success of the school-based prevention program 
in promoting students’ well-being. 

 In the fi rst part of this book, each chapter starts with an in-depth analysis of a 
common developmental issue among early adolescents. Specifi cally, each chapter 
of part 1 includes (a) literature review of the defi nitions, signifi cance, and relevance 
of the issue today in different cultures and societies, (b) a critical analysis of its 
impact on adolescents and society, (c) a re-contextualization of the developmental 
issue in Hong Kong and Chinese societies, and (d) an analysis of the risk and protec-
tive factors at different levels (individual, group, society, etc.) and for the different 
stakeholders involved (families, teachers, peers, etc.). In the second part, each chap-
ter presents (a) an analysis of the theoretical framework structuring the units of the 
P.A.T.H.S. program on each topic; (b) an analysis on how the relevant positive youth 
development constructs have been implemented and operationalized in the in-class 
activities; and (c) an analysis of major criticalities and resistance from students, 
teachers, families, and institutions. Detailed description and analysis of the program 
content are necessary for replication in other contexts. Finally, in the last part, 
results from the 4-year longitudinal study based on the extension phase of the pro-
gram covered in this book addressed the question of how positive youth develop-
ment attributes are related to measures of adolescent well-being across the junior 
high school years. 

 To conclude, the P.A.T.H.S. program is designed by professionals (psycholo-
gists, educators, and social workers) for the professionals (school teachers and 
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school social workers); it provides a comprehensive theoretical framework for stu-
dents to develop their quality of life. This program is designed to help young ado-
lescents in developing and managing positive knowledge, values, and skills for 
social, emotional, cognitive, and spiritual wellness through the acquisition of 
knowledge and experiences, clarifying confl icting values and sharing in a safe and 
enjoyable manner. These knowledge, values, and skills are especially geared for 
fi nding direction and purpose in life. It is a program that allows students to make 
positive choices in creating and maintaining a healthy lifestyle and well-being. It 
advocates a positive approach to life and health that helps maximize the students’ 
potential and their quality of life. As our work is pioneer with evidence of success, 
it can contribute to the Chinese and global database, and it can be used for research 
and teaching purposes. 

 We believe this book will be of keen interest to a wide range of professionals 
who need to design preventive or positive youth development programs to reduce 
risk factors for adolescents. Professionals such as social workers, psychologists, 
policy makers, education administrators, teachers, as well as mental health practi-
tioners will fi nd this book valuable in their work. The positive youth development 
program, in particular the curriculum units based on the positive youth development 
constructs, can be adopted and used in the formal school curriculum, after school 
programs, mental health services, and youth programs. We hope that this book will 
also serve as a resource for researchers and practitioners who are involved in the 
development and evaluation of preventive programs using positive youth develop-
ment concepts for adolescents in an attempt to promote student well-being.  

  Hong Kong ,  China         Tak     Yan     Lee       
  Hong Kong ,  China        Daniel     T.  L.     Shek   

Preface
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Introduction

Tak Yan Lee and Daniel T.L. Shek

Abstract The organization of various chapters covered in this book is outlined. 
In the first part of the book, several adolescent developmental issues (including 
substance abuse, sexual behavior, exposure to pornographic materials, self-harm, 
and Internet addiction) are discussed with respect to different theoretical explana-
tions, related phenomena in Hong Kong and other countries, and protective factors 
as well as related effective prevention programs. In the second part of the book, the 
teaching units developed in the Project P.A.T.H.S. with reference to these develop-
mental issues are presented and the evaluation findings in the previous studies are 
discussed. In the third part of the book, several chapters based on four waves of 
longitudinal data collected for the Project P.A.T.H.S. are presented. Throughout the 
book, it is argued that positive youth development attributes can promote student 
well-being, and it is important to nurture positive youth development attributes in 
young people to protect them from engaging in risk behavior.

This book offers the theory, intervention program materials, and related research 
findings within the context of a positive youth development program to tackle com-
mon adolescent developmental issues in Hong Kong. Specifically, five key issues – 
substance abuse, sexual behavior, exposure to pornographic materials, self-harm, 
and Internet addiction – were selected for discussion. To give the readers a roadmap 
for the chapters included in this book, this chapter offers a brief description of the 
organization of the content in this book.

The preparation for this chapter and the Project P.A.T.H.S. were financially supported by The 
Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust.
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Department of Applied Social Sciences, City University of Hong Kong,  
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In Part I of the book, the selected adolescent developmental issues are examined 
in terms of different theoretical perspectives with reference to the most up-to-date 
scientific literature. Basically, the first five chapters follow a somewhat similar 
structure: (a) presentation of the theoretical conceptions of the issue and why it 
matters, (b) presentation of findings from Hong Kong as well as the recent trends 
and differences with reference to other geographic areas, and (c) discussion of 
protective factors and guidelines for effective prevention programs. In Chap. 1, we 
discuss why the youth drug problem in Hong Kong is escalating, what drugs are 
most used in Hong Kong, and what theories may explain the drug use and abuse. 
Chapter 2 addresses the question of why young people today have an earlier onset 
of puberty than the previous generations. Following this, a review of the main sex 
education approaches in the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands 
is conducted and how this can be relevant for Hong Kong is discussed. Chapters 3 
and 4 examine the problem of bullying and cyberbullying in different parts of the 
world and in Hong Kong, with a particular focus on the role of bystanders; some of 
the major anti-bullying intervention approaches are also presented. Chapter 5 pres-
ents the different types of Internet addiction, how Internet addiction is increasing 
among youths in recent years, and what consequences on socialization it can have. 
Chapter 6 presents the issue of money literacy, which is particularly relevant in the 
context of the pragmatic and materialistic culture of Hong Kong, and what conflict-
ing values are involved. Chapters 7 and 8 examine the concept of bonding among 
youths, particularly when they are with their peers or with their family members. 
Besides psychological theories, related cultural issues and values that may affect 
interpersonal bonding are discussed. Finally, Chap. 9 presents the key concept of 
resilience, what it is, why it is essential to a positive youth development, and what 
its relationships with other positive youth development constructs are.

The Project P.A.T.H.S. covers a total of 15 constructs (including cognitive, 
social, moral, emotional, and behavioral competencies, bonding, resilience, self- 
efficacy, self-determination, clear and positive identity, belief in the future, spiritu-
ality, prosocial norms, prosocial involvement, and recognition of positive behavior) 
that have been identified as crucial and effective elements of successful positive 
youth development programs (Catalano et al. 1998). While the first six chapters 
focus on developmental issues, the next three chapters provide a discussion on two 
major sources of protective factors, i.e., coping and adaptation, resilience, and 
human social capital (Gullotta 2015) which have been found as crucial to promoting 
health and psychosocial wellness among adolescents. According to Gullotta (2015), 
prevention means “taking actions that encourage resiliency, coping, adaption, and 
developing human social capital” (p. 4). We therefore review the literature on resilience 
and bonding with peers and family in the context of positive youth development.

In Part II of the book, each of the previous chapter is expanded (except the chap-
ter on prevention of bullying and cyberbullying) so as to present the development 
and implementation of the P.A.T.H.S. program in Hong Kong. For each construct, 
the related conceptual framework is presented. The operationalization of the con-
structs, the linkage between related curriculum units, the overall structure of the 
curriculum in Grade 7 to Grade 9, and the implementation of the protective factors 
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in the curriculum are also presented. Concept maps and tables are used to illuminate 
the positive youth development program.

In Part III of the book, the focus is put on five common developmental issues, 
namely, substance abuse, sexual behavior, self-harm, Internet addiction, and con-
sumption of pornographic materials. Findings based on the first four waves of a 
6-year longitudinal study among adolescents in Hong Kong in the extension phase 
of the project are presented. Basically, a total of 3,328 Secondary 1 (Grade 7) stu-
dents were recruited from 28 schools in Hong Kong in the 2009/2010 academic 
year. Students were then assessed at intervals of 1 year. Finally, 2,682 students com-
pleted the questionnaires in all 4 years and were then included in the longitudinal 
data analysis.

Chapter 18 investigates some of the risk and protective factors related to the 
increasing substance abuse among youths. Results showed that gender, age, and 
family intactness were significantly related to initial status of substance abuse, while 
economic disadvantage and family intactness were significantly related to the growth 
trajectory of substance abuse, with adolescents from poor and non-intact families at 
higher risk of substance abuse. Chapter 19 examines sexual behavior and intention to 
engage in sexual behavior among adolescents. Results showed that adolescents from 
economically disadvantaged and non-intact families engaged in sexual behavior at 
a faster rate than their counterparts. Furthermore, family functioning and positive 
youth development influenced adolescent sexual behavior and intention. Chapter 20 
examines the prevalence and psychosocial correlates of consumption of pornographic 
materials. Results showed that older male adolescents from non-intact families 
consumed more pornography than others. Results also indicated that positive youth 
development and family functioning are protective factors against consumption of 
pornographic material. Chapter 21 examines Internet addiction and its related 
psychosocial correlates. Results showed that economic disadvantage and family 
non-intactness are risk factors, whereas family functioning and positive youth 
development are protective factors. Finally, Chap. 22 examines the influence of family 
attributes, family functioning, and positive youth development on self-harm and 
suicidal behaviors. Analyses revealed that family intactness but not economic disad-
vantage was related to initial deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior. By contrast, 
positive youth development and adaptive family functioning are protective antecedents 
of decreased adolescent deliberate self-harm and suicidal signs, respectively.

 Why Do Positive Youth Development Programs Work?

We would like to approach this question from two levels. First, adoption of 
evidenced- based principles can promote success in program implementation. As a 
positive youth development program, the design, implementation, and evaluation of 
the Project P.A.T.H.S. followed closely the 15 principles identified by Borkowski 
et al. (2006). Second, we also used appropriate technologies in the design and 
implementation of the program to maximize the program effectiveness.
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In their summary of the major principles associated with effective preventive 
research, Borkowski et al. (2006) identified three groups of principles: treatment, 
procedural, and design and evaluation. Treatment principles relate to the specific 
curriculum and related components of an intervention. They include theory-driven, 
comprehensive, varied teaching methods, positive relationships, and sociocultural 
relevance principles. Procedural principles correspond to how that intervention pro-
gram is implemented. They cover sufficient dosage, appropriate timing, well-trained 
staff, programmed generalization, and treatment fidelity. Design and evaluation 
principles refer to an appropriate and convincing evaluation of program effective-
ness. They cover interpretative standards, outcome evaluation, internal validation, 
adequate effect size, and clinical and social significance. Based on the works of 
Ramey and Ramey (1992) and Nation and colleagues (2003), Borkowski et al. 
(2006) identified these 15 principles and demonstrated that they have been shown to 
lead to important scientific and clinical outcomes.

 Adoption of Principles of Effective Preventive Research

Since 2005, a huge number of publications on the Project P.A.T.H.S. have been 
published. These include more than 600 titles in English and Chinese, including 
books, book chapters, manuals, journal papers, conference papers, and special issues.

About half of the publications cover curriculum development and implementa-
tion. First, some adolescent developmental issues in Hong Kong are presented and 
discussed (Shek 2006a), with an extensive literature review and analysis dedicated 
to the understanding of the possible causes, consequences, and potential risk and 
protective factors for such issues among youths. Consequently, a number of articles 
focus on each single positive youth development (PYD) construct, such as prosocial 
involvement (Cheng et al. 2006a), recognition for positive behavior (Cheng et al. 
2006b), self-determination (Hui and Tsang 2006), emotional competence (Lau 2006a), 
spirituality (Lau 2006b), bonding (Lee 2006a), resilience (Lee 2006b), behavioral 
competence (Ma 2006a), moral competence (Ma 2006b), social competence 
(Ma 2006c), prosocial norms (Siu et al. 2006), beliefs in the future (Sun and Lau 
2006), cognitive competence (Sun and Hui 2006), self-efficacy (Tsang and Hui 
2006), and positive identity (Tsang and Yip 2006). Finally, papers on the conceptual 
framework and program design were also published (Shek 2006b, c; Shek and Ma 
2006; Shek et al. 2006).

More than 50 publications are specifically dedicated to the training of the pro-
gram, which include mainly manuals and journal papers. Among these, the most 
substantial one is the series edited by Shek and Ma (2013a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, 
l, m, n) titled P.A.T.H.S. to Adulthood: A Jockey Club Youth Enhancement Scheme, 
which includes 12 activity handbooks and one project learning handbook. These 
handbooks are practical and detailed manuals designed for teachers and/or instructors 
with clearly defined activities for each teaching unit during the 3 years of junior 
secondary school. These tools are particularly flexible because they can operationalize 
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complex theoretical concepts into easy activities using simple and straightforward 
language. Furthermore, the structure of the handbooks enables teachers to adapt the 
program to their needs and schedules, as they can decide the number of modules to 
deliver (as well as the in-class activities, discussions, games, etc.). These training 
manuals have some undeniable advantages. For example, they allow teachers and 
instructors in the 237 secondary schools to have a reference manual for all. This not 
only implies the delivery of a more effective training to teachers, but as a conse-
quence this also means that the same program will be delivered to all participating 
students.

The remaining 40 % of the publications are composed of evaluative studies about 
the efficacy of the program, which in most cases are in the form of journal papers 
and book chapters. Among these, the most important evaluation studies are longitu-
dinal research that normally analyzes students’ progress over three or more waves 
of data on issues such as drug abuse (Shek and Ma 2011), gambling (Shek and Sun 
2011), consumption of pornographic materials (Ma and Shek 2013; Shek and Ma 
2012), delinquency and problem behavior (Shek et al. 2012), Internet addiction 
(Shek and Yu 2012a), self-harm and suicide attempts (Law and Shek 2013; Shek 
and Yu 2012b), compensated dating (Lee and Shek 2013), sexual behavior, and 
intention to engage in sexual behavior (Shek 2013). The reliability of measurements 
is high, because they are based on data from more than 3,000 Hong Kong adoles-
cents from 28 secondary schools, and the same questionnaire was used every year 
in the study.

 Making Use of Effective Technology

To answer the question from a technology perspective, the Project P.A.T.H.S. made 
use of three out of the four essential technologies identified by Gullotta (2015). 
They are (a) education, (b) promotion of social competency, and (c) natural care-
giving. Effective technologies for education include the provision of information 
and knowledge, anticipatory guidance (so as to educate a particular group prior to 
some expected events), and personal self-management of behavior (with methods 
that can vary from skills training to psychotherapeutic strategies). Social compe-
tency means a sense of belonging and a willingness to contribute to the group 
through a positive self-esteem, an internal locus of control, a sense of self-efficacy, 
and an attitude of caring for others (Catalano et al. 1998; Gullotta 2015). Finally, 
natural caregiving could be in the form of a mutual self-help group in which indi-
viduals serve as both caregivers and care receivers. Indigenous trained caregivers 
such as teachers and mentors provide advice, comfort, and support. Peers who are 
capable can also share knowledge, experiences, compassionate understanding, 
companionship, and, if needed, confrontation (Bloom 1996).

Education is the core of the Project P.A.T.H.S., although education alone is not 
sufficient for producing a significant change. As commented by Gullotta (2015), 
“the most often used of all prevention’s technologies, alone it rarely, if ever, is effective. 
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The reason for this is that while education increases knowledge, only occasionally 
does it affect attitudes, and it almost never changes behavior” (p. 6). The Project 
P.A.T.H.S. provides basic education through (1) teaching and learning activities 
(increased knowledge), (2) learning activities using real-life examples (anticipatory 
guidance), and (3) skills development (personal self-management of behavior). 
Basic knowledge is provided partly by instructors in a one-way mode of teaching; 
these are universal information about different issues (e.g., effects of drug abuse), 
which are available to everyone. However, this information is always provided 
within a specific context (i.e., drug prevention) and serves as a basis for students to 
elaborate their own opinion about that specific issue through role-play, debate, or 
discussion, so that they can be prepared to face it in the future. This is anticipatory 
guidance. Finally, the Project P.A.T.H.S. teaches adolescents a set of practical skills 
that can be used in multiple settings for multiple purposes (Gullotta 2015). Youths 
can learn and train these skills in role-playing activities, where they can practice 
different roles simulating real-life cases, for example, how to say no to socially 
undesirable requests. Table 1 summarizes the teaching and learning activities 
designed for use in the preventive program. Adolescents learn new behaviors effec-
tively in small groups where they can practice and test what they learn in small 
groups and natural caregiving can be developed (Gullotta 2015).

Another form of instruction of the Project P.A.T.H.S. is “Project Learning.” 
“Project Learning” is an exploratory learning method for a specific topic which is 
related to students’ daily lives. It aims to develop students’ independent learning 
capacities and self-learning attitudes. There are five “Project Learning” in 
P.A.T.H.S., including romantic relationships, bullying prevention, religion and life 
values, success and materialistic orientation, and national/ethnic identity and accep-
tance. Each Project Learning can be divided into three stages: preparatory (instruc-
tors arrange activities so as to arouse students’ interest), implementation (students 
collect data, make conclusions, and write reports), and concluding (students use 
different formats to present their results). Here, students are required to have some 
information and skills (knowledge as a base for education) for participating. 
However, they are then required to experience and share with others and develop 

Table 1 Teaching and learning activities designed for use in the Project P.A.T.H.S.

Instructors Individuals (students)
Experience sharing (one-way)
Short tutorial (one-way)
Raising questions (two-way)

Individual activities
Individual creative activities
Individual reflections

Groups The whole class
Group sharing
Group discussion (including presentation)
Group games
Group creative activities
Role-plays

Class discussion
Class sharing
Class games

T.Y. Lee and D.T.L. Shek
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their critical thinking. Experiential learning begins with a concrete experience, is 
followed by a reflective observation, an abstract conceptualization, and ends with an 
active experimentation, which can also be the starting point for a new experience of 
learning. The Project P.A.T.H.S. adopts an experiential learning perspective, which 
means (a) knowledge is constructed and acquired through experience; (b) knowl-
edge is constructed in an individual mind, and it can be expressed and transferred to 
new situations; (c) learners can choose their own goals and can learn by asking 
questions and doing experiments; and (d) instructors can help students reflect on 
their experience and reexamine their personal assumptions. New behaviors are then 
learned by lived experiences. Experiential learning provides chances for adoles-
cents to control the learning experience, to change its content, and to modify its 
intensity and duration (Gullotta 2015).

Promotion of psychosocial skills of the youth is an essential component of the 
P.A.T.H.S. program. Indeed, literature review (Catalano et al. 2012) on previous 
prevention programs has revealed that among 25 successful programs, 24 were 
based on the training of social or cognitive-behavioral skills. The curriculum for 
junior secondary school students was designed considering that development of 
adolescents at this stage in life goes through different domains, including physical 
development, cognitive development, personality and psychological development, 
social development, and relationships with the family and peers. The Project 
P.A.T.H.S. pursues the principles of “whole person education” and “whole person 
development” (Shek and Ma 2006). The project adopts both an ecological and a 
developmental perspective. Based on ecological models, adolescent developmental 
outcomes are determined by personal factors and environmental factors (family, 
peer, school, community, and cultural context). Based on life-span developmental 
theories, there are different developmental assets that need to be developed by an 
adolescent. Hence, adolescents need to learn different skills. The Project P.A.T.H.S. 
aims at helping adolescents develop their own abilities and enhance their ability to 
bond with others. After participating in this project, students will (a) enhance con-
nections with healthy adults and peers (connection); (b) enhance social, emotional, 
cognitive, behavioral, and moral competence (competence); (c) enhance self- 
determination, self-efficacy, resilience, and beliefs in the future (confidence); (d) 
develop a clear identity and enhance their spirituality (character); (e) care for others 
(caring); (f) be more compassionate toward others (compassion); and (g) contribute 
to society (contribution). Indeed, longitudinal studies on the effectiveness of 
P.A.T.H.S. showed an increase in all major psychosocial indicators (Shek and Ma 
2011, 2012; Shek et al. 2012; Shek and Sun 2013, 2014; Shek and Yu 2012a, b).

One of the constructs used in the curriculum is behavioral competence. Students 
are assisted to develop the ability to use verbal and nonverbal strategies to perform 
socially acceptable and normative behavior in social interactions (Ma 2006a). Based 
on a positive or prosocial motivation, students are taught to be courteous, graceful, 
and fair. The behavioral curriculum units cover three types of behaviors: applause, 
criticism, and apology. By providing opportunities to discuss and role-play, students 
were able to say no to socially undesirable requests.
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Finally, the curriculum of P.A.T.H.S. is designed in such a way that students can 
gradually become more active indigenous caregivers within their groups. Teaching 
methods are an important factor for achieving this goal. In the Secondary 1 curricu-
lum, there are mainly group and class discussions, which aim to enhance students’ 
communication skills. The Secondary 2 curriculum adds role-playing, class games, 
and class sharing as teaching methods to increase students’ learning interest and 
enhance their learning experience. Finally, as Secondary 3 students are becoming 
more mature, individual activities are increased so that students can learn more 
about themselves, observe their achievement, and prepare for future positive devel-
opment (Shek and Sun 2013). However, it also means that Secondary 3 students are 
more likely to be ready to give their contribution to their groups, as they have devel-
oped a personal opinion or knowledge that they can share with others. At this stage, 
they are more likely to be in the position to become not only group members but 
also caregivers toward others.

What role can a massive preventive program using the positive youth develop-
ment approach play in addressing developmental issues of early adolescents? That 
is the central question addressed in this book. Previous research findings have 
showed that positive youth development attributes are positively related to student 
well-being (Sun and Shek 2010, 2012, 2013). It is hoped that the theoretical discus-
sion, practical intervention program manuals, and research findings provided in 
these chapters will serve as a stepping stone on the journey to promoting the well- 
being of early adolescents.
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      Prevention of Drug Abuse Among Young 
People: A Conceptual Framework       

       Tak     Yan     Lee      and     Diego     Busiol   

    Abstract     Recent research shows that the youth drug problem in Hong Kong is 
escalating. Ketamine is the most abused drug, followed by ecstasy, ice, cocaine, and 
cannabis. There are biological and psychological as well as sociological theories of 
drug use. Each theory provides a partial explanation for drug use and has important 
prevention, treatment, and policy implications. With the explanations provided by 
biologists, psychologists, and sociologists, an integrated model of factors contribut-
ing to adolescents’ use and abuse of psychotropic drugs is presented. Adopting an 
ecological and positive youth development perspective, the protective and risk fac-
tors against drug use will be discussed, with a specifi c focus on youth in Hong 
Kong. Finally, a set of guidelines for conducting anti-drug prevention with students 
will be presented.  

        Introduction 

    Recent research shows that the youth drug problem in Hong Kong is escalating 
(Tsang  2011 ). The total number of reported drug abusers increased from 3.3 % in 
2004/05 to 4.3 % in 2008/2009, and the number of drug abusers aged 21 and 
younger increased 51 % (Lam et al.  2011 ). This increase was particularly remark-
able because it ran counter to the overall declining trend of reported drug abusers 
for the previous decade (Narcotics Division  2008 ). 
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 In a study population of 26,111 Hong Kong students, aged 10–19 years, recruited 
from 48 primary (primary grades 4–6) and secondary schools (secondary grades 
1–7), 2.1 % of students had inhaled glue and 1.2 % had inhaled glue on one or more 
occasion (i.e., current use). Moreover, 1.1 % of students had used cough syrup for 
nonmedical (recreational) use, and 0.5 % had used cough syrup on one or more 
occasions (current use) (Lee and Tsang  2004 ). In the USA, one study of a nationally 
representative sample of 10,123 adolescents showed that 9.6 % of those aged 13–14 
years reported lifetime illicit drug use (Swendsen et al.  2012 ). In Hong Kong, 
28.3 % of youths used psychoactive substances for the fi rst time when they were 
between 13 and 14 years old (Hong Kong Legislative Council Secretariat  2009 ).  

    General Theories of Drug Use and Abuse 

 There are biological and psychological as well as sociological theories of drug use. 
Although theories from these disciplines might seem competitive or even confl ict-
ing, an examination emphasizing their complementary nature is crucial. Each the-
ory provides a partial explanation for drug use and has important prevention, 
treatment, and policy implications. Indeed, a comprehensive explanation could 
involve a combination of factors. For example, although we know that certain types 
of adolescent drug abuse are concentrated in areas of relative social and economic 
deprivation, most adolescents in similar situations do not abuse drugs. 

    The Neurological Perspective 

 From the neurological perspective, the immature brain of adolescents can explain why 
they show risky behavior. The part of the brain (prefrontal cortex) which deals with 
the ability to make sound judgments and calm unruly emotions develops slowly. As a 
result, when determining risk versus reward, the immature adolescent brain tends to 
emphasize benefi ts while discounting dangers (Goldstein and Volkow  2002 ). Different 
labels are given to this and related cognitive constraints, including damaged decision-
making ability or weak analytical ability, psychological barriers, or weak emotional 
control and expression. Neuroscientists found that the orbitofrontal cortex and ante-
rior cingulated cortex activate in addicts while they are craving, intoxicated, and 
bingeing. When an addict goes through treatment to withdraw his or her addiction, 
these areas deactivate. This system accounts for the addict’s overvaluing his or her 
favored drug and the total failure of any inhibition in seeking it out because prefrontal 
areas provide the overly positive appraisal of the drug and disable the neuronal arrays 
for inhibition of impulse (Ellis  1990 ). Research also reveals that the adolescent brain 
is more responsive to drugs and thus more vulnerable to drug abuse than the adult 
brain, and it drives an interest in novelty that vastly exceeds that of children and adults 
(Whitten  2007 ). In short, the immaturity of the adolescent brain can explain their risky 
behavior, weak will power, and relapse of drug addiction.  
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    The Pharmacological Perspective 

 As a major theory from the biological perspective, arousal theory describes the ado-
lescent drug user as a person whose body is malfunctioning with regard to the pro-
duction of crucial neurotransmitters, making drug use self-medicating or as a way 
of coping (Logan et al.  2006 ). As a result of the interaction between the pharmaco-
logical properties and the feeling experienced, the adolescent drug user’s central 
nervous system habituates to the drug due to a neurotransmitter malfunction and is 
then reinforced for engaging in the drug. Biological vulnerabilities may manifest in 
any of a number of physical and mental health problems. The typical cyclical pro-
cesses may go like this: a stress-producing mental health problem diminishes appro-
priate responses to stress, which increases stress levels, resulting in a more severe 
mental health problem; increased stress contributes to biological vulnerabilities and 
drug abuse, which then can affect physical and mental health (Volkow  2006 ).  

    Genetic Predisposition 

 According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), research evidence reveals 
that an individual’s genetic makeup is one of the major factors related to vulnerability 
to drug abuse (Comings  1996 ). While drug abuse is the result of a complex interplay 
of biochemical, psychological, social, and environmental factors, genetic variance 
plays an important role in the susceptibility of adolescents’ drug use and abuse. It is 
also claimed that the more severe the abuse, the greater the role of genetic factors 
(Crabbe  2002 ; Logan et al.  2002 ). While social and environmental factors may deter-
mine whether an adolescent is exposed to drugs, genetics may help to explain why 
only some of those adolescents who are exposed use and abuse drugs. 

 To summarize, biological theories of drug use and abuse, including genetics, 
neurological, and pharmacological perspectives, provide explanations in terms of 
trauma and coping factors. These factors are almost identical to the model of factors 
contributing to victimization and substance abuse among women presented by 
Logan et al. (Volkow  2006 ; Abadinsky  2011 ) after an extensive review of the litera-
ture. Specifi cally, these factors include genetic and biological vulnerabilities, drug 
use as a coping mechanism as well as physical and mental health problems. In the 
original model (Abadinsky  2011 ), the last factor is named “child and adolescent 
victimization.” These factors are shown in a revised model which is adopted with 
some revisions (like the name of the drug-dependent factor) and presented in Fig.  1 .

       Psychological Theories 

 Behaviorism builds its foundations in the laboratory of experimental psychology 
and is based on learning theory (Bandura  1977 ). All forms of behavior are condi-
tioned, the results of learned responses to certain stimuli. Behavior is strengthened 
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by its consequences and can be modifi ed by operant conditioning: positive and neg-
ative reinforcement. Drugs can be used as powerful reinforcers, while withdrawal 
symptoms provide negative reinforcement. However, some adolescents manage to 
quit using drugs even after a pleasurable experience. Those who keep on using are 
more likely to be from an impoverished environment (Glassner and Loughlin  1987 ). 
This leads to a sociological perspective. 

  Fig. 1    A revised model of factors contributing to adolescents’ use and abuse of psychotropic drugs       
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 The model presented by Logan et al. (Volkow  2006 ; Abadinsky  2011 ) covers two 
categories of factors, that is, contextual and lifestyle factors. Although there are 
minor differences in terms of the specifi c content of the two versions, these two fac-
tors are in general closely related to psychological theories of drug use and abuse, 
which offer explanations including cognitive constraints, impaired decision-making 
abilities, peer relationship dynamics, and relapse. These specifi c factors are shown 
in the revised model of factors contributing to adolescents’ use and abuse of psycho-
tropic drugs presented in Fig.  1 .  

    Sociological Theories 

 Sociological theory is concerned with social structures and social behavior. It exam-
ines adolescents’ drug use and abuse in its social context. A sociological perspective 
often views drug use and abuse as the product of social conditions and relationships 
that cause despair, frustration, hopelessness, and general feelings of alienation in 
the most socially disadvantaged. Sociological theories, including anomie (a strong 
sense of strain among the socially disadvantaged causing the individual to abandon 
all attempts to reach conventional social goals), differential association (the exis-
tence of excessive deviant associations with drug abusers over nondeviant or proso-
cial associations), social control theory (the individual’s weak bond to society), 
subcultures and cultural deviance (subcultures not conducive to conventional types 
of achievement), and symbolic interactionism (societal reaction stigmatizing drug 
users thus causing a damaged self-image, deviant identity, and a host of negative 
social expectations), all provide plausible explanations. Many sociological studies 
have found that drug use among adolescents is motivated by intermittent feelings of 
boredom and depression and that, like other aspects of adolescence, drug use may 
be abandoned when the person reaches adulthood. Furthermore, contrary to conven-
tional wisdom, research has found that drug use is typically a group activity of 
socially well-integrated youngsters (The National Institute on Drug Abuse  1987 ). 
That is, different from some psychological views, some adolescent drug users are 
socially competent. 

 To summarize, sociological theories of adolescents’ drug use and abuse pro-
vide explanations as sociological factors (including poverty, undesirable social 
atmosphere, poor family relationship, and delinquent subculture), lifestyle factors 
(deterioration of living environment), and contextual factors (including peer rela-
tionship dynamics and structural barriers such as the availability of drugs, unavail-
ability, and/or unwillingness to seek help as well as poor social support network). 
These specifi c factors under the three domains are shown in the revised model 
presented in Fig.  1 . 

 The National Institute on Drug Abuse (Peele  1981 ) outlines the lifestyle, contex-
tual, sociological, as well as trauma and coping factors that are associated positively 
with adolescent substance abuse. The factors that are frequently found in deprived 
socioeconomic environments include:
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    1.    Families whose members have a history of alcohol abuse and/or histories of 
antisocial behavior or criminality   

   2.    Inconsistent parental supervision, with reactions that swing from permissiveness 
to severity   

   3.    Parental approval or use of dangerous substances   
   4.    Friends who abuse drugs   
   5.    Children who fail in school during their late elementary years and show a lack of 

interest in school during early adolescence   
   6.    Children who are alienated and rebellious   
   7.    Children who exhibit antisocial behavior, particularly aggressive behavior, dur-

ing early adolescence    

  The above examination shows the complementary nature of different theories and 
demonstrates the need for a biopsychosocial perspective, although the effect of the 
interaction of neurological and psychosocial factors is not yet clear. For example, the 
availability of choice of “novelty” for adolescents often depends on the social and 
economic situation as well as child-rearing practice of the family. This supports both 
psychological and sociological theories of drug use and abuse. From the psychosocio-
logical perspective, drug use depends on the actor who must learn that ingesting cer-
tain chemicals is desirable. Studies on subjective experience of drug abuse support the 
notion that intoxication is not inherently pleasurable (Coombs and Ziedonis  1995 ). 
Expectations based on learning infl uence the direction of drug use. This shows the 
interrelatedness of both biological and psychological theories. 

    Hypothesis 

 The amount of ethically based testing that can be done by social and behavioral 
scientists is limited since we cannot subject human beings to high levels of stress, 
expose them to drugs, and then fi nd out whether they become drug addicts. The 
social or behavioral sciences have to study the etiology of drug addiction in a more 
indirect manner. Therefore, Abadinsky’s (Bukstein et al.  1989 ) hypothesis is com-
monly accepted: what promotes adolescents’ drug use and abuse is a biologically 
and psychologically vulnerable adolescent – that is, having a tendency of neu-
rotransmitter defi ciency and an additive personality resulting from problematic 
family relationships, inappropriate reinforcement, the lack of healthy role models, 
contradictory parental expectations, and/or an absence of love and respect living in 
deprived social circumstances with exposure to certain psychoactive chemicals.  

    Reasons for Psychotropic Drug Abuse in Hong Kong 

 According to the Narcotics Division of the Security Bureau of the Government of 
Hong Kong (Narcotics  2010 ), the main reasons for drug use of the reported drug abus-
ers aged under 21 in Hong Kong in 2009 were peer infl uence/to identify with peers 
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(66.7 %), relief of boredom/depression/anxiety (51.1 %), curiosity (43.0 %), seeking 
euphoria or sensory satisfaction (33.6 %), and avoiding the discomfort due to its 
absence (15.2 %). Other reasons reported by the literature include: personal problems, 
unhappy experiences, failures, desire to escape from reality, low self- image, and lack 
of life (Lam et al.  2011 ). The percentages among different causes are not much differ-
ent from that of similar surveys conducted in the last 10 years. However, these self-
reported reasons are only overt reasons that youths themselves can realize. The 
underlying reasons for drug abuse are much more complex. For example, although 
some young people mentioned that they abused drugs because they wanted to relieve 
their depression, the data do not show what made them depressed. With these overt 
reasons in mind, a critical examination of the theoretical underpinnings of adoles-
cents’ use and abuse of psychotropic drugs is presented in the next section.   

    What Drugs Are Most Used in Hong Kong? 

 Different drugs, at different times, can become more or less popular in different 
societies and among different populations. The use of a specifi c drug may be char-
acteristic of a (sub)culture more than others, and variations in drug use can be 
revealing of a shift in the social discourse. Then, it is important to understand what 
drugs are mostly used for by the population in question, and how their consumption 
changes over time. In Hong Kong, drugs abused by young people under the age of 
21 are mainly psychotropic substances, particularly ketamine, followed by ecstasy, 
ice, cocaine, and cannabis (Lam et al.  2011 ). According to Joe-Laidler and Hunt 
( 2008 ), the total number of reported drug users under the age of 21 using ketamine 
grew from less than 1 % in 1999 to 60 % in 2001 (overtaking the proportion of 
ecstasy use – 53 %) and reached 73 % by 2006. Reported ice and cocaine use has 
been comparatively lower. The percentage of polydrug use among all reported 
young persons grew from 16 % in 1997 to 51 % in 2006. Other research confi rms 
that ketamine gained popularity and overtook ecstasy to be the commonest abused 
psychotropic drug in Hong Kong (HK) since 2001 (Cheung et al.  2010 ). 

 In a study commissioned by the action committee against narcotics (Lam et al.  2004 ), 
two samples of drug abusers ( N  = 201) and students from one secondary school ( N  = 223) 
were compared. Most of the drug abusers (88.6 %) were polydrug users and abused 
more than three kinds of drugs on average. The three most popular drugs were ketamine 
(89 %), ecstasy (84 %), and cannabis (79 %). Another study investigated the habits of 
202 Hong Kong adolescents (aged 9 to 18) who were psychotropic substance abusers 
(Lau and Yung  2011 ). The study considered the  following psychotropic substances: 
ketamine (K-Jai   ), methyl amphetamine (ice), cocaine (coke), cannabis (grass), ecstasy 
(E Jai), nimetazepam (5 jai), fl unitrazepam (cross), triazolam (blue gremlin), midazolam 
(blue), zopiclone (white seed), LSD (black sesame), and codeine (robo). Of them 75.7 % 
reported to take ketamine, 8.2 % were aged between 9 and 12 years old, 40.6 % were 
aged 13–15 years old, and 51.1 % were aged 16–18 years old; 63.1 % were students; 
70.4 % and 41.8 % were current smokers and drinkers, respectively. 
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 Following Shek et al. ( 2011 ), ketamine abuse in Hong Kong could be regarded 
as quite unique because this drug is not commonly abused in other parts of the 
world. Joe-Laidler and Hunt argue that ketamine’s popularity “may also be due to 
its ability to transcend the boredom and stress experienced by working class young 
persons, albeit temporarily, and fl oat and be free in a variety of social spaces includ-
ing leisure, school, and work. In a society in which freedom may be increasingly 
elusive, ketamine’s liberating qualities may be particularly attractive. Ecstasy, as 
users themselves report, is intimately tied to the dance scene and has not been 
deemed as appropriate outside of that context” (2008, pp. 8–9).  

    A Revised Model of Factors Explaining Adolescents’ Use 
and Abuse of Psychotropic Drugs 

 Over the years, scholars have summarized a set of risk and protective factors for 
drug use (Volkow  2006 ; Abadinsky  2011 ; Levinthal  2010 ; Pagliaro and Pagliaro 
 1996 ; Catalano et al.  1998 ). It is diffi cult to categorize the factors because drug 
abuse results from the interplay between biological, psychological, and sociological 
factors. According to system theory, to understand individuals’ behavior, we have to 
understand the individuals, the environment around them, and the interactions 
between the individuals and the environment (Bukstein et al.  1989 ). 

 With the explanations provided by biologists, psychologists, and sociologists, 
the model of factors contributing to adolescents’ use and abuse of psychotropic 
drugs developed by Logan et al. (Abadinsky  2011 ; Volkow  2006 ) is adopted after 
minor revisions and presented in the next section. 

 In the revised model, there are three levels, that is, macro-, mezzo-, and microlevels:

    (1)     The macro-level (dimensions)      

 Four dimensions are included: genetic and biological vulnerabilities, contextual 
factors, sociological factors, and lifestyle factors. These four dimensions interplay 
and cover all risk factors of adolescent drug abuse.

    (2)     The mezzo-level (factors)      

 Under the broad coverage of biological (factor (A), Fig.  1 ) and genetic (factor (D), 
Fig.  1 ) vulnerabilities, there are also two psychosocial factors, that is, factor (B), 
physical and mental health problems, and factor (C) – drug use as a coping mecha-
nism. Under contextual factors, there are three factors: peer relationship dynamics 
(factor (L)), cognitive constraints (factor (M)), and structural barriers (factor (N)). 
Poverty (factor (H)), undesirable social atmosphere (factor (I)), poor family 
 relationship (factor (J)), and delinquent subculture (factor (K)) are grouped under 
sociological factors. Finally, impaired decision-making ability (factor (F)), deterio-
ration of living environment (factor (G)), and relapse (factor (E)) are treated as 
lifestyle factors.
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    (3)     The microlevel (causes)     

  At this level, perceived reasons provided by adolescent drug abusers and causes 
used in laymen terms are presented. These perceived reasons or alleged causes are 
easily understandable and are manifestations of the real causes. Under the dimen-
sion of genetic and biological vulnerabilities, there are two visible factors, that is, 
physical and mental health problems and drug use as coping. Within these two fac-
tors, there are fi ve self-reported reasons, including curiosity and ostentation, bore-
dom, low self-esteem, peer pressure, and weak problem-solving ability. Contextual 
factors, the second dimension, include three causes, that is, (1) complex situations 
associated with structural barriers (factor (N), which means complicated situations 
confronted by the adolescent including the availability of drugs, unavailability and/
or unwillingness to seek help, present and/or past abusive relationships, and the lack 
of social support); (2) weak emotional control and expression associated with cog-
nitive constraints (factor (M)); and (3) diffi cult interpersonal relationships gener-
ated from peer relationship dynamics (factor (L)). Sociological factors, the third 
dimension, covers four causes, that is, (1) obtaining quick money (e.g., through 
engaging in drug traffi cking to relieve poverty, factor (H)), (2) social exclusion (e.g., 
being isolated, bullied, or rejected) as a manifestation of undesirable social atmo-
sphere (factor (I)), (3) alienated family relationships due to poor family relation-
ships (factor (J)), and (4) the infl uence of delinquent peers as a result of differential 
association with delinquent subculture. The last dimension, lifestyle factors, covers 
three causes, that is, (1) weak will power associated with relapse (factor (E)), (2) 
weak analytical ability as a result of impaired decision-making ability (factor (F)), 
and (3) weak resilience associated with deterioration of one’s living environment 
(factor (G)). The linkage between factors at the mezzo-level and causes at the micro-
level is shown in Fig.  2 .

        Protective and Risk Factors for Youth in Hong Kong 

 As reported by the literature, youth at risk of drug use normally have limited social 
and relational skills. Vulnerable groups are generally unattached or unengaged youth, 
underachievers, and those excluded from schools and nondrug-using peer groups. 
The Hong Kong Youth Health Behaviors Survey (Tam  2014 ) was targeted at two 
cohorts of students, 14 years old (secondary 2) and 16 years old (secondary 4), within 
the Hong Kong public school system. A total of 31 secondary schools participated in 
the study and 2,084 secondary 2 and 1,466 secondary 4 students completed the sur-
vey. Findings showed that: (1) both values and self-effi cacy contribute negatively to 
drug abuse; (2) protective factors against drug abuse are parental, school, and peer 
support (with school support as the most prominent factor); (3) risk factors are psy-
chosomatic symptoms, study stress, and peer infl uence (with peer infl uence particu-
larly infl uential); and (4) resilience strengthens protective factors and weakens risk 
factors. A survey on cough medicine abuse among young people in Hong Kong, 
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conducted on 225 individuals (Tung Wah Group of Hospitals  2004 ), found that: 
“curiosity” (76.3 %), “peer infl uence” (67.5 %), and “seeking stimulation, pleasure, 
or euphoria” (50.6 %) are the fi rst three reasons for abusing cough medicine for the 

  Fig. 2    A revised model of causes of adolescents’ use and abuse of psychotropic drugs at the microlevel       
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fi rst time. In addition, “peer infl uence” (56.3 %); “seeking stimulation, pleasure, or 
euphoria” (53.1 %); and “reducing stress, unhappiness, or boredom” (46.9 %) are the 
fi rst three reasons for continued abuse of cough medicine. Furthermore, 93.1 % of 
respondents continued to abuse cough medicine after the fi rst use. The fi rst three 
common venues for abusing cough medicine are electronic game centers (73.1 %), 
one’s home (43.8 %), and friends’ homes (39.4 %). Adolescents having friends who 
endorse cough medicine abuse are more likely to abuse cough medicine. Respondents 
who reported a better perceived relationship with their mother had lower levels of 
endorsement of cough medicine abuse. Against this, researchers suggested to: (1) 
raise awareness of the harmful effects of cough medicine, (2) help professionals train 
them to identify the high-risk cases, and (3) educate parents about the signs of cough 
medicine abuse, help them to understand the peers of their children, and alert them to 
pay attention to how their children use money. Other research on 969 adolescents in 
Hong Kong (   Tang et al.  1996 ) found a high correlation between drug use and psycho-
social variables like: sensation seeking, peer drug use, family drug use, susceptibility 
to peer pressure, perceived control to gain access to drugs, intention to try other 
substances, and perceived adverse consequences of drug use. It was clearly shown 
that the use of substances is largely dependent on social infl uence. Indeed, it can be 
said that substance use in adolescents is a social behavior that is developed and main-
tained in deviant peer reference groups. 

 It is not always clear whether drug abuse is the cause or consequence of youth 
disengagement; some have interpreted drug abuse in youths as a symptom of disen-
gagement from social life and emotional involvement (Tam  2011 ). According to 
Lam et al. ( 2011 ), the school is a domain of particular signifi cance for Hong Kong 
adolescents, because Chinese parents expect them to work hard and do well in 
school and have a strong aspiration for academic achievement. As a consequence, 
school performance and school results can have signifi cant effects on young peo-
ple’s drug use. Also a poor teacher-student relation and negative labeling by teach-
ers, suspension from school, and frequent school changes are factors associated 
with later drug use (Cheung  1997 ). Finally, other risk factors for drug abuse in Hong 
Kong are sociodemographic factors (such as being in a single-parent family); men-
tal health problems (such as social isolation, depression, anxiety, and stress); child-
hood experience of school suspension, physical maltreatment, corporal punishments, 
and peer infl uence (for a review, see Lau  2013 ); and low self-control (correlated 
with delinquency in Chinese settings, Lam et al. ( 2011 )). 

 Results from a study on 40 female ex-ketamine abusers aged from 13 to 29 
(Cheung et al.  2010 ) showed that female ketamine users had more frequent high- 
risk sexual relations, more liberal sexual attitudes (30.6 % of participants had their 
fi rst sexual intercourse at the age of 13 or below), more termination of pregnancy, 
and more STDs than a control group. Results also showed that female ketamine 
users had severe lower urinary tract symptoms, which affected their quality of life. 
Commonly reported adverse effects were reduced functional bladder capacity, 
detrusor over activity, ulcerative cystitis, decreased bladder compliance, and vesico-
ureteric refl ux. According to the researchers, ketamine users may falsely believe that 
adverse physical consequences will resolve after termination of drug consumption. 
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Furthermore, they reported psychiatric morbidity. Altogether, 32 subjects com-
pleted the psychiatric assessment: 21 (66 %) of them had lifetime psychiatric 
diagnoses, the most common being substance-induced mood disorder (47 %), fol-
lowed by substance-induced psychotic disorder (16 %) and specifi c phobias (13 %); 
14 out of 15 of those suffering from substance-induced mood disorders were depres-
sive types and one was of mixed type; fi nally, major depressive disorder, obsessive- 
compulsive disorder, and posttraumatic stress disorder all stood at 3 %. In a previous 
study from 2005 (Chen et al.  2005 ), of 95 ketamine abusers recruited from night-
clubs and drug counseling centers, 26.3 % had lifetime psychiatric diagnoses and 
substance use disorders. The two most common diagnoses were depressive disorder 
(12.6 %) and drug-induced psychotic disorder (6.3 %). 

 A study of 222 at-risk youth served by the Hong Kong Christian Service and the 
Hong Kong Children and Youth Services (CityU Professional Services  2011 ) aimed 
at investigating the (mis)understanding of drugs by adolescents. It was found that 
youth express interest for drugs in terms of: playfulness (“like to play everything, 
try everything, do whatever that is playful,” “a mentality for seeking excitement”), 
perceived benefi ts of drug abuse to the body (“slimming quickly,” “increasing 
strength,” “killing pain, reducing pain”), spirit (“feeling full of spirit, not easy to get 
tired”), interpersonal relationships (“able to open windows in our minds,” “having 
more topics to talk with friends who use drugs”), and mood (“making people have 
more courage to court persons of the opposite sex,” “relieving boredom”). They 
primarily refl ected three types of misunderstanding, pertaining to: (1) need for drug 
abuse, (2) benefi ts of drug abuse, and (3) controllability over drug abuse. 

 Comparing a drug user group with a control group (Lam et al.  2004 ), it was 
found that the drug user group had a higher single-parent rate (23.4 %) than the 
school comparison group (7.3 %). Furthermore, it was found that drug abusers 
had less purpose in life than nondrug users. Further fi ndings from this research 
highlighted the strong peer-related and in-group nature of this kind of drug con-
sumption. Respondents might abuse drugs in different locations: in organized, 
structural, and commercialized settings (small-scale discos/dance clubs); in spon-
taneous and self-initiated ways (at home, at karaoke bars, at video game centers, 
in public parks or country parks); and in various places (beaches, cinemas, and 
podiums of public housing). Lastly, an association between unemployment and 
substance abuse has been reported.  

    An Effective Approach to Drug Prevention 

 Providing correct information regarding the potentially harmful effects of sub-
stance use should be the basis of a well-designed and acceptable prevention pro-
gram (Abdullah et al.  2002 ). However, recent research on anti-drug programs 
reported that comprehensive approaches have higher effi cacy than approaches 
which focus solely on one aspect of drug consumption (for a review, see Tobler 
 2000 ). Substance abuse has multiple causes (Greenberg et al.  1999 ), so an 
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effective program needs to address both individual and contextual risk and protective 
factors (Catalano et al.  1998 ). Particularly, literature shows that multicomponent 
programs are more effective when they are informed by theory and research 
(Nation et al.  2003 ) and when they extend across a number of years (Greenberg 
et al.  2003 ). Anti-drug education should not be imposed but rather be cultivated 
together with youth. The goal of a drug-prevention course should be creating an 
anti-drug culture in an atmosphere of openness and acceptance and not just the 
normalization of some “deviant behavior” or the cure of some “pathology.” Undue 
attachment of responsibility and blaming of the individual should be avoided 
(Hage et al.  2007 ). Also, an exclusive focus on risks has been criticized, for 
pathologizing, whereas instead it has been demonstrated that protective factors 
may reduce the probability of negative outcomes (Kaplan  2000 ). Finally, an effec-
tive approach should: (1) be comprehensive and not just focused on the substance 
or the individual, (2) strengthen the protective factors, (3) reduce the risk factors, 
and (4) enhance one’s own resilience. 

 Information provided should not be exaggerated with the intention to scare 
youth; likewise, privacy and confi dentiality must be protected. In 2009, a school 
drug-testing survey on youth was conducted among 700 students (Salvation Army 
and Community Services  2009 ). Results showed that: (a) 76.4 % of respondents 
to the questionnaire agreed that “schools are required to consult the views of stu-
dents before deciding to participate in school drug-testing programs”; (b) 84.9 % 
of respondents agreed that “schools are required to explain clearly the details to 
students before participating in school drug testing”; (c) 64.2 % of respondents 
agreed that “the implementation of school drug-testing programs must obtain the 
consent of both parents and students”; (d) 83.7 % of the respondents expressed 
concern regarding “level of confi dentiality of test results,” and 48.8 % showed 
great concern; (e) 80.9 % of the respondents expressed concern over “level of 
confi dence in the test results,” and 41.0 % showed great concern; (f) 77.8 % of the 
respondents expressed concern over “the consequences of students who have been 
confi rmed to have taken drugs,” and 37.7 % showed great concern; (g) 81.4 % of 
respondents expressed concern about “police prosecution,” and 45.9 % showed 
great concern; (h) 80.3 % of respondents expressed concern about “the confi den-
tiality of the results,” and 48.3 % showed great concern; and (i) 77.9 % of respon-
dents expressed concern about “the school requires students to drop out,” while 
39.7 % showed great concern.    Finally, the researchers suggested a set of guide-
lines for conducting anti-drug prevention with students: (1) the government 
should formulate clear privacy protection measures; (2) before recommending 
drug testing to students, they should be invited to fi ll out a letter of intent with 
respect to their intentions; (3) the school should set up an independent profes-
sional team to collaborate with the school drug-testing team to provide further 
evaluation to those students in need; (4) the school should explain clearly to all 
students their corresponding actions to students who test positive and should also 
emphasize that drug-test results should not be inconsistent with their basic rights 
to education and to be a student; and (5) the school is proposed to provide coun-
seling to parents who feel frustrated with the students’ results.     
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      Principles for the Construction 
of a School- Based Sex Education Program       

       Diego     Busiol    ,     Mary     T.  W.     Leung    , and     Tak     Yan     Lee    

    Abstract     Recent research showed that today an increasing number of adolescents 
have an active sex life in Hong Kong. However, the emerging needs of adolescents 
are not met, as today’s standard of sex education is both variable and inconsistent in 
Hong Kong. Other countries such as the USA, Britain, Germany, France, and the 
Netherlands have put much effort into introducing or expanding sex education in 
schools; these experiences will be critically presented and analyzed. Protective and 
risk factors are defi ned as factors that can both directly infl uence behavior and mod-
erate the relationship between risk and behavior. Protective and risk factors will be 
presented in detail, highlighting those which can be addressed in the context of a 
school-based program. Finally, in light of the previous literature, a conceptual 
framework for a prevention program will be proposed.  

        Introduction 

 Recent research showed that today many young people in China have active sex 
lives. Increasing premarital sexual activities (Gao et al.  2001 ; Wang et al.  2005 ; 
Zhang et al.  1999 ) characterized by nonuse of contraception and condoms, multiple 
partners, and casual sex experiences have been reported (Lou et al.  2002 ;  Tu et al. 
1998 ; Wang et al.  2002 ; Zheng et al.  2001 ). As a consequence, sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs) and HIV/AIDS, unwanted pregnancy, and induced abortion are 
also observed (Hu  1996 ; Li  2000 ; Cao et al.  2000 ;  Tu et al. 1998 ). 

 Research fi ndings showed a similar situation in Hong Kong (Hong Kong Family 
Planning Association  1991 ; Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups  1995 ; Lam  1997a , 
 b ), leading some to say that young people today have an earlier onset of puberty than 
their predecessors (Fok  2005 ). However, although increasing, the number of Hong Kong 
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youth having sexual intercourse remains limited; particularly, percentages are low if 
compared to other societies. For example, according to a study conducted in 1995 by the 
Boys’ & Girls’ Clubs Association of Hong Kong, only 3 % of interviewees (among more 
than 4,000 secondary school students) reported that they had had sexual intercourse 
(BGCA  1996 ). Other studies showed similar results. In 1999–2000, a large survey on 
youth risky behavior was carried out among 15–18-year-old students from 21 schools in 
Hong Kong; a total of 8,382 students completed the questionnaire (with a 99.7 % 
response rate), showing that only 377 students (4.7 %) (198 males and 179 females) 
claimed to have had sexual intercourse (Wong et al.  2006 ). Lee and Tsang ( 2004 ) exam-
ined a sample of 26,111 Hong Kong students aged 10–19 years old and found that only 
3.4 % of them reported experience of sexual intercourse; however, only less than half of 
them reported the use of a contraceptive device. Finally, in 2011 the Family Planning 
Association of Hong Kong ( 2012 ) examined over 3,700 S1 to S7 students and found that 
4.7 % had sexual intercourse experience. Data from Hong Kong show a different picture 
from what happens; for example, in the USA, according to the Youth Risk Behavior 
Surveillance 2011 (Eaton et al.  2012 ), 47 % of Grade 9 to Grade 12 students (equivalent 
to S3 to S6 in Hong Kong) indicated that they had sexual intercourse experience. 

 Similarly, when considering the teen pregnancy rates, Hong Kong scores among 
the lowest in the world (3.2/1,000 in 2008), together with China and other culturally 
close societies such as Korea and Japan. Hong Kong’s teenage pregnancy rate is 
much lower than that of other Asian countries like Nepal, Bangladesh, India, and Sri 
Lanka, where socioeconomic factors, low educational attainment, and cultural and 
family structure are all consistently identifi ed as risk factors for teenage pregnancy 
(Acharya et al.  2010 ). Switzerland and the Netherlands, which are the European 
countries with the lowest teenage pregnancy rates (5.5/1,000), come immediately 
after Hong Kong. Instead, quite surprisingly, technologically advanced countries 
like the UK and USA have much higher rates. So, generally speaking the overall 
data from Hong Kong are not alarming. However, the low teen pregnancy rate here 
is not necessarily the effect of good sex education and high consciousness among 
youth; young people in Hong Kong are not necessarily better prepared in their 
knowledge about sex than youth of the same age from other countries. Instead, it is 
more likely that social, cultural, and familial factors prevent youth from having 
sexual intercourse and thus from experiencing sex-related problems. 

 According to Wong et al. ( 2006 ) the sexual knowledge of young Chinese people 
remains rather limited and the incidence of unsafe sex practices has increased. Many 
youth lack sexual knowledge, and many of them have a sense of inferiority about them-
selves (Fok  2005 ). On the other hand, they would like to: (a) receive more information 
about sex; (b) have proactive teaching about courtship, marriage, and parenthood; (c) 
develop self-esteem, unbiased gender roles, and the ability to play a constructive role in 
the family; and (d) clarify values and make responsible decisions on issues relating to 
sex (Fok  2005 ). However, the emerging needs of adolescents are not met, as sex remains 
a taboo in many Chinese families and open discussions are discouraged. The majority of 
the adult population have received little sex education themselves and do not know how 
to approach sex-related issues. On the other hand, today’s standard of sex education is 
both variable and inconsistent in Hong Kong (Wong et al.  2006 ).  
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    Development of Sex Education in the USA, the UK, 
and the Netherlands 

 What is sex education and how has it been approached in different countries? During 
the second half of the last century, many industrialized countries such as the USA, 
Britain, Germany, France, and the Netherlands have put much effort into introduc-
ing or expanding sex education in schools (Kawahara  2000 ). 

 In the USA, most states adopt an abstinence-only policy, as defi ned by Section 
510 of Title V of the Social Security Act. Abstinence is generally intended as absti-
nence from sexual intercourse and is proposed as a public health issue; however, 
most supporters of this option have moral or religious grounds (Santelli et al.  2006 ; 
Constantine et al.  2007 ). The federally funded abstinence-only-until-marriage grant 
program prohibits instruction in or promotion of the use of contraceptive methods 
(Constantine et al.  2007 ). Funding for abstinence-only education is increasing 
(Lindberg et al.  2006 ). California is the only state that opted out of this program 
from the beginning (eight other states followed), advocating instead “comprehen-
sive sex education,” which aims at providing “complete, accurate, positive and 
developmentally appropriate information on human sexuality, including the risk 
reduction strategies of abstinence, contraception and STD protection; it promotes 
the development of relevant personal and interpersonal skills; and it includes par-
ents or caretakers as partners with teachers” (Constantine et al.  2007 ). 

 Religious values have also largely affected the debate on sex education in the 
UK, where “the old determination to instill traditional Christian morality in respect 
of the family using the vehicle of sex education in schools re-surfaced during the 
prolonged period of Conservative rule […] during the 1980s and 1990s” (Lewis and 
Knijn  2002 ). Different concerns have contributed to the unclear defi nition of what 
sex education is and what it is for. In the words of Simon Blake, the director of the 
Sex Education Forum: “In sex education it still hasn’t been worked out if it’s meant 
to prevent teen pregnancies, make teenagers understand their bodies, or contribute 
to personal and social development.” Lewis and Knijn ( 2002 ) take the UK and the 
Netherlands as two paradigmatic examples of the two opposite approaches to sex 
education, the former being mainly the expression of moral or religious values and 
the latter mainly based on scientifi c evidence. According to the authors, the confu-
sion and confl icts of different levels and needs are what resulted in some countries 
(like the UK) having unclear defi nitions of sex education and, as a consequence, less 
effective policies. Indeed, looking at the statistics, the more conservative countries 
like the USA and UK have the highest rate of STDs and teen pregnancy. For 
 example, in the UK the policymakers struggled over whether family change should 
be addressed or not, while instead in Holland they took a more pragmatic approach 
and by the end of the 1970s marriage and family were no longer the central planks 
in Dutch sex education (Lewis and Knijn  2002 ). This means that in some countries 
sex education involves different interested parties, like professional groups, but also 
churches; in contrast, countries like Holland opted to base sex education on scien-
tifi c evidence alone, fi rmly rejecting any moral or judgmental approach about individual 
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choices. Findings from previous research suggest that those countries with pragmatic 
sex education policies (the Netherlands) have better sexual health-related statistics 
than those countries where sex education is largely affected by religion (the UK) 
and the USA with its sexual abstinence-based policy (Weaver et al.  2005 ). 
Furthermore, Schaalma et al. ( 2004 ) observe that “teaching social skills relevant to 
sexual behavior in classroom settings requires specialist expertise both in program 
design and in delivery by teachers or facilitators” (p. 265). This is, for example, the 
case of the Netherlands, where the Dutch government has tended to pass the issue 
of sex education out to the professionals in the fi eld or voluntary organizations.  

    Development of Sex Education in Mainland China 
and in Hong Kong 

    Mainland China 

 For a long time in Chinese societies, attitudes toward sex and sexuality have been 
largely infl uenced by Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. For Confucius, sex 
should not interfere with social stability and harmony in human relations; for Taoism 
sex contributes to health and longevity (Ruan  1991 ). However, during the Qin and 
Han dynasties (207 BC–220 AD), interpretation of the classics became more mor-
alistic and attitudes toward sexuality more negative and repressive (Brotto et al. 
 2005 ). Only sex within marriage for the purpose of procreation was approved, and 
it was viewed as having a merely procreative role. This trend continued during the 
succeeding dynasties and sex education was banned during the Cultural Revolution, 
as love and open discussion of sexual matters were considered part of the “bour-
geois culture” (Zhang et al.  2007 ). In the late 1970s, the introduction of the one-
child policy led to the emergence of more comprehensive sex education. In 1988, 
the Ministry of Education and the State Family Planning Commission required that 
sex education be incorporated into middle school curricula nationwide. In 1993, the 
Ministry of Education issued the Guideline to Health Education for University 
Students, but only in 2002 did the government offi cially become committed to pro-
viding sex education to middle school students (Li et al.  2004 ). First comprehensive 
courses have been made available in middle schools of major Chinese cities like 
Chongqing, Guangzhou, Harbin, Shanghai, Wuhan, and Xi’an. These cities pro-
duced their own textbooks on sexual behavior, ethics, procreation and contracep-
tion, anti-drug warnings, and AIDS prevention (Ho  2006 ). Adopting popular culture 
to promote sex education was the strategy initially adopted by the Ministry of 
Education. In 2004, more than 50 Shanghai secondary schools adopted new text-
books on love that were based on stories and poems by both ancient and contempo-
rary Chinese and foreign writers. China also published its fi rst cartoon book series 
on puberty and sex education in April 2002, based on South Korea’s series of books 
for young students entitled,  I Want to Know Myself  (Ho  2006 ). In addition, more 
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traditional sex education programs, including information on abstinence, contraception, 
and healthy sexual behavior were implemented (Wang et al.  2005 ), demonstrating 
that community-based interventions may be effective in reaching large numbers of 
Chinese youth and in promoting sexual negotiation, contraceptive use, and preg-
nancy and STI/HIV prevention.  

    Hong Kong 

 Hong Kong presents a more complex picture, where sexual practices have come under 
both traditional Chinese and Judeo-Christian infl uence (Tsang  1987 ; Ng and Ma  2001 ). 

 Public sex education in Hong Kong started around the 1950s, predominantly 
with the work by the government-subvented Family Planning Association of Hong 
Kong (Ying Ho and Tsang  2002 ). A fi rst attempt by the Education Department to 
introduce sex education in schools is dated 1971; however, the fi rst Guidelines on 
Sex Education in Secondary Schools were published only in 1986. The guidelines 
comprehended more detailed recommendations on sex education topics, resources, 
and references than the memorandum of 1971. In 1987, 1990, and 1994, the 
Advisory Inspectorate of the Education Department assessed the implementation of 
the guidelines in schools but found no improvement in sex education. Indeed, cover-
age of sex education was not broad enough and many schools avoided the most 
sensitive areas (Fok  2005 ). Thus, the guidelines were revised again in 1997, which 
is a signifi cant year as Hong Kong was also making a transition to a new political 
status. To some (Fok  2005 ) the new guidelines refl ected changes in social values 
leading to more open sex education, covering different aspects of human sexuality 
and suggesting teaching strategies. Apparently, greater attention was given to sex 
equity, gender roles, and human rights (Fok and Tung  2000 ). However, others (Ying 
Ho and Tsang  2002 ) have pointed out that “the 1997 Guidelines showed a strong 
bias towards teaching young people socially accepted morality while aspects of 
human sexuality were largely confi ned by discourses on emotional well-being and 
human relationships.” Ng ( 1998 ) found the guidelines to be “heavily skewed toward 
moral indoctrination, emotion, self-images, interpersonal and family relationships. 
Sexual anatomy and physiology, sexual behavior and psychology and sexual medi-
cine were limited to very basic and there was nothing on controversial issues like 
sexual variation, prostitution and pornography” (p. 32). Some scholars suggested 
that sex education would best be taught as an independent subject to ensure that 
students are able to receive adequate coverage of related knowledge. In 1998, the 
government set up topics on the stages of learning and stage-based learning objec-
tives for sex education. The policy papers suggested teachers to use a creative and 
realistic “life events” approach to share the following topics with their students:

•    Personal hygiene and disease  
•   Understanding of human growth and development, gender-specifi c characteris-

tics of puberty, sexual intercourse, and pregnancy  

Sex Education: Theory



36

•   Respect for others’ bodies, their rights to decision-making, and privacy  
•   Differentiation between love, friendship, and other relationships  
•   Handling sexual impulses and ways to deal with sexual harassment (Curriculum 

Development Council  1998 )    

 The above content placed sex education within the umbrella of interpersonal rela-
tionships. The topics included skills, attitudes, and ethical explorations with empha-
ses placed on students’ ability to both understand and apply the knowledge and 
concepts. From 1997 to 2000, the government spearheaded and implemented many 
major reforms in education. From 2003 onward the government began the imple-
mentation of the 12-session “life education” classes in primary schools in order to 
enhance students’ self-knowledge, self-care, and interpersonal skills. The 12-session 
course covered topics on self-understanding, managing self, relating to others and 
planning for the future. Schools have the option to incorporate sex education content 
into life education, from teachers’ classes, religious education lessons, or biology 
lessons. Nongovernment organizations like the Family Planning Association and the 
Society for Truth and Light offered support to primary and secondary teachers. 
However, results from research found that the level of sex education in Hong Kong 
was not satisfactory. Ying Ho and Tsang ( 2002 ) found discourses on sexuality to be 
under vigilant surveillance in high schools, even within the context of sex education 
courses. Others (Ng  1998 ; Wong  2000 ) observed that sex education in Hong Kong’s 
high schools was just an attempt to control sexual expression. Although the Hong 
Kong Education Department has advised for many years that primary and secondary 
schools were to include sex education in their curricula, programs were seldom 
implemented by schools or at best as extracurricular activities (Ip et al.  2001 ). 
Indeed, each school has the freedom to choose if and how to implement sex educa-
tion and who will deliver the courses. Most of the schools claim that some form of 
sex education is given, but not all actually do so (Fok  2005 ). In 1993, research found 
that half of school principals were not aware of the AIDS prevention programs 
offered in their schools (Lau and Lee  1993 ). The same research also found that only 
60 % of schools made use of the teaching kits they received. Interestingly, most 
resistance to sex education is from adults, not pupils. For example, some teachers 
were found to be too embarrassed to teach sex education; in contrast, students 
reported that the current level of sex education is inadequate and that they would 
require more information and opportunities to learn (Lau and Lee  1993 ; Fok  2005 ). 
In most cases teachers complained that they fi rst did not receive adequate training in 
sex education (which is also one of the main reasons why sex education units were 
included in PATHS). However, there is consensus among  different observers that 
young students demand more sex education in schools, as they have little chance to 
receive information within the family, which leads them in most cases to refer to the 
Internet only, with all the consequences that this may bring. A survey commissioned 
by the Education Department (Lam  1997a ) showed that among the 4,087 pupils who 
responded to the questionnaire, 61.2 % of them thought that sex education was nec-
essary and a further 28.1 % thought that it was absolutely necessary. Regarding the 
appropriate persons or institutes to conduct sex education, 61.1 % of the secondary 
school pupils favored guidance from teachers and social workers. 
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 The Education Bureau has recently issued some guidelines on the production of 
learning and teaching resources on sex education. Great emphasis is given to the 
transmission of moral and civic values. Precisely, it is stated that “Topics and objec-
tives of the learning and teaching material should be designed to help students cul-
tivate the priority values recommended by the Education Bureau, in addition to 
other relevant positive values and attitudes, and to achieve the expected learning 
outcomes relating to sex education under the Revised Moral and Civic Education 
Curriculum Framework (2008).” Furthermore, it is specifi ed that areas to be covered 
by learning and teaching material are (compulsory areas) “(i) Media literacy and sex 
education, (ii) Life-skills-based education on prevention of sexual transmitted dis-
ease and AIDS, (iii) Gender equality, (iv) Sexual minority and (v) Family and love.” 
In addition, other areas of sex education and new topics can be introduced to help 
students cope with the rapid changes of society.   

    Peculiarities of Hong Kong 

 Compared to the opposite cases of Holland and the USA, it can be said that Hong 
Kong lies in the middle. It can be said that for Hong Kong, there seems to be endless 
debate about whether the priority should be moral education (enhancing individual 
awareness of moral issues) or civic/democratic education (one’s rights and respon-
sibilities as citizens of the community) at this moment in time. Likely, this is related 
to the particular structure of Hong Kong society. Generally speaking, in the Chinese 
context, the development of self is seen by scholars (Tu  1985 ) to start with the 
development of the virtues of a person, extending to the family and then taking up 
responsibilities for the country. Emphasis has been placed on young people achiev-
ing prescribed roles to fulfi ll conventional expectations from elders. 

 Part of the struggle for the developing young person is how to balance the rights 
and responsibilities for self and others. Then, at a later stage, one must also struggle 
to balance the concern for the needs of oneself as compared to the needs and priori-
ties of one’s family and neighbors and the needs of the community or nation as a 
whole (Fig.  1 ).

   The fi gure represents an overall view of defi ning how citizenship is seen to be 
refl ective of the approach adopted by the Curriculum Development Council of the 
Hong Kong Government:

  Some societies place stronger emphasis on individualism, while others collectivism. However, 
the two are not necessarily dichotomized and mutually exclusive…In societies where indi-
vidualism is more obviously valued, the signifi cance of common interests, common will and 
common good is also valued. Likewise, in societies where collectivism seems to be dominant, 
there are various extents of respect for individuality, and self-realization. In the Chinese tradi-
tion, even though collectivism has been a dominant social value, self has been seen as the 
starting point of civic values. (Curriculum Development Council  1996 , p. 15) 

   The government has tried to demonstrate its efforts to address the importance of 
citizenship education as one of the major goals of the education reforms beginning 
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even before the change of sovereignty of 1997 in the area of “moral and civic educa-
tion.” The name “personal, social, humanity education” is used to provide direction 
for this broad area which is also used as a cross curricula theme in both secondary 
schools and primary schools.  

    Case Study 

 A very popular course for all students, named “Sex, Love, and Relationships,” of a 
local university may shed further light on this important topic. The curriculum is 
based on psychology, science, and evolution, and the teachers are either psycholo-
gists or social workers. The course emphasizes research using the scientifi c methods 
(using observation, asking questions, collecting data, carrying out experiments, ana-
lyzing the results, and drawing conclusions). Besides lectures, students are asked to 
study in small groups and make presentations on a topic of their choice to the class 
and complete a written report. Below is the schedule of content:

•    Love, friendship, affection defi ned  
•   What factors bring about attraction (socialization processes and gender roles)  
•   Finding a mate (long-term, short-term) for males and females  
•   How culture, traditions, trends affect our views on sex and love  
•   Sex and sexuality, including homosexuality  
•   Infi delity and jealousy  
•   Ending relationships    

 Since there is adequate classroom time, the teacher can introduce concepts on 
Piaget’s cognitive development stages as well as Kohlberg’s moral development 
stages for the students’ reference, in addition to evolution theory and the scientifi c 
point of view. The added material challenges the students to think about their own 
growth in reasoning, emotion, and moral development. The class can also be pre-
sented with how cultures and various religions look at sex and intimate  relationships, 

Citizenship

Self, identity

Family lifeHealth, sex

Global Community

Media education
CivicPolitical

Environmental

  Fig. 1    Citizenship: balancing rights and responsibilities for self and others       
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in addition to the Asian or Chinese view on the subject. Use of role-play and video 
clips is useful to bring the concepts “closer to home.” 

 Besides covering the concepts, teachers can select some controversial topics or 
practical topics to help students as they face important matters related to sex and 
intimacy. For example, socialization processes can be described as lively portrayal – 
how to dress themselves to attract the attention of the opposite sex, how boys try to 
protect their companions, or how to practice skills to deal with rivals, the process of 
socialization in gender roles in society, and the common labels. Other more chal-
lenging content includes how to recognize and deal with “sexual impulses,” how to 
respect and consider the needs of partners in intimate moments, and how girls can 
politely “say no” to sexual advances or requests. In these sessions, the discussion 
could be brought to touch on the skills aspect as well as attitudes toward sex. 

 Teachers could use various methods to cover the curriculum in a lively and real-
istic manner, and group discussions could be offered two to three times in class, so 
that students have the opportunity to freely refl ect on the concepts, carry out discus-
sions, and share the group’s conclusion. Use of short fi lms, music and lyrics, role- 
playing, and other methods is helpful to bring out some themes. The use of small 
groups allows students to carry out such experiences as trust walk and trust fall, as 
they explore the importance of intimacy and friendship. Willingness to share the 
fi ndings of a group allows students to maintain their privacy, avoiding embarrass-
ment yet allowing them to hear the views of their classmates. 

 Use of actual life events allows students to explore emotions, intellect, and values 
related to sex and relationships. Attitudes of teachers to deal with these issues, the level 
of comfort, and profi ciency demonstrated will have an effect on students. Familiarity 
and comfort with the subject matters require practice and hard work in preparation. 

 Students’ requests bring about a sharing of decision-making skills toward the end 
of the course. Practical steps on making decisions are outlined to students to support 
their struggles in making decisions. Steps include: pondering short-term and long-
term consequences before taking the step, balancing the need for emotional and 
rational aspects, and fi nally thinking about others and the community before fi nal-
izing their choice.  

    Guiding Principles for the Construction of the Curriculum 
of a School-Based Prevention Program 

 Youth should not be considered mainly as being at a problematic age of turmoil. 
Instead, adolescence is a very valuable resource, a critical period of life, and a phase 
full of potential (Anthony  2011 ). Adolescence is a positive age of life characterized 
by rapid physical growth and development, and adolescents should be given the 
opportunity to experiment with different methods of coping and explore their needs. 
Indeed, a course on sexual education in secondary schools should be inspired by the 
principles of positive psychology, grounded on recognizing strengths rather than 
focusing on concepts like normality/pathology (Shek and Ma  2006 ; Shek et al.  2007 ). 
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 After this literature review, it can be said that in Hong Kong there is no specifi c 
concern related to youth sex behavior, such as HIV/AIDS or early childbearing as 
in other parts of the world. Furthermore, research has shown that it is not productive 
to focus on one isolated type of behavior without addressing a broader set of adoles-
cent sexual and health concerns. Lastly, an effective program should aim at enhanc-
ing protective factors of young people and not simply try to reduce the risk factors.  

    Protective and Risk Factors for Youth Sexual Behavior 

 Protective and risk factors are defi ned as factors that can both directly infl uence 
behavior and moderate the relationship between risk and behavior (Jessor et al. 
 1995 ). A school-based program that aims to be effective should be able to tackle 
some risk factors. Factors that may increase an adolescent’s odds of early sexual 
debut and risky sexual behavior are easily available pornography, money attrac-
tion, low self-esteem, sexually active peers, adolescents’ serious delinquency, 
drug and alcohol use, school truancy or problems, low monthly family income, 
low levels of maternal education, being born to a teenage mother, and poor neigh-
borhood quality (for a systematic review, see Buhi and Goodson  2007 ). In a study 
on a large sample of 26,023 American students in grades 7–12 (13–18 years old), 
lower levels of sexual activity were associated with: dual-parent families, higher 
socioeconomic status (SES), better school performance, greater religiosity, 
absence of suicidal thoughts, feeling that adults or parents cared, and high paren-
tal expectations. Furthermore, variables signifi cantly associated with delayed 
onset of sexual activity for both males and females included: dual-parent families, 
higher socioeconomic status, residing in rural areas, higher school performance, 
concerns about the community, and higher religiosity. On the contrary, high levels 
of body pride were associated with higher levels of sexual activity for all age and 
gender groups. Other risk factors included: emotional status (males), higher sui-
cide risk, smoking, moderate/high drug use (marijuana), and moderate/high alco-
hol use (Lammers et al.  2000 ). 

 However, only a few risk factors might be addressed in the context of a school- 
based program (factors such as socioeconomic status, parenting style, or 
 demographics are variables that cannot be infl uenced); in addition, existing prob-
lems of drug or alcohol abuse should be addressed in different contexts than in 
in-class activities, as they might require therapeutic settings and different kinds of 
interventions. Ideally, the elective goal of a school-based program should be pre-
vention. Thus, an effective and comprehensive program should focus on develop-
ing and reinforcing protective factors, rather than assessing disorders and treating 
problematic youth. 

 Knowledge can be a protective factor, whereas a lack of adequate sex-related 
knowledge can be a risk factor for sexual behavior. In Hong Kong, many youths 
lack appropriate sexual knowledge (Fok  2005 ). Providing sex-related knowledge to 
youth may be the cornerstone of a sex education course. 
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 Connectedness, defi ned as adolescents’ belief that adults care about them as 
individuals, has been found to be a very salient protective factor for adolescent 
health and well-being (Resnick et al.  1993 ). Other studies also confi rmed that 
emotional health and connectedness with friends and adults in the community, 
including school, church, and police personnel, were protective factors for male 
adolescents against sexually aggressive behavior, and academic achievement was 
a protective factor for female adolescents (Borowsky et al.  1997 ). Resnick and 
colleagues ( 1997 ) found that connectedness to family and parental disapproval of 
intercourse and contraception, greater religiosity, better grades, having taken a 
virginal pledge, and a slower than average pubertal tempo were all associated with 
delay of sexual intercourse. 

 Self-effi cacy, which refers to one’s confi dence in being able to carry out specifi c 
behavior (e.g., resist sexual advances and negotiate condom use with a partner; see, 
e.g., To et al.  2013 ), was found to be associated with a range of health behavior, 
including actions to prevent HIV transmission in a survey among 1,720 Texas ninth 
graders (Basen-Engquist and Parcel  1992 ). 

 Results from analyses conducted on data from 491 predominantly African- 
American adolescents (61 % of whom were boys) show that educational goals, self- 
concept, future time perspective, orientation to health, self-effi cacy, outcome 
expectations, parental involvement/support, communication, values, prosocial 
activities, and peer values are protective factors for sexual behavior among adoles-
cents (DiLorio et al.  2004 ). 

 Several studies reported that sexually inactive adolescent boys are more inter-
ested in school, have higher academic success, and have greater educational expec-
tations than sexually active adolescent boys and girls (for a review see Lohman and 
Billings  2008 ).  

    Conceptual Framework for a Prevention Program 

 According to the ecological perspective the course should:

•    Affi rm a positive self and a positive approach to sexuality  
•   Be participatory and interactive in nature  
•   Not be fear based or prescriptive  
•   Make use of life-skills-based education  
•   Be comprehensive regarding sexuality in broad terms  
•   Be culturally sensitive and tailor-made for the reality of Hong Kong  
•   Be oriented to promote strengths and personal thinking rather than being 

normative  
•   Support students to articulate their issues, express their curiosity, and learn about 

their rights and responsibilities    

 As can be seen in Fig.  2 , on one hand a prevention program is expected to: (a) 
lower the risk factors that affect adolescents (easily available pornography, money 
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attraction, low self-esteem, sexually active peers); (b) help students to better under-
stand their developmental needs from proper perspectives (dating, physical changes, 
friendship, desire and intimacy, love, sex); (c) help students to refl ect on their 
implicit conception of gender differences and stereotypes, heterosexuality and 
homosexuality, procreation and contraception, and marriage; (d) enhance students’ 

  Fig. 2    Conceptual framework       
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social/relational/cognitive/emotional skills and help them to develop a positive 
attitude toward sex-related issues; (e) understand the sociocultural/cultural resis-
tances that affect the various actors and institutions around the youth (social dis-
course, cultural resistance, poor child–parent communication, teachers’ shame and 
embarrassment, resistance from schools and institutions, new phenomena diffi cult 
to understand like compensated dating, different priorities than sex education); and 
(f) possibly weaken such resistance by giving teachers and schools new training 
opportunities and tools.

   On the other hand, the course should aim at strengthening the protective factors 
highlighted by the literature thanks to the PYD constructs. Then, the course is 
expected to have direct infl uence on the sexual (and nonsexual) development of 
youth. A prevention program implicitly assumes that youth have resources that can 
be strengthened; from this perspective, enhancing protective factors is even more 
important than weakening risk factors. Enhancing protective factors is more from a 
perspective of growth, whereas risk factors are likely more related to the contingent 
and the past; as such, simply tackling the risk factors cannot guarantee proper devel-
opment. Then, the Positive Youth Development embraces a more comprehensive 
perspective of growth, in which pupils not only learn how to face current changes 
but also acquire skills for facing future challenges.     
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      Preventing and Combating School Bullying: 
A Conceptual Review       

       Sandra     K.  M.     Tsang      and     Eadaoin     K.     Hui   

    Abstract     School bullying has become a spreading and explicit problem in Hong 
Kong schools and is an issue of growing concern for parents, teachers, and educators. 
It is one of the top three types of misbehavior in students, with increasing frequency 
and severity. Bullying refers to intentional, oppressive behavior against another per-
son that causes physical and/or psychological harm. Research studies have shown that 
school bullying has detrimental effects on victims, bullies, and even bystanders, 
affecting their academic, social, emotional, mental, and psychological functioning as 
well as physical health. A number of variables have been found to correlate with vic-
tim and bullying behavior and will be presented. Finally, different bullying interven-
tion approaches will be critically examined. Specifi cally, focus will be on (1) remedial, 
preventive, and developmental guidance; (2) interventions at individual student level, 
classroom level, and whole-school level; and (3) peer-led intervention.  

        Introduction 

    School bullying has become a spreading and explicit problem in Hong Kong schools 
and is an issue of growing concern for parents, teachers, and educators. It is one of 
the top three types of misbehavior in students, with increasing frequency and severity 
(Lam and Liu  2007 ; Ng and Tsang  2008 ; Wong  2004 ). However, most of the 
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programs and guidelines dealing with the problem have been highly remedial and 
reactive in nature (Olweus  1993 ). The present chapter discusses a more proactive 
approach to bullying prevention and intervention. Project P.A.T.H.S. is an example 
of a classroom guidance initiative that uses the positive youth development (PYD) 
paradigm as a way of combating school bullying. Delivered as a developmental 
guidance curriculum to all students, the program aims to strengthen young people’s 
skills and competencies in interpersonal relationships and to cultivate a harmonious, 
nonviolent school culture.  

    What Is Bullying and Why It Matters 

 Following the defi nition of Olweus ( 1993 ), bullying refers to intentional, oppressive 
behavior against another person that causes physical and/or psychological harm. It 
is abusive behavior which is typically repeated over time; that is, such behavior is 
not a one-time occurrence. Bullying behavior is usually classifi ed into one of four 
categories: (1) physical bullying refers to overt physical aggression such as hitting, 
pushing, kicking, spitting, and punching; (2) verbal bullying refers to overt verbal 
aggression such as name calling, teasing, insulting, and threatening speech; (3) 
social exclusion behavior aims to hurt victims by damaging their peer relationships 
or social standing. Such behavior includes ignoring the presence of the victims, 
spreading hurtful rumors, excluding the victims from a friendship group, or warning 
others not to play with the victims; and (4) extortion includes asking for money or 
others’ property (Egan and Todorov  2009 ; Wong et al.  2008 ). Often, a real or per-
ceived imbalance of power persists between the bullies and their victims (Olweus 
 1993 ; Rigby  2007 ). For example, the child bullies who are older have greater physi-
cal strength and are more socially or verbally adept than their victims. Also, bullies 
are more psychologically manipulative or have a higher social standing than their 
victims (Bauman and Hurley  2005 ; Egan and Todorov  2009 ).  

    Bullying in Hong Kong 

 In Hong Kong, recent studies and surveys have indicated the rising trend of bullying 
among youth (Hong Kong Family Welfare Society  2012 ; Hong Kong Playground and 
União Geral das Associações dos Moradores de Macau  2008 ; Ma  2005a ,  b ; Wong  2004 ; 
Wurf  2010 ). The study on bullying behavior conducted by the Hong Kong Playground 
Association in 2008 showed that over 90 % of the respondents aged between 6 and 24 
years had witnessed bullying events within the last 3 months. Over 50 % of the respon-
dents reported having been spectators to three or more different counts of bullying. 
Furthermore, the report showed that the most common feeling of bullies after bullying 
is regret (32.2 %), followed by happiness (24.3 %), while fi ndings have also suggested 
that their aggressive behavior may be reinforced by peer pressure. 
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 It was found that confl icts and bullying behavior is more likely to occur among 
Primary 4 to Secondary 3 students (Hong Kong Family Welfare Society  2012 ). 
Among primary schoolchildren, 87 % reported witnessing verbal bullying in the 
past 6 months, with 30 % of them having seen it more than 10 times. Also, 68 % of 
the respondents had experienced physical bullying in the past half year, with 14 % 
experiencing it more than 10 times (Wong et al.  2008 ). Bullying continues to be 
commonplace as students enter secondary schools: according to a study on second-
ary school teachers’ and students’ perceptions of bullying, more than 50 % of the 
respondents had been involved in bullying, as bullies, victims, or bystanders (Wong 
 2004 ). In light of the proliferation of social media, many have also begun taking 
their aggressive behavior online. In a study on cyberbullying, 22 % of the respon-
dents admitted to bullying others in cyberspace, 30 % of the respondents had been 
bullied, and nearly 60 % had witnessed cyberbullying in the past year (The Hong 
Kong Federation of Youth Groups  2010 ). This worrying trend demands immediate 
work on effective strategies for the amelioration and prevention of school bullying.  

    Consequences of Bullying and Characteristics of Those Involved 

 Research studies have shown that school bullying has detrimental effects on vic-
tims, bullies, and even bystanders, affecting their academic, social, emotional, men-
tal, and psychological functioning as well as physical health. Problems arising from 
bullying may persist into adulthood (Cheng et al.  2010 ; Davis and Davis  2007 ; Ng 
and Tsang  2008 ; Rigby  2003 ,  2007 ). 

    Victims 

 Victims can be identifi ed as passive (who seldom resist the bullies and will not react 
aggressively to the bullies) and reactive (who will normally react and attempt to get 
revenge). While the former type tends to be more anxious, less dominating, and less 
assertive, the latter tends to be emotional and have bad temperaments (Shek et al. 
 2011 ). Regardless of type, bullying produces signifi cant and persistent effects on vic-
tims’ emotional, mental, psychological, physical, social, and academic functioning 
(Kohut  2007 ; Ng and Tsang  2008 ; Olweus  1993 ; Rigby  1999 ). Oftentimes, students 
lack the skills and strategies to deal with incidents of bullying. Those who are bullied 
during childhood are more likely than non-victims to report depression, trait anxiety, 
social anxiety (Roth et al.  2002 ), social phobia (McCabe et al.  2003 ), as well as low 
self-esteem, loneliness, and relationship dysfunction (Schäfer et al.  2004 ). They show 
more sleeping problems, headaches, stomach aches, bed-wetting, and depression 
(Salmon et al.  1998 ; Williams et al.  1996 ) and have more frequent suicidal thoughts 
(Cleary  2000 ). In addition, these victims often develop intense anger and anxiety and 
suffer low self-esteem or depression (Fung and Wong  2007 ; Ng and Tsang  2008 ).  
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    Bullies 

 According to Shek and his colleagues ( 2011 ), the main characteristics of typical 
bullies are (1) being less able to empathize with their victims; (2) tend to be 
impulsive, hyperactive, and often overreact to other’s behavior and they have a 
need to dominate others; (3) believe in the effectiveness of aggression; (4) usually 
experience negative peer relations and negative teacher relations; (5) tend to have 
low academic achievement in school; and (6) usually come from a negative family 
social environment – a family that is less cohesive and less warm and often has a 
lot of confl icts among family members. Perpetrators of bullying are at risk of 
becoming increasingly short of compassion and concern for others. They are 
eventually desensitized to bullying, which then becomes part of their normal life 
(Wong  2002 ). They may indulge in the satisfaction from behaving aggressively 
instead of academic pursuits and thus are more likely to drop out of school and be 
involved in gangs, delinquent activities, and antisocial behavior (Davis and Davis 
 2007 ; Rigby  2007 ). They may have increased diffi culty in maintaining healthy 
intimate interpersonal relationships and become abusive spouses and parents 
(Wong et al.  2008 ). Over the long term, they are at increased risk of depression 
and suicide (Kaltiala-Heino et al.  1999 ). 

 It is unclear whether anxiety and depression problems lead to higher rates of 
bullying or whether they are consequences of it. A number of studies confi rm both 
possibilities (Boivin et al.  1995 ; Bond et al.  2001 ; Hodges et al.  1997 ; Hodges and 
Perry  1999 ; Schwartz et al.  1993 ,  1999 ). On one hand, some may misdirect their 
anger and other psychological issues and in turn become bullies (Lam and Liu 
 2007 ). On the other, it may have been the act of bullying that leads to psychologi-
cal maladjustment. Studies have found active bullying to be associated with higher 
levels of depression and emotional and behavioral disorders (Rigby  1998 ; van der 
Wal et al.  2003 ).  

    Bystanders 

 Bystanders, too, are impacted. Students who have observed bullying report feeling 
helpless, uneasy, and distressed. They often harbor guilt for not having helped the 
victim, anger toward themselves and the bully, and fear of becoming targets them-
selves (Kohut  2007 ; Whitted and Dupper  2005 ). They may also feel insecure at 
school and become inattentive in class as their attention is directed toward the 
avoidance of bullying (Kohut  2007 ). These effects can also carry over into adult-
hood, leading to an inability to solve problems assertively, distorted views of per-
sonal responsibility, desensitization toward antisocial acts, and diffusion of 
boundaries on acceptable behavior (Kohut  2007 ).   
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    Risk and Protective Factors 

 A number of variables have been found to correlate with victim and bullying behav-
ior (for a review, see Hong and Espelage  2012 ). These variables shape the individu-
als at various levels. For instance, students’ psychosocial functioning and their 
accessibility to violent values are found to be related to school bullying (Bosworth 
et al.  1999 ; Espelage et al.  2003 ; Lee  2011 ; Rigby  2007 ; Wong et al.  2008 ). Students, 
who have unstable emotions, unsatisfactory school performance, and poor relationships 
with their family members, teachers, and peers, are more likely to be victimized 
(Wong et al.  2008 ). Those who are exposed to violent values, such as growing up in 
an aggressive background (Baldry  2003 ; Lee  2011 ), having frequent contact with 
deviant peers (Haynie et al.  2001 ), and being exposed to violence messages through 
the media (Kuntsche et al.  2006 ; Zimmerman et al.  2005 ), are more likely to engage 
in disturbed violent behavior, either as passive victims or as ruthless bullies. 

 In the past, literature generally showed that boys are more likely to engage in 
bullying than girls (Espelage et al.  2000 ; Nansel et al.  2001 ; Rigby  1998    ). However, 
more recent research pointed out that gender may not necessarily be a signifi cant 
predictor for bullying behavior (Espelage et al.  2004 ). Bullying occurs more 
 frequently among gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals (Clarke et al. 
 2004 ; Rivers  2004 ; van Wormer and McKinney  2003 ). Obese adolescents in British 
schools were found to be signifi cantly more likely to be both victims and perpetra-
tors of bullying, while obese girls had a high propensity to become victims (Griffi th 
et al.  2005 ). Youth with learning and developmental disabilities are at risk of being 
targeted (Baumeister et al.  2008 ; Saylor and Leach  2009 ). Likewise, academically 
high-achieving students are at an elevated risk of experiencing social exclusion 
from their peers (Woods and Wolke  2004 ). Bullying victimization has been found to 
correlate with lack of parental support (Holt and Espelage  2007 ), negative family 
interactions (Duncan  2004 ), and interparental violence at home (Baldry  2003 ). 

 Bullying behavior is greatly infl uenced by the social context as well (Espelage and 
Swearer  2003 ). Because bullying is a group process, peer acceptance,  popularity, 
quality of friendship, and social support are all important factors against peer victim-
ization (Espelage  2002 ; Hong and Espelage  2012 ). Likewise, a sense of connected-
ness and belonging to school can reduce the risk of aggression (Brookmeyer et al. 
 2006 ). Teachers’ involvement in students’ social lives may improve the perception of 
the school environment, help students feel more safe at school (Hong and Eamon 
 2011 ), and infl uence students’ relationships with their peers (Lee  2009 ). Students are 
at a greater risk of engaging in bullying acts if there are often confl icts in their school 
or low morale among students and teachers. On the contrary, schools with a positive 
climate have less bullying-related problems, and students are more likely to engage in 
altruistic behavior (James et al.  2008 ; Lee  2011 ; Orpinas and Horne  2006 ; Smith et al. 
 2003 ; Whitted and Dupper  2005 ). These research fi ndings point to the signifi cance of 
promoting a harmonious school culture as a means of preventing school bullying.  
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    Bullying Intervention Approaches 

 Since the turn of the century, school bullying has attracted extensive research inter-
ests in Hong Kong (Fung et al.  2007 ,  2009 ; Law and Fung  2013 ). Paralleling this is 
the development of a number of programs for bullies and victims (Chang et al. 
 2004 ; Field  2007 ; Fung and Wong  2007 ; Hong Kong Children and Youth Services 
 2002 ; Wong  2003 ). In school guidance, there have been three major approaches to 
dealing with student problems, including school bullying, namely, remedial, pre-
ventive, and developmental guidance (Chang et al.  2004 ). 

 Remedial guidance focuses on offering interventions and therapies to students 
experiencing emotional, psychological, or behavioral diffi culties. In the case of 
school bullying, a remedial guidance approach focuses on the individual student 
level, victims, as well as bullies. Such an approach is a responsive and curative one. 
On the other hand, preventive guidance takes on a proactive approach, which 
stresses anticipation of problems like bullying, enhancing students’ awareness of 
bullying and victimization, as well as their skills and strategies to handle bullying. 
Finally, developmental guidance is a positive approach to facilitate students’ whole 
person development, including their personal, social, and moral self-formation. 
Developmental guidance addresses issues such as self-knowledge, self- 
responsibility, interpersonal relationships, and bonding. These are delivered through 
a guidance curriculum at classroom level and in school-wide programs. Through 
education on the need for respect for self and for others, tolerance of individual dif-
ferences, self-determination, and responsible decision-making, students will attain 
positive self- and interpersonal development. Among these three approaches, devel-
opmental guidance contributes the most to the holistic development of students and 
is considered one of the most effective measures in promoting students’ healthy 
development and preventing juvenile delinquency. Developmental guidance has 
been the guidance approach and focus of schools in Hong Kong and elsewhere 
(Field  2007 ; Hui et al.  2011 ). 

 School bullying is a systemic and complex process of social interactions that 
involves bullies, victims, peers, adults, parents, school, as well as home environ-
ments (Fekkes et al.  2005 ; Hong Kong Children and Youth Services  2002 ). A review 
of bullying intervention programs suggests that intervention may target the indi-
vidual student level, for example, teaching the victims self-assertion skills, helping 
the victims to deal with their negative emotions arising from being bullied, helping 
the bullies to develop empathy for their victims, and forming a support group involv-
ing the victims and bystanders (Wong  2003 ). Such an approach is a remedial guid-
ance approach in combating school bullying. Meanwhile, some interventions target 
the classroom level, for example, through classroom discussion to enhance students’ 
awareness of and developing rules to deal with bullying. Other interventions target 
the whole-school level, such as devising a whole-school anti-bullying policy that is 
communicated to the whole-school community (Wong  2003 ). These interventions 
usually target all school members including staff, pupils, and parents to enhance 
their knowledge and responses to bullying (Smith and Ananiadou  2003 ). In  addition, 
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peer-led intervention utilizes peer support, such as peer counseling to improve 
 students’ communication and empathy skills and peer mediation to resolve con-
fl icts. Other forms of peer-led intervention involve setting up cooperative work 
groups, thereby creating a circle of friends to support students at risk of victimiza-
tion (Barton  2006 ; Salmivalli  1999 ). 

 Since bullying springs from factors external to individual child subsystems, 
bullying interventions need to involve different systems within the school com-
munity in order to have a signifi cant, consistent impact. A whole-school approach 
to bullying that is directed at the entire school and involves a comprehensive, 
multilevel strategy then becomes pertinent (Hong Kong Children and Youth 
Services  2002 ; Stueve et al.  2006 ). Classroom intervention and whole-school 
anti-bullying programs illustrate the preventive guidance approach to school bul-
lying. These programs usually aim at providing training in social skills, altering 
group norms, and increasing self-effi cacy. A review of the effectiveness of anti-
bullying interventions has shown that the incidence of bullying cannot be reduced 
by implementing the curriculum alone (Hong Kong Children and Youth Services 
 2002 ). Implementation of intervention across different levels within schools has a 
higher success rate (Davis and Davis  2007 ), and the intervention is most effective 
when the anti- bullying curriculum is integrated into the regular school curriculum 
(Barton  2006 ). School climate factors, such as interpersonal relationships and 
quality of communication, and important ecological factors infl uencing bullying, 
however, are not usually included in the whole-school intervention program 
(Twemlow et al.  2004 ). Developmental guidance precisely addresses building a 
positive school climate and a guidance-oriented community where each individu-
al’s rights are respected and valued. 

 Despite a number of anti-bullying programs or guidelines developed by the gov-
ernmental authorities and practitioners both locally and internationally (Gini et al. 
 2008 ; Lodge and Frydenberg  2005 ; Schwartz et al.  1993 ; Wong  2004 ), most of them 
lack citywide, recognized initiatives (Olweus  1993 ), and their effectiveness is 
unknown due to a lack of evaluation. Anti-bullying intervention has focused on the 
individual student level, adopting a suppressive strategy. Such an approach is bully 
focused and blame driven. Measures such as withdrawal of privileges, meeting par-
ents, school suspension, and expulsion have been adopted by schools to deter stu-
dents from bullying. However, this strategy is considered punitive and may worsen 
the bully-victim relationship or even intensify the problem (Barton  2006 ; Olweus 
 1993 ). Such an approach is also very remedial and reactive in focus, falling short of 
teaching bullies and victims the skills for dealing with confl icts. 

 Another approach is a comprehensive anti-bullying strategy which aims to 
tackle risk factors contributing to bullying and to involve everyone in the school 
(Olweus  1993 ). Four useful tactics underlying this strategy are (1) encouraging 
victims to tell the truth and develop a strong character; (2) educating bullies who 
lack social skills; (3) shaming bullies who intend to do harm or who have done 
harm, in a reintegrative manner; and (4) promoting a peaceful environment by 
using restorative practices (Olweus  1993 , p. 546). This approach focuses on pre-
vention of the problem and functions more like preventive guidance in schools. So 
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far, there has been insuffi cient integration of anti-bullying initiatives into schools’ 
policy from a developmental guidance perspective as a means of strengthening 
students’ personal and social development. There is also a lack of intervention at 
the classroom level, such as incorporating an anti-bullying curriculum into the 
school’s regular guidance curriculum, and a similar lack of intervention at the 
whole-school level through promoting a harmonious school culture. Therefore, a 
guidance curriculum which focuses on developing students’ strengths will help 
address the problem of bullying from a developmental guidance perspective and 
fi ll in the gap in existing interventions. 

 Finally, even though it is obvious that school bullying typically occurs in social 
contexts, existing studies often assume a bully-victim (dyadic) rather than a bully-
victim- bystander (triadic) perspective. Bystanders are often taken as mere “pass-
ersby,” “observers,” or “onlookers” as if they are transparent and immobile. In fact, 
bystanders warrant research attention because, in the social context of school bully-
ing (Barton  2006 ; Salmivalli  1999 ), all people present are inevitably engaged in the 
process, whether explicitly or implicitly. Bystanders who witness the bullying as it 
develops, occurs, and ends cannot possibly be inactive in the process – whether they 
act or refrain, they have already added energy to either the bully or the victim. 
Understanding bystanders is also important because (a) they typically outnumber 
the bullies and victims and (b) they experience intrapsychic struggles, which are 
amenable to adjustment through psychoeducation. Thus, an effective anti-bullying 
program should give enough attention to the role of bystanders in the understanding 
and management of school bullying.     
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      Prevention of Cyberbullying: A Conceptual 
Review       

       Diego     Busiol     and     Tak     Yan     Lee    

    Abstract     Cyberbullying normally refers to Internet or mobile phone practices for 
deliberate, repeated, and inimical behavior to harm others by an individual or a 
group. Cyberbullying is a more complex phenomenon than traditional face-to-face 
bullying, and this has important implications for prevention and intervention 
approach. In this chapter, similarities and differences between bullying and cyberbul-
lying will be examined. Basing on extensive literature research, risk and protective 
factors for cyberbullying in Hong Kong, as well as psychological consequences, will 
be presented. It is imperative to address cyberbullying because it occurs in the hidden 
online world of youth. As a consequence, students who are cyberbullied generally do 
not seek help because of fear of reprisal and embarrassment or because they assume 
that adults will not act; on the other hand, parents and teachers often underestimate 
cyberbullying because it has less physical consequences than traditional bullying.  

        Introduction 

 In the last few years, several cases of teenagers who committed suicide after being 
harassed on the Internet have garnered global attention. On 2 August 2013, Hannah 
Smith, 14, hanged herself in her bedroom in Lutterworth, Leicestershire, after being 
“cyberbullied” on the question-and-answer website ask.fm, which allows users to 
send messages without their identity being disclosed (The Guardian  2013 ). In 
September 2013, a 12-year-old Florida girl named Rebecca Ann Sedwick commit-
ted suicide after she was allegedly bullied online by more than a dozen other girls. 
Messages included phrases like “Go kill yourself” and “Why are you still alive?” 
(Aljazeera America  2013 ). Unfortunately, these stories are very much alike the sto-
ries of Ryan Halligan, Megan Meier, Jessica Logan, Hope Witsell, Tyler Clementi, 
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Amanda Todd, Audrie Pott, and many other teenagers who found themselves 
victims of cyberbullying and ended their lives. Suicide is the most extreme and 
tangible of the possible consequences of being cyberbullied. The phenomenon itself 
is complex and articulated and can happen in different ways. 

 In China, cyberbullying is very much related to the “human fl esh search” (人肉
搜索; pinyin: Rénròu Sōusuǒ), a phenomenon that became popular from 2006 
when a video showing a woman who stomped a cat to death with her high-heeled 
shoes was posted online; suddenly the lady was identifi ed by many angered Internet 
users as a nurse in Heilongjiang province. Under the pressure, her hospital fi red her, 
and she had to make an open apology for her misbehavior. This was one of the fi rst 
and most popular cases to show the growing importance of the “human fl esh search” 
as a tool by web surfers to expose and hunt for immoral and unethical individuals 
(Liang and Lu  2010 ). In October 2013, a video showing a 20-year-old Hong Kong 
girl slapping 14 times in the face her 23-year-old boyfriend who was kneeling went 
viral on the Internet, and it is believed to have been seen by more than 700,000 
people. The video provoked the reaction of thousands of users. After a few days, 
another 18-year-old girl who looked very similar to the woman in the video was 
recognized in the MTR, and her pictures were uploaded to the Internet and even 
printed in a newspaper, mistakenly identifying her as the attacker. As a consequence, 
the girl was blamed by the public and had to report the case of her being cyberbul-
lied to the police (South China Morning Post  2013 ). In November 2012, a Hong 
Kong lady was criticized for posting a Facebook status in which she wrote “I’m not 
opening a charity…. If you really only want to give me a HK$500 cash gift, then 
don’t bother coming to my wedding.” This status update was reported in online 
forums and provoked large-scale criticism by users, who raced to fi nd details about 
the bride’s identity and her online photos, including images of her friends and 
fi ancé. Finally, people went on to search for the couple and their wedding informa-
tion, and about a thousand even threatened to gate-crash the wedding ceremony of 
the young couple (Wall Street Journal China  2013 ).  

    What Is Cyberbullying? 

 Literature suggests that cyberbullying is a global phenomenon that must be 
addressed by international research (Aricak et al.  2008 ; Wong et al.  2013 ). Slonje 
and Smith ( 2008 ) asserted that cyberbullying rates were much higher for adoles-
cents aged 12–15. Cyberbullying normally refers to Internet (including e-mail, 
social networking sites, instant messaging, chat rooms, blogs) or mobile phone 
practices that are (a) intended to hurt, (b) part of a repetitive pattern of negative 
offl ine or online actions, and (c) performed in a relationship characterized by a 
power imbalance, such as technological know-how and anonymity (Vandebosch 
and Van Cleemput  2008 ; Williams and Godfrey  2011 ). According to Belsey ( 2004 ), 
cyberbullying involves the use of communication and information technologies for 
deliberate, repeated, and inimical behavior to harm others by an individual or a 
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group. “StopCyberbullying” was the fi rst cyberbullying prevention program in 
North America, which described “Cyberbullying” as “when a child, preteen or teen 
is tormented, threatened, harassed, humiliated, embarrassed or otherwise targeted 
by another child, preteen or teen using the Internet, interactive and digital technolo-
gies or mobile phones. It has to have a minor on both sides, or at least have been 
instigated by a minor against another minor. Once adults become involved, it is 
plain and simple cyber-harassment or cyberstalking. Adult cyber-harassment or 
cyberstalking is NEVER called cyberbullying” (Stop Cyberbullying  2014 ). The 
Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups ( 2010 ) generalized that bullying is com-
posed of three elements: (1) repetition, bullying behavior occurs in a period of time 
repeatedly, instead of a single event; (2) intent, the bullies bully or harass others 
purposely; and (3) power imbalance, compared with those who are bullied, bullies 
usually have greater power. Furthermore, Willard ( 2005 , pp. 1–2) sums up seven 
main ways in which cyberbullying may occur:

    1.    Flaming – sending angry, rude, vulgar messages directed at a person or persons, 
privately or to an online group.   

   2.    Harassment – repeatedly sending a person offensive messages.   
   3.    Cyberstalking – harassment that includes threats of harm or is highly 

intimidating.   
   4.    Denigration (put-downs) – sending or posting harmful, untrue, or cruel state-

ments about a person to other people.   
   5.    Masquerading – pretending to be someone else and sending or posting material 

that makes that person look bad or places that person in potential danger.   
   6.    Outing and Trickery – sending or posting material about a person that contains 

sensitive, private, or embarrassing information, including forwarding private 
messages or images and engaging in tricks to soliciting embarrassing informa-
tion that is then made public.   

   7.    Exclusion – actions that specifi cally and intentionally exclude a person from an 
online group, such as exclusion from an IM “buddies” list.    

      Differences Between Traditional Bullying and Cyberbullying 

 Face-to-face bullying and cyberbullying partially overlap. However, considering 
cyberbullying simply as the electronic form of face-to-face bullying may overlook 
the intricacies of this behavior. Even if in both cases aspects of repetition, power 
imbalance, and intentionality may be identifi ed, they may fi nd application in very 
different ways and may give rise to very different scenarios. The same can be said 
for the role of the group and the bystanders (for a review see Dooley et al.  2009 ). 
Olweus’ ( 1993 ) classical defi nition of bullying included three dimensions: inten-
tionality, repetition, and imbalance of power. Several studies have tried to assess if 
the same defi nition could apply to cyberbullying. These criteria, plus another two 
(anonymity and public vs. private), were tested in a study on cyberbullying across 
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six European countries (Menesini et al.  2012 ). The results suggested a clear fi rst 
dimension characterized by imbalance of power and a clear second dimension char-
acterized by intentionality and, at a lower level, by anonymity. However, the role of 
repetition as a criterion for cyberbullying was questioned; indeed, in the virtual 
context, a single aggressive act can lead to an immense number of repetitions of the 
victimization, without the contribution of the perpetrator (Menesini et al.  2012 ). 
According to Slonje and Smith ( 2008 , p. 148), bullying and cyberbullying differ 
because of (1) the diffi culty of getting away from it. Bullying can continue at any 
time, unlike traditional bullying that is possible only face to face. (2) The breadth of 
the potential audience. Cyberbullying can reach particularly large audiences, for 
example, by uploading videos or pictures on the Internet. (3) The invisibility of 
those doing the bullying. Cyberbullying and rumor spreading provide some degree 
of invisibility or even anonymity to bullies. (4) The cyberbully may be less aware of 
the consequences caused by his or her actions. Distance may leave fewer opportuni-
ties for empathy or remorse, and there may also be less opportunity for bystander 
intervention. According to the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups ( 2010 ), 
other differences between cyberbullying and face-to-face bullying include (1) roles 
to play cyberbullies (the cyberbullied and witnesses may swap roles, i.e., today’s 
bullies could be tomorrow’s bullied, whereas this rarely happens in traditional bul-
lying) and (2) problem solving (cyberbullying is a more complex problem due to its 
swift and widespread nature and the diffi culty in fi nding the source, whereas face-
to- face bullying is less complicated because fewer people are involved, its spread is 
limited, and both bullies and bullied can be brought together). For Patchin and 
Hinduja ( 2006 ), in cyberbullying situations, the power of bullies does not come 
from their physical advantage over the victims but from their competence in using 
the technology and their ability to hide their identity on the Internet. According to 
Leung and McBride-Chang ( 2013 ) in traditional school bullying, bullies usually 
know their victims, but this may not apply to the cyber world. Li ( 2007 ) suggested 
that 40 % of cyber victims did not know their cyberbullies. Furthermore, in cyber-
bullying, the perpetrator is less likely to see the victim or any direct response from 
him/her. This might reduce direct gratifi cation but might also reduce any inhibition 
(Smith et al.  2008 ). Indeed, it was found (Aricak et al.  2008 ) that the most frequent 
behavior that students engaged in was saying things online that would not be said 
face to face, introducing oneself as someone else, and saying untrue things on the 
Internet. Traditional bullying occurs in a defi ned, physical space, from which the 
victim cannot easily escape. Instead, cyberbullying may be perpetrated on different 
websites at the same time and cannot be easily terminated, as there might be diffi -
culties in removing messages or pictures from the Internet (Wolak et al.  2007 ). 
Younger adolescents are more likely than older youth to engage in physical bullying 
because the physical capacity to attack others generally precedes the development 
of the intellectual and social skills to harm by verbal aggression or social exclusion 
(Brame et al.  2001 ). Lastly, but not less important, Willard ( 2007 ) suggested that 
there is a concept of harmful bystanders in cyberbullying. Harmful bystanders are 
“those who encourage and support the bully or watch the bullying from the side-
lines, but do nothing to intervene or help the target” (Willard  2007 , p. 6).  
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    Current Situation in Hong Kong 

 Cyberbullying is increasing (The Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups  2010 ). In 
recent years, from the local news and survey reports, it has been shown that more 
and more teenagers are being cyberbullied in Hong Kong. 

 In 2009, a survey conducted among 908 primary 4 students to secondary F.6 
students (The Hong Kong Christian Service  2009 ) showed that 18 % of respondents 
had been cyberbullied in the past year and 13 % had cyberbullied others in the same 
period of time. The methods of bullying included harassing, frightening, or threat-
ening e-mail, uploading embarrassing photos or video clips online, and personal 
attacks on the Internet. The Church of United Brethren in Christ ( 2009 ) conducted 
another survey (viz., “The help seeking pattern among young cyber bullying vic-
tims”) among 2,629 primary and secondary students, which showed that 10.9 % of 
the respondents had been bullied, and in most cases the victims were males. In the 
same year, the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups ( 2009 ) analyzed a sample of 
559 youth aged 10–24 years old by phone interview and found that 22.7 % of youth 
had used crude language to ridicule or revile others. One year after, they surveyed 
2,981 pupils in 18 secondary schools and conducted 18 in-depth interviews with 
students and 10 experts/academics (The Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 
 2010 ). The results showed that 30.2 % of interviewed secondary school students 
had been cyberbullied over the past year, while 22.0 % said that they had cyberbul-
lied others. Furthermore, research results indicated that (a) cyberbullying is rising 
and it is a consequence of the unavoidable use of information technology, and (b) 
among secondary school students, male students are easier to be cyberbullies or 
cyberbullied. Furthermore, results showed fi ve features of cyberbullying among 
Hong Kong secondary school students: (1) it generally takes the form of rumor 
spreading; (2) social network sites are the main platform; (3) it normally occurs 
after school and is based from home; (4) the people involved in cyberbullying usu-
ally are classmates; and (5) cyberbullying is treated as fun making rather than a 
problem. The Hong Kong Family Welfare Society commissioned the Social Work 
Department of the Chinese University of Hong Kong to investigate the cyberbully-
ing of F.1 to F.7 students in the period from December 2009 to February 2010. 
Results showed that 30.9 % had suffered different levels of cyberbullying and 
17.8 % had cyberbullied others. In  2013 , the Hong Kong Playground Association, 
União Geral das Associações dos Moradores de Macau (澳門街坊會聯合總會), 
and Guangzhou Youth Cultural Palace (廣州市青年文化宮) conducted a survey 
among 2,460 youths in Hong Kong, Macau, and Guangzhou on cyberbullying. The 
results showed that (a) 73.7 % of the respondents had witnessed cyberbullying 
within 1 year, (b) 63.7 % of the respondents had been attacked by cyberbullying, 
and (c) 17 % of the respondents had bullied others. In research across 288 Hong 
Kong university students aged mainly (94 %) 18–25 years (Xiao and Wong  2013 ), 
it was found that (1) cyber-victimization had a strong positive impact on the likeli-
hood to perform cyberbullying behavior (cyber victims are more likely to become 
cyberbullies); (2) Internet self-effi cacy (expertise in using Internet applications) had 
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a signifi cant infl uence on cyberbullying behavior; (3) students had a greater 
tendency to engage in cyberbullying when they held positive normative beliefs 
about such behavior, meaning when they believed that their relevant others approved 
of such behavior; and (4) motivation was the strongest predictor of cyberbullying, 
meaning that students who desired power, attention, and/or peer approval were 
more likely to perpetrate cyberbullying behavior.  

    Types of Cyberbullying and Victimization 

 Internet use should not simply be understood as an alternative to or retiring from 
“real life” or as a rejection of real encounters. A number of studies suggested that 
children and adolescents can meet friends when they go online (Griffi ths  2000 ). 
Building up online friendships in multiplayer online games (MMOGs) can be posi-
tive for teens. Indeed, fi ndings from research across 626 Hong Kong Chinese fi fth 
and sixth graders (Leung and McBride-Chang  2013 ) suggest that online friendship 
quality is positively related to children’s social competence, friendship satisfaction, 
self-esteem, and life satisfaction. 

 Among all types of cyberbullying behavior among Hong Kong students, most 
participants who reported engaging in cyberbullying were involved in online social 
groups or forums in which a key objective was to tease or insult others (14.3 %) or 
which was followed up with online texts to cyberbully others (13.5 %). In Hong 
Kong, cyberbullying actions such as hacking into others’ online accounts to alter 
personal information (6.6 %) and editing and posting others’ photographs on the 
Internet for humiliation purposes (7.6 %) are not very prevalent. Victims of cyber-
bullying most frequently report having their own or family members’ photographs 
or videos uploaded to the cyber world without their permission (12.5 %) or receiv-
ing annoying or vulgar online messages (12.1 %). The least frequent form of cyber- 
victimization was having one’s personal information disclosed on the Internet (8 %) 
(Wong et al.  2013 ). Li ( 2008 ) conducted cross-cultural research comparing Canadian 
and Chinese students aged 11–15 and found that proportionally more Chinese stu-
dents than Canadian students reported that adults in school tried to stop cyberbully-
ing when notifi ed. Another fi nding was that Chinese cyberbullying victims and 
bystanders were more likely to tell adults about the incidents than their Canadian 
counterparts. One possible explanation was that teachers in China often have more 
authoritative power over students than teachers in Canada. Findings from this 
research also suggest that cultural differences in cyberbullying exist and that effec-
tive prevention and intervention programs should take it into account.  

    Risk and Protective Factors and Psychological Consequences 

 Predictable risk factors for involvement in cyberbullying as a bully are traditional 
bullying, rule-breaking behavior, and frequency of online communication (Sticca 
et al.  2013 ). In a study focusing on students aged 11–16 years, Harman et al. ( 2005 ) 
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found that children who reported the most faking behavior on the Internet (e.g., pretending 
to be older) had poorer social skills, lower levels of self-esteem, higher levels of 
social anxiety, and higher levels of aggression. They suggest that a strong relation-
ship exists between infl ated self-esteem and violence. Youth victims of cyberbully-
ing have been found to be more likely to show symptoms of depression and to have 
problems at school and psychological distress (Kowalski and Limber  2007 ; Wang 
et al.  2011 ). Perpetration of cyberbullying has been found to be associated with 
higher anxiety (Hawker and Boulton  2000 ) and lower self-esteem (Yang et al.  2013 ). 
Beran and Li ( 2008 ) found that students who were cyberbullied experienced diffi cul-
ties at school such as low marks, poor concentration, and absenteeism. Findings 
from research across 1,917 secondary school adolescents in Hong Kong indicated 
that male adolescents were more likely than female adolescents to cyberbully others 
and to be cyber-victimized. Cyberbullying perpetration and victimization were 
found to be negatively associated with the adolescents’ psychosocial health and 
sense of belonging to school. Cyberbullying and traditional bullying were positively 
correlated. Multivariate analyses indicated that being male, having a low sense of 
belonging to school, involvement in traditional bullying perpetration, and experienc-
ing cyber-victimization were associated with an increased propensity to cyberbully 
others (Wong et al.  2013 ). Results from an online survey of 1,378 adolescent Internet 
users (Hinduja and Patchin  2008 ) showed that computer profi ciency and time spent 
online were positively related to cyberbullying victimization. Additionally, cyber-
bullying experiences were also linked to respondents who reported school problems 
(including traditional bullying), assaultive behavior, and substance use. Cyberbullying 
was also found to be associated with an increase in suicide ideation and suicide 
attempts (Hinduja and Patchin  2008 ). In research across 2,215 Finnish adolescents 
aged 13–16 years, Sourander et al. ( 2010 ) identifi ed a number of risk factors for (1) 
cyber victim only, living in a family with other than two biological parents, per-
ceived diffi culties, emotional and peer problems, headaches, recurrent abdominal 
pain, sleeping diffi culties, and not feeling safe at school; (2) cyberbully only, per-
ceived diffi culties, hyperactivity, conduct problems, low prosocial behavior, frequent 
smoking and drunkenness, headaches, and not feeling safe at school; and (3) cyber-
bully-victim, all of the above risk factors. Furthermore, it was found that among 
cyber victims, being cyberbullied was associated with fear for safety, indicating pos-
sible trauma. Some scholars (Sutton and Smith  1999 ) suggest that bullies are skillful 
in understanding social cues and others’ mental states and that they use this ability to 
their own advantage, acting as “skilled social manipulators.” Instead, what they 
would lack is the empathic reactivity towards their mates’ emotions and, in particu-
lar, towards victims’ suffering. Indeed, low levels of empathic responsiveness were 
found to be associated with students’ involvement in bullying others. In contrast, 
empathy was positively associated with actively helping victimized schoolmates 
(Gini et al.  2007 ). In research on 1,334 Korean children aged 12 (Yang et al.  2013 ), 
it was found that cyberbullying has different predictors from traditional bullying. For 
instance, in this sample, low academic level was associated with perpetration and 
victimization of cyberbullying, but not with traditional bullying. 

 According to Hoff and Mitchell ( 2009 ), cyberbullying emerges most commonly 
from relationship problems (breakups, envy, intolerance, and ganging up). There is 
growing evidence that children who are frequently involved in bullying are at an 
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increased risk of social and emotional problems (for a review, see O’Brennan et al. 
 2009 ). Youth who bully or who are victims of bullying tend to lack appropriate 
social skills (Smokowski and Kopasz  2005 ). Children who are victims of bullying 
have reported feelings of insecurity and loneliness (Bond et al.  2001 ). In 2010, a 
study of 1,917 Hong Kong students aged between 12 and 15 years old (54.6 % were 
boys and 45.4 % were girls) revealed that being male, having a low sense of belong-
ing to school, involvement in traditional bullying perpetration, and experiencing 
cyber-victimization were associated with an increased propensity to cyberbully oth-
ers (Wong et al.  2013 ). 

 An important preventive factor is the feeling of “belongingness” or connected-
ness to others in school (Glew et al.  2005 ); youth who are aggressively victimized 
and perpetrate violent behavior are less likely to feel connected to others at their 
school (Wilson  2004 ). A study explored the infl uence of gender, religion, and par-
enting style on risky online behavior in a sample of 825 secondary 2 students in 
Hong Kong (Lau and Yuen  2013 ). Taken together, gender, religion, and parenting 
style predicted risky online behavior signifi cantly. It was found that males tend to be 
involved in more risky behavior than females, which corroborates previous fi ndings 
from the literature (Kim and Kim  2012 ). However, none of the parenting styles 
seemed to be effective in reducing risky online behavior; likewise, there was no 
statistically signifi cant difference between Christians and non-Christians.  

    Necessity of Educational Programs 

 According to Willard ( 2005 ), it is imperative that adults begin to address cyberbul-
lying because it occurs in the hidden online world of youth. Hoff and Mitchell 
( 2009 ) claim that students who are cyberbullied generally do not seek help because 
of fear of reprisal or embarrassment or because they assume that adults will not act; 
instead, those who do take action often wait until the bullying reaches intolerable 
levels and then retaliate, so that the spiral of cyberbullying will continue. Students 
are generally reluctant to tell their families and teachers about cyberbullying and 
tend to prefer their friends as a better resource for advice (Aricak et al.  2008 ). For 
this reason, and because cyberbullying normally has less physical consequences 
than traditional bullying, parents and teachers see physical bullying as more serious 
and harmful than verbal and indirect (relational) bullying and are less likely to inter-
vene when children experience indirect bullying (Aricak et al.  2008 ). 

 Leung and Lee ( 2012 ), in their study across 718 adolescents and teenagers, aged 
9–19 in Hong Kong, found that (1) the stricter the parenting styles, the fewer Internet 
risks that adolescents will experience and the lower the likelihood that adolescents 
will be addicted to the Internet, and (2) the stricter and the more involved the par-
ents, the less time adolescents will spend interacting on social networks and down-
loading audio/videos. However, results indicate that strict parental rules, 
involvement, and mediation had no or few effects on suffering from harassment and 
privacy risks: even if parents have the strictest rules against the use of the Internet at 

D. Busiol and T.Y. Lee



67

home, adolescents may still be targets. Neither parental supervision nor the use of 
fi ltering technology would decrease the solicitation risk, although parents who exer-
cise strict rules and provide guidance and mediation at home were found to gener-
ally reduce the seductive infl uence of pornography and violent content online 
(Leung and Lee  2012 ). Interestingly, the strongest effects against cyberbullying 
were found to be due to prevention programs focused at the school level (Couvillon 
and Ilieva  2011 ). Whereas while rules are important, the primary focus of anti- 
bullying programs should be based on values (Willard  2005 ): (1) kindness and 
respect for others and self, (2) peaceful relations, (3) respecting and honoring differ-
ences, (4) improving the world and the Internet, and (5) learning to do what is right 
in accordance with one’s own personal morals, regardless of the potential of detec-
tion and punishment imposed by an authority. Furthermore, specifi c educational 
strategies can strengthen students’ empathy, and students should be taught effective 
decision-making strategies to assist in deciding what the right action is. 

 In line with these fi ndings, the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups ( 2010 ) 
suggested that schools should strengthen training in media literacy for the students 
in order for them to learn about information technology and know more about online 
safety. In addition, they also provided guidelines for parents whose children have 
been cyberbullied as well as for parents whose children have cyberbullied others. 
Finally, the Hong Kong government created a website to provide general informa-
tion about cyberbullying and how to prevent it (InfoSec  2012 ).     
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      Preventing and Combating Internet Addiction: 
A Concept Review       

       Daniel     T.  L.     Shek     ,     Lu     Yu    , and     Diego     Busiol   

    Abstract     The use of the Internet has brought a variety of conveniences to our 
 modern life. Nonetheless, negative impacts are also created by addictive behavior 
to the Internet pervasively affecting one’s academic and working performance, fam-
ily life, social relationships, physical health, and psychological well-being. Internet 
addiction is becoming a serious problem across the world, especially for adoles-
cents. In the past years, several studies have examined the prevalence of youth 
Internet addiction across cultures and will be presented in this chapter. Some studies 
suggest that Internet addictive behavior is not a transient phenomenon that naturally 
disappears as adolescents grow up; this implies that prevention might be essential 
for addressing this issue. Finally, it is diffi cult to say whether Internet addiction is a 
stand-alone problem or not, given that it does not exist independently but is associ-
ated with other manifestations, as presented here.  

        Introduction 

 The use of the Internet has brought a variety of conveniences to our modern life. 
Nonetheless, negative impacts are also created by addictive behavior to the Internet 
pervasively affecting one’s academic and working performance, family life, social 
relationships, physical health, and psychological well-being (Kaltiala-Heino et al. 
 2004 ; Yen et al.  2007 ; Young and Rogers  1998 ). Although there are different views 
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on the term, “Internet addiction” or “pathological use of the Internet” usually refers 
to the phenomenon that an individual is unable to control his or her use of the 
Internet (including any online-related, compulsive behavior) which eventually 
causes one’s marked distress and functional impairment in daily life (Young  1999 ). 
Young ( 2009 ) identifi ed fi ve subtypes of Internet addiction:

    1.    Cybersexual Addiction: the most likely form of Internet abuse seen among clin-
ics, especially with high relapse rates among sexual compulsives. Individuals 
typically are engaged in viewing, downloading, and trading online pornography 
or are involved in adult fantasy role-play chat rooms.   

   2.    Cyber-Relational Addiction: online friends quickly become more important to 
the individual often at the expense of real-life relationships with family and 
friends. In many instances, this will lead to marital discord and family 
instability.   

   3.    Net Compulsions: including obsessive online gambling, shopping, or stock trad-
ing behavior. Individuals will lose excessive amounts of money and even other 
job-related duties or signifi cant relationships can be disrupted.   

   4.    Information Overload: individuals will spend greater amounts of time searching 
for and collecting data from the web and organizing information. Obsessive- 
compulsive tendencies and reduced work productivity are typically associated 
with this behavior.   

   5.    Computer Addiction: obsessive computer game playing.    

  With the soaring number of Internet users, it has been reported that Internet 
addiction is becoming a serious problem across the world, especially for adoles-
cents. Scholars have also warned that Internet addiction could bring substantial loss 
of productivity in schools and companies where no Internet governance policies are 
implemented (Yellowlees and Marks  2007 ; Young and de Abreu  2010 ). 

 In the past years, several studies have examined the prevalence of youth Internet 
addiction, with the reported data varying across different areas of the world (Beard 
 2005 ). Lee et al. ( 2006 ) reported that 4 % of 627 Korean adolescent respondents 
could be classifi ed as high-risk Internet users and 20.4 % potential risk Internet 
users. Furthermore, 28 % of adolescents from the high-risk user group did not rec-
ognize the degree of severity of Internet addiction, and another 24 % of them could 
not properly manage the amount of time playing online games. Another study con-
ducted in Korea among high school students (Kim et al.  2006 ) found 1.6 % and 
37.9 % of the 1,573 respondents to be Internet addicts and possible Internet addicts, 
respectively. 

 Even in different Chinese communities, prevalence fi ndings of Internet addiction 
were inconsistent. For example, in Chou and Hsiao’s study, 5.9 % of Taiwan college 
students were classifi ed as having Internet addiction ( 2000 ), whereas Wu and Zhu 
reported that 10.6 % of university students in Mainland China could be identifi ed as 
Internet addicts ( 2004 ). Whereas a study of high school students in Changsha 
showed a prevalence rate of 2.4 % (Cao and Su  2007 ), another study in Shanxi 
revealed that 6.44 % of fi rst-year university students were addicted to the Internet. 
In Hong Kong, using Young’s 20-item questionnaire to examine Internet addiction 
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among youth, 61.4 % of senior primary school students, 35.2 % of Secondary 1–3 
students, 18.8 % of Secondary 4–5 students, 35.8 % of Secondary 6–7 students, and 
37.0 % of college students were identifi ed as highly at risk of Internet addiction. 
There were also fi ndings (Yang and Tung  2007 ) showing that 13.8 % of a sample of 
high school adolescents in Taiwan met the criterion of Internet addiction and were 
also found to have lower self-esteem, higher levels of depressed mood and feelings 
of sadness, poorer interpersonal relationships, and more negative self-concepts 
when compared with their nonaddicted counterparts. Another study conducted by 
Ko et al. ( 2007 ) in Taiwan reported that 18.18 % of 517 adolescent respondents 
were Internet addicts. 

 In Hong Kong, comparing results from two studies based on Young’s eight-item 
questionnaire, Chan ( 2004 ) found that the prevalence of Internet addiction had 
increased from 3.0 % in 2000 to 14.7 % in 2002. One year later, Yip and Kwok 
( 2005 ) using the modifi ed Young’s eight-item questionnaire found that 5.4 % of 
1,182 adolescents were online game addicts. Leung ( 2004 ) investigated 699 adoles-
cents and identifi ed 37.9 % of them as Internet addicts. In another study, Shek and 
Tang ( 2008 ) estimated that approximately 20 % of the respondents from Hong Kong 
could be classifi ed as Internet addicts. Surprisingly, using the same instrument and 
the same cut-off point (fi ve or more than fi ve symptoms), Fu et al. ( 2010 ) found a 
prevalence rate of Internet addiction of only 6.7 % among a population of 208 Hong 
Kong secondary school students (age 15–19). The authors suggest that such differ-
ences in fi ndings might be attributable to a non-standardized instrument as well as 
the differences in respondents’ demographic profi les or the mode of data collection 
and sampling method. 

 These inconsistent fi ndings may be explained by several factors at the conceptual 
and methodological levels. First, various instruments for assessing Internet addic-
tion were used. In Taiwan, researchers tended to use a 40-item Chinese Internet- 
Related Addictive Behavior Inventory to assess Internet addiction in adolescents 
(Tsuen Wan Centre  2004 ). However, Young’s questionnaires were usually adopted 
by scholars in Mainland China and Hong Kong (Ni et al.  2009 ; Yang and Tung 
 2007 ). Second, inconsistent diagnostic criteria and cut-off scores were employed in 
different studies. Although most researchers followed Young’s proposed cut-off 
(i.e., having four out of ten symptoms as the threshold of being classifi ed as Internet 
addiction), other researchers used a higher cut-off score. Third, some prevalence 
studies were based on small and unrepresentative samples which limited the gener-
alizability of the fi ndings. Fourth, most of the existing studies utilized cross- 
sectional designs and thus cannot provide a complete understanding of how Internet 
addiction develops over time. These problems point to the urgent need to conduct 
methodologically sound research on youth Internet addiction, particularly in 
Chinese contexts, where few validated measures exist (Shek et al.  2008 ). 

 It has to be said that initially the Internet was a new phenomenon unknown to 
many clinicians, and its incidence and use was underestimated. Many practitioners 
simply could not understand the seduction of the Internet, tending to underestimate 
its growing importance, whereas others started considering the overuse of the 
Internet as necessarily pathological and a refl ection of some inner psychological 
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problem, a sign of incapacity/immaturity, a defense from the “outer” world, an 
alternative to “real life,” or even an escape from negative evaluations and possible 
stress of interpersonal relationships (Chou et al.  1998 ; Young  2004 ). Internet addic-
tion was found to be associated with subjective distress and social impairment 
(Shapira et al.  2000 ). Pratarelli et al. ( 1999 ) argued that increased Internet use was 
associated with feelings of isolation, which were mutually reinforcing. This fi rst 
interpretation of the Internet was likely superfi cial and shortsighted. As the Internet 
is becoming more and more common and even pervasive, it is always more diffi cult 
to distinguish the time we spend being connected. Modern phones and tablets every 
day are becoming more powerful and more similar to small portable computers, so 
that we do not need to be at home or in the offi ce to be connected. Particularly in 
cities like Hong Kong, we are always connected. So, the use of the Internet has 
deeply changed over the years, and it is hard to compare data from a few years ago 
with fi ndings from the most up-to-date research, because technology and its use 
have changed dramatically. This can also explain the large variability that has been 
found in the occurrence rate (from 1.98 % to 35.8 %; see Aboujaoude et al.  2006 ; 
Niemz et al.  2005 ; Johansson and Götestam  2004 ) of Internet addiction among ado-
lescents in Western and Eastern societies thought these years.  

    Persistence of the Addiction Over Time 

 Another important puzzle in Internet addiction research is whether an individual’s 
tendency of displaying Internet addictive behavior remains the same or changes 
over time. On the one hand, some researchers claimed that Internet addiction is a 
short-term phenomenon, which gradually diminishes as time passes (Widyanto and 
McMurran  2004 ; Kraut et al.  1998 ). For example, Widyanto and McMurran ( 2004 ) 
proposed that Internet addiction is “a temporary phenomenon for some individuals, 
likely related to the initial novelty of the Internet and wearing off with increased 
familiarity” (p. 444). Young reported that over half of those self-identifi ed as 
“Internet dependent” had been online for less than 1 year, suggesting that new users 
may be more inclined to develop addictive behavior associated with Internet use 
(Young  1998 ). In fact, more than two-thirds of “non-Internet-dependent” subjects in 
Young’s study had been online for over a year, which seems to indicate that exces-
sive use of the Internet could be a transient phenomenon that wears off over time in 
most individuals. There are also perspectives suggesting that real-life diffi culties 
may contribute to Internet addiction because the Internet provides an escape for the 
individual from stressful life events (Armstrong et al.  2000 ). Once the problems in 
reality are solved, Internet addictive behavior would gradually taper off. 

 On the other hand, another school of thought and empirical studies support the 
stability and persistence of Internet addiction where pathological use of the Internet 
is believed to be associated with personality factors and other problems. In one 
study, individuals who were self-reliant, emotionally sensitive, reactive, vigilant, 
and nonconformist with low self-disclosure were found to be more likely to become 
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Internet dependent (Young and Rogers  1998 ). Amiel and Sargent found that the use 
of the Internet gave highly neurotic subjects a sense of belonging and made them 
feel informed, while extraverts tended to use the Internet for instrumental purposes 
(Amiel and Sargent  2004 ). The comorbidity of Internet addiction and other psycho-
social problems provides extra support to expect stability in Internet addiction, 
although there is no consensus regarding whether Internet addiction should be con-
sidered a cause or effect. It was found that lonely individuals use the Internet more 
frequently and are more likely to use the Internet for emotional support than non- 
lonely people (Morahan-Martin and Schumacher  2003 ). All these fi ndings seem to 
indicate the stability of Internet addiction tendency. However, the studies are 
severely limited by their cross-sectional design, which collected data only once and/
or examined the stability of Internet addiction through retrospective recall tech-
niques. Hence, such an approach can only provide a snapshot of Internet addiction. 
To determine whether Internet addictive behavior is temporary or stable among ado-
lescents, longitudinal studies examining data across different time points are 
necessary. 

 Against the above background, a 3-year study on youth Internet addiction was 
conducted in Hong Kong (Yu and Shek  2013 ). There was found an occurrence rate 
of Internet addiction higher than previously reported prevalence data on Hong Kong 
adolescents by other researchers (Shek et al.  2008 ; Chan  2004 ). Although the per-
centage of students who were identifi ed as having Internet addiction according to 
Young’s criterion had reduced by roughly 4 % from Wave 1 to Wave 3 (26.4 %, 
26.7 %, and 22.5 %), the authors concluded that still little behavior appeared to be 
stable over time and that Internet addictive behavior is not a transient phenomenon 
that naturally disappears as adolescents grow up.  

    Risk and Protective Factors and Psychological Consequences 

 It is diffi cult to say whether Internet addiction is a stand-alone problem or not, given 
that it does not exist independently but is associated with other manifestations like 
depressive symptoms (Ko et al.  2008 ), depression and insomnia (Cheung and Wong 
 2011 ), suicidal ideation (Fu et al.  2010 ), shyness (Chak and Leung  2004 ), low self- 
esteem (Steinfi eld et al.  2008 ), anxiety disorder (Caplan  2006 ), attention defi cit 
disorder (Young  2008 ; Biederman  2005 ), and impulsivity (Cao et al.  2007 ). As 
such, a focus on a so-called Internet addiction only would hinder an understanding 
of the undergoing cause that provokes this behavior. According to Block ( 2008 ), 
about 86 % of Internet addiction cases have some other DSM-IV diagnosis. 

 Research of 2,433 First-year university students in Hong Kong (Kim et al.  2010 ) 
showed that heavy Internet use was signifi cantly associated with being male, being 
an engineering student, being nonreligious, having lower parental educational 
attainment and younger age of residence in Hong Kong, and not having a romantic 
partner. In a study of 3,480 Taiwanese high school students (Yen et al.  2007 ), it was 
found that Internet addiction could be predicted by higher parent-adolescent  confl ict, 
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habitual alcohol use by siblings, perceived parents’ positive attitude to adolescents’ 
substance use, and lower family function. Furthermore, results showed that the for-
mer three factors were also able to predict substance use, indicating a close similar-
ity with Internet addiction. Another study of the same sample (Ko et al.  2006 ) 
confi rmed similarities between the two groups of Internet-addicted and substance 
users; both groups were found to be high in regard to “novelty seeking” and low in 
relation to reward dependence (to social approval and sentiment), but interestingly, 
Internet addicts scored high for “harm avoidance” and drug users scored low. 

 In a study to test the validity and reliability of Young’s Internet Addiction Test 
(IAT) for use with Hong Kong students in grades 5–9 (Ngai  2007 ), factor analysis 
revealed four factors: interference with family relationships, silence and withdrawal, 
overindulgence in online relationships, and tolerance and neglect of daily routines. 

 In several cases, adolescents were found to be aware of the negative impact of 
Internet addiction. A study of 1,716 secondary 1–3 students (Against Child Abuse 
 2004 ) showed that 37 % of the respondents “could not resist the attraction from 
being online” and 28.5 % of the respondents agreed that “online activities largely 
affected their normal daily lives.” In another study (Akin  2012 ), highly Internet- 
addicted students were found to be low in subjective vitality and subjective 
happiness. 

 Youth Internet addictions refl ect on their families and might generate further 
burdens. For example, it was found (Choi et al.  2005 ) that 14.5 % of 677 pairs of 
parent-child often had confl icts regarding the child’s online problems. The same 
study highlighted that 17.1 % of adolescents who spent more than 6 hours online 
daily had diffi culty in controlling their unstable emotions. Also the fi ndings from Yu 
and Shek ( 2013 ) indicate that the characteristics of family relationships, communi-
cation, and mutuality among family members profoundly infl uence the develop-
ment of youth’s Internet addiction. 

 It has been noted that a great component of Internet usage is about making social 
relationships, particularly when speaking of massive multiuser online role-playing 
games or chat-rooms and messaging services (Young  2008 ). So, it is diffi cult to 
clearly differentiate when the Internet can be a resource and when it becomes a limi-
tation for an individual.     
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Construction of a Conceptual Framework 
on Money Literacy

Tak Yan Lee, Ben M.F. Law, and Diego Busiol

Abstract The cultivation of a positive concept of money and success among ado-
lescents is of paramount concern to parents, teachers, helping professionals, and 
policymakers. Indeed, recent research in Hong Kong showed that a large number of 
adolescents would consider using unethical or even unlawful means to get money. 
Young people’s value judgments toward money are affected by the relationships 
between money and self-image, family relationships, one’s life mission, and the 
social environment; these issues are critical for the development of measures that 
help prevent the phenomenon of an excessive materialistic orientation among ado-
lescents and should be considered prior to the implementation of a money literacy 
program. In this chapter, the notion of financial education is reviewed in order to 
develop a conceptual framework for guiding preventive actions.

 Materialistic Orientation as a Developmental Issue

Economic and social environments are changing at an ever-increasing pace in mod-
ern cities around the world. The money problems of any society range from generat-
ing enough work opportunities for various classes of people, providing access to 
opportunities to accumulate wealth, and helping our younger generations face other 
challenging issues involving money. With the rise of globalization, especially over 
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the last two decades, aspects of the money problem appear as (i) gaining money for 
survival, (ii) equitable distribution among different classes, and (iii) materialism or 
hyperconsumption. For example, a national poll in the United States found that 
53 % of teens said that buying certain products makes them feel better about them-
selves (New American Dream 2002).

 The Trend of the Money Problem

Apart from studying adolescents’ and youth’s financial knowledge – studies in 
Hong Kong focused on investigating their value judgments toward money and suc-
cess, covering topics on the relationships between money and self-image, family 
relationships, clarifying one’s life mission, and so forth – Law (1985) stated that 
young people’s value judgments toward money were affected by the social environ-
ment. Studies have also confirmed that the less conservative saving habits of adoles-
cents have roots in their parents’ behavior (Chinese Young Men’s Christian 
Association 2002; Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 1995). A survey found 
that as high as 34.3 % of Grade 7–9 students wished to find quick ways to get money 
to the extent that they would ignore the negative consequences of the way they 
chose to earn the money (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 2007). Most wor-
risome is that one third of the adolescents would consider using unethical or even 
unlawful means to get money. In a survey of 586 children and youth aged 12–20, 
34 % of the respondents indicated that they would consider offering compensated 
dating (serving as a companion of whoever who will give them money or luxury 
gifts), and 57 % of these respondents opined that they would do it in order to earn 
quick money (Hong Kong Christian Service 2009). A recent study of 98 young 
people under the age of 18 who had engaged in compensated dating showed that 
16.8 % of them had engaged in prostitution or compensated dating involving sexual 
relationships (Cheung et al. 2011).

 The Concept of Success

According to the Encyclopedia Britannica (2011), the definitions of success are (1) 
outcome and result; (2) a degree or measure of succeeding: favorable or desired 
outcome and the attainment of wealth, favor, or eminence; and (3) one that succeeds. 
Chinese parents usually expect their children to show obedience, proper behavior, 
and good academic results (Ho 1986) because they believe that outstanding exami-
nation results will lead to better job opportunities and better pay. Their concept of 
success is quite instrumental and often materialistic. Parental influences on the 
development of the concept of money and success in adolescents are reflected in a 
number of surveys on the most desired outcomes of youths. Good academic results, 
outstanding sports performance, and harmonious family relationships receive the 
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top rankings (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 1997, 2000, 2009; Law 1985). 
Although about half (Law 1985) to 77 % (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 
2009) of teenage respondents do not agree, about 20–30 % of the respondents view 
money as the only criterion for measuring success.

Results from a recent survey among students from six secondary schools showed 
that half of the teenage respondents agreed that “with money, they will have a better 
future” and “money can buy happiness.” Only about 80 % of respondents agreed 
that they will not break the law for money (H.K.S.K.H. Kowloon City Children and 
Youth Integrated Service – Jockey Club Youth Express 2007). Another survey found 
that 11 % of teenagers opined that success depends on luck instead of personal 
efforts (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups and Hong Kong Independent 
Commission against Corruption 2000). This disturbing figure was attributed to the 
sudden growth of gambling through the internet in that period of time.

Adolescents’ conception of success can change as a result of social change. For 
example, after the financial tsunami in 2008, over 77.4 % of youths opined that earn-
ing quick money does not mean success (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 
2009). The above studies showed that teenagers’ view toward money and success may 
change depending on the social and economic environment. Therefore, education and 
preventive measures are important for adolescents, helping them to form responsible 
values and independent thinking on issues related to money and success.

To most adolescents living in modern cities, one of the challenges is how to cul-
tivate proper attitudes toward money and success and to make responsible decisions 
to guide their behavior regarding money. A pressing question arising from the rapid 
changes in the global economy is how to ensure that children and adolescents are 
prepared in terms of having the competencies to survive and develop in the perva-
sive transformations of the information or network society (Al-Hawamdeh and Hart 
2002; Castells 2011; Hassan 2008; Webster 2006). The cultivation of a positive 
concept of money and success is of paramount concern to parents, teachers, helping 
professionals, and policymakers. Against this background, the notion of financial 
education is reviewed in order to develop a conceptual framework for guiding pre-
ventive actions.

 Money Literacy: A Framework for Action

Bannister and Monsma (1982) suggest that financial education aims at enhancing 
people’s knowledge in financial matters and their ability to make wise financial 
decisions. The US Financial Literacy and Education Commission (United States 
Financial Literacy and Education Commission 2006) adopted a similar definition of 
financial education. Brenneke (1981) focused on other concerns, such as under-
standing real needs, social participation, social responsibilities, being responsible 
for the natural environment, and the solidarity of consumers. Recent efforts in finan-
cial education in schools generally adopt a combination of these two different views. 
The Ministry of Finance of the Czech Republic (2007) defines financial literacy as 
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a necessary competency for dealing with money in both its cash and noncash forms, 
monetary transactions, and the instruments used with money (e.g., bank accounts, 
payment tools, etc.). Financial education, according to Mandell (2008), moves 
beyond a narrow definition of financial knowledge to financial capability. Law 
(1985) studied the subjective ways by which young people give meaning to the 
concept of money, coming up with eight dimensions using factor analysis: (a) 
money as a symbolic meaning of power, (b) money as a symbolic meaning of good 
or bad, (c) exchange power of money, (d) cautious use of money, (e) trouble encoun-
tered due to money, (f) desire to gain money, (g) money as the criterion to determine 
success or failure, and (h) sense of satisfaction arising from money. Such a compre-
hensive view of the concepts of money and success offers a systematic way of 
understanding and analysis, avoids overly technical conceptualizations, and fits the 
need for value clarification in relation to money and success among children and 
adolescents in the local cultural context.

A narrow definition of financial education should be adopted when introducing 
money issues to adolescents. The term money literacy should be chosen in order to 
exclude the more complicated financial knowledge, skills, and strategies that young 
adults should later also possess. As a result of the review, a working definition of 
money literacy for adolescents is proposed. It incorporates a set of perspectives that 
adolescents actively use to expose themselves to the world and to interpret the 
meaning and values behind money-related messages that they encounter.

The concept of money literacy is multidimensional and can be grouped into cogni-
tive, value judgment, affective, and behavioral domains (Magnavita 2002; Nucci 2001). 
The cognitive domain emphasizes knowledge and critical thinking related to money. It 
covers the exchange power of money, the desire to gain money, and money as the crite-
rion to determine success or failure. The value judgment domain emphasizes one’s per-
sonal value judgment of money based on personal experiences. It includes money as a 
symbolic meaning of power and money as a symbolic meaning of good or bad. The 
affective domain covers all the emotional responses prompted by money and success. It 
contains troubles encountered due to money and a sense of satisfaction arising from 
money. Finally, the behavioral domain involves actual behavior in relation to money and 
the notion of success. The only dimension is cautious use of money.

 A Typology of Money Literacy

Money literacy is not a category; it is best regarded as a continuum. There is no 
point below which we could say that someone has no literacy, and there is no point 
at the high end where we can claim that we are fully literate. Inspired by Potter’s 
(2011) work on media literacy and taking into consideration the developmental and 
cultural characteristics, the following six components are proposed in the typology 
of money literacy. They are (i) narrative acquisition, (ii) cultivation of traditional 
values, (iii) developing skepticism, (iv) experiential exploring, (v) critical apprecia-
tion, and (vi) social responsibility. The first three components can be classified as a 
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foundation level and the rest as an advanced level. While the foundation level 
involves largely the cognitive and value judgment domains, the advanced level 
requires continual use of practical knowledge and skills in the cognitive, value judg-
ment, affective, and behavioral domains (see Table 1). Descriptions of these six 
components are provided below.

Narrative acquisition aims at helping children and adolescents develop an under-
standing of the differences between wants and needs. The desire to gain money is 
the major component, and it involves mainly the cognitive domain. It helps differ-
entiate their “feelings” from “reality.”

Table 1 Framework on money literacy for children and adolescents

Levels of 
components

Name of 
components Major contents Relevant dimensions

Foundation 
level

Narrative 
acquisition

Develop an understanding of the 
differences between needs and 
wants; learn the biopsychosocial 
needs of human beings at 
different stages

Desire to gain money 
(cognitive domain); 
money as a symbolic 
meaning of power 
(cognitive domain)

Cultivation of 
traditional values

Differentiate values of money, 
success, wealth, beauty, power, 
sex, self-worth, and self-esteem

Money as a symbolic 
meaning of good or 
bad (value judgment 
domain)

Developing 
skepticism

Discount claims made in ads and 
assertions; dispute beliefs about 
hedonism and materialism

Exchange power of 
money (cognitive 
domain)

Advanced 
level

Experiential 
exploring

Search for gratification and 
fulfillment from new emotional, 
moral, aesthetic, and sports 
experiences

Trouble encountered 
due to money 
(cognitive and 
affective domains); 
sense of satisfaction 
arising from money 
(affective domain)

Critical 
appreciation

Develop the ability to make 
subtle comparisons and contrasts 
among different beliefs and 
behavior about money, wealth, 
success, beauty, power, sex, 
self-worth, and self-esteem; 
develop a moral perspective that 
certain beliefs and behavior are 
more constructive to society than 
others

Money as the criterion 
to determine success 
or failure (cognitive 
and affective domains)

Social 
responsibility

Recognize that one’s own 
individual decisions and behavior 
affect oneself, peers, family, and 
society; recognize that there are 
actions that an individual can 
take to make a more constructive 
impact on society

Cautious use of money 
(cognitive domain, 
value judgment 
domain, affective and 
behavioral domains)
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Cultivation of traditional values helps adolescents understand the biopsychoso-
cial needs of human beings at different developmental stages and clarify their own 
values about money, success, wealth, beauty, power, sex, self-worth, and self- 
esteem. Two dimensions are involved in this component. They are money as a sym-
bolic meaning of power and as a symbolic meaning of good or bad. Both involve the 
value judgment domain. This component also helps adolescents clarify their per-
sonal values with regard to money and success.

Developing skepticism functions by generating disputes in relation to the beliefs 
of hedonism and materialism. The exchange power of money is the relevant compo-
nent engaged from the cognitive domain. This helps children and adolescents think 
critically about the concepts of money and success.

Experiential exploring focuses on exploring new gratification experiences. A 
sense of satisfaction arising from money and difficulties encountered due to money 
are the two components which involve both the cognitive and affective domains. 
Children and adolescents are encouraged to examine the satisfaction brought by the 
use of money and compare these to the gratifications brought by new experiences 
including emotional, moral, aesthetic, and sports experiences.

Critical appreciation aims to develop adolescents’ ability to make comparisons 
among different beliefs and behavior about money, success, beauty, power, sex, 
self-worth, and self-esteem. The component of “money as the criterion to determine 
success or failure” is involved, and it requires both skills and knowledge from the 
cognitive and affective domains.

The component of social responsibility aims to help adolescents develop a moral 
perspective in relation to beliefs and behavior that are more constructive to society. 
It also helps adolescents recognize that their own decisions and behavior affect self, 
peers, family, and society. Their actions can have a constructive impact on society. 
Cautious use of money is the component, and it involves all of the four domains.

 Toward the Operationalization of the Money Literacy 
Framework

Several issues are critical for the development of measures that help prevent the 
phenomenon of an excessive materialistic orientation among adolescents and should 
be considered prior to the implementation of a money literacy program.

First of all, children and adolescents are routinely exposed to materialistic and 
hedonistic ideas, concepts, goods, values, and beliefs through the mass media, 
information and communication technologies (ICTs), interactions with peers, and 
even from their own families. However, although we may design and promote 
 financial education among children and adolescents through all sorts of educational 
and prevention programs, such programs cannot usually reach every child.

Secondly, even though the inclusion of money literacy components in the exten-
sive phase of the project is deemed necessary, the program is unlikely to influence 
parents with excessively materialistic and hedonistic orientations. The effects of 
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parental influence cannot be tackled or reduced in the curriculum units designed for 
students, since students usually cannot change their parents’ attitudes. Special train-
ing in teaching skills will have to be provided for teachers who may encounter stu-
dents who come from such families and feel puzzled about the conflict in values.

Thirdly, one common strategy for financial education among children is learning 
to make decisions about products, but its effect is uncertain because this kind of 
comparative analysis requires a proper conceptual framework. For example, Schor 
(2004) disputes the argument that this will empower children. She wrote “If a kid 
buys a pair of Nike shoes and feels better about himself or herself because of them, 
then Nike’s ads may enhance self-esteem. But the messages are a double-edged 
sword because they also do the reverse, undermining self-worth” (p. 179).

Fourthly, research findings have shown that there are age and gender differences 
in relation to the concepts of money and success. For age differences, higher-grade 
students place a higher value on money than do lower-grade students (Law 1985; 
Leung and Cheung 2000). They also have a higher tendency to use credit cards and 
money in advance, engaging in impulsive buying and value finding a job with higher 
status (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 1999; Lin and Lin 2004; Lupart 
et al. 2004). For gender differences, studies have found that males more frequently 
excessively value money, rating “to be paid well” and “earn a great deal of money” 
highly compared to females. On the other hand, females show more concern for 
human relationships and contributions to society than males (Hong Kong Federation 
of Youth Groups 1999). In designing the units for money literacy, age and gender 
differences should be taken into consideration.
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      Promotion of Bonding Among Peers       

       Diego     Busiol     and     Tak     Yan     Lee    

    Abstract     Bonding is the emotional attachment and commitment an individual makes 
to social relationships with parents, siblings, peers, school, teachers, schoolmates, 
partners, community, and culture. The quality of bonding greatly affects one’s self-
esteem/self-effi cacy, academic achievements, and life satisfaction. Promotion of 
bonding and development of healthy relations have proven to be an effective interven-
tion for adolescents at risk. However, even though the need for bonding among peers 
might be universal, nevertheless it is likely infl uenced by social, cultural, and histori-
cal factors and thus might change over time and across cultures and societies. Some 
differences about the conception of friendship among Chinese and Western cultures 
will be highlighted in this chapter, as well as the clinical relevance of this concept.  

        Introduction 

 Bonding is the emotional attachment and commitment an individual makes to social 
relationships with parents, siblings, peers, school, teachers, schoolmates, partners, 
community, and culture (Catalano et al.  2004a ; Lee and Lok  2012 ). The fi rst interac-
tion of a child is normally with his/her mother, father, and caregivers. How a child 
establishes bonds in these early relations will affect the manner in which she/he 
later bonds to others, his/her sense of trust in self and others, and the overall quality 
of his/her development. Thus, the importance of bonding goes far beyond the family 
(Catalano et al.  2004a ); as Mesch ( 2009 ) writes, “acceptance of social norms and 
the development of social consciousness depend on attachment to signifi cant others, 
in particular family and school, which are seen as central social institutions” 
(p. 605). The quality of bonding greatly affects self-esteem/self-effi cacy, academic 
achievements, and life satisfaction (Catalano et al.  2004b ; Maddox and Prinz  2003 ). 
Promotion of bonding has proven to be an effective intervention for adolescents at 
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risk of antisocial behavior (Caplan et al.  1992 ; Simons-Morton et al.  1999 ), 
 pornography consumption (Mesch  2009 ), and substance abuse (Maddox and Prinz 
 2003 ; Akers and Lee  1999 ). 

 Friendship describes just one kind of bonding that normally occurs among peers. 
Healthy relations can have a positive impact on one’s life; however, friendship is 
more complex than it seems, and it is not always easy to distinguish it from kinship 
and loving relationships. In addition, bonding among peers is likely infl uenced by 
social, cultural, and historical factors and thus might change over time and across 
cultures and societies.  

    What Is Friendship? 

 In his  Nicomachean Ethics , Aristotle (384–322 BC) stated that people are social 
beings, and thus they require friends in order to be happy. He defi nes genuine friend-
ship as that in which two people have mutual goodwill toward each other, are aware 
of it, and appreciate the goodwill of the other. Then, he distinguishes three types of 
friendship, “wherein affection for the other is based on (a)  utility  of the other to 
oneself, (b)  pleasure  that the other provides to oneself, and (c)  virtuous caring  for 
the other in a more enduring sense” (Prus  2007 , p. 29). For Aristotle, the latter is the 
best kind of friendship, the more genuine, and likely the longer lasting. He also 
speculated that friendship normally occurs among equals and that among the young 
is more likely based on pleasure, whereas friendship among the elderly is often 
based on utility. For Montaigne (1533–1592), friendship is characterized by two 
essential criteria: forgiveness and generosity (Thompson  1998 ). Friends normally 
tend not to condemn the other for his/her faults; a friend is one who gives to the 
other in a way that nobody else is willing or able to, without expecting anything 
back. A well-known saying states that “you can choose your friends, but you can’t 
choose your family.” However, Grey and Sturdy ( 2007 ) observe that it would be too 
naive to understand friendship merely in terms of an individual choice. Instead, they 
suggest that friendship is based on some sort of shared interests. For instance, two 
persons might share some hobby, and this might lead them to fi nd some affi nity 
(they identify in one another), or they can share some common goal or a set of con-
cerns and aims (identifi cation of an external and higher scope). In the latter case, the 
relation has a more structural accent.  

    Is Friendship the Same Everywhere? 

 According to the literature (Krappmann  1996 ), despite differences in societies in 
terms of how individuals relate to each other (more or less interdependent, more 
self-oriented, or more other oriented), children from different places tend to con-
sider friendship in a similar way, as a supportive and intimate relationship. Results 
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from a comparative study on Canadian and Taiwanese school students (Benjamin 
et al.  2001 ) showed no signifi cant differences in the positive features of friendships 
(help, security, and closeness) between the two groups. However, the authors noted 
that in Taiwan, the presence of confl ict signifi cantly predicted less positive friend-
ship quality, and they concluded that this refl ected a more general cultural inhibi-
tion to express confl ict in Chinese culture. Not only did Taiwanese children display 
less confl ict in their relations than the Canadian sample, but they also reported 
higher agreement regarding the presence of confl ict in the friendship relationship. 
Knapp ( 1978 ) suggested a model of interpersonal relationship development in fi ve 
stages: (a) initiating, (b) experimenting, (c) intensifying, (d) integrating, and (e) 
bonding. Cross-cultural research on children and young adults (Keller  2004a ) 
showed that both Western and Chinese respondents generally follow a similar path 
to friendship, which can be divided into four levels: (1) playing and sharing, (2) 
helping and supporting, (3) trust and intimacy, and (4) autonomy and integration. 
However, it was found that the Chinese emphasized the moral quality of close 
friendship and the connection of friendship and society more than Westerners, who 
instead focused more on interaction qualities, promise keeping, and relationship 
intimacy (Keller  2004b ). 

 Culture, societal structure, and communication largely refl ect on development of 
bonding. Chinese have been described as high context, collectivistic, interdepen-
dent, and homogeneous, whereas, for example, Americans have been referred to as 
low context, individualistic, independent, and heterogeneous (Gudykunst et al. 
 1988 ; Yang et al.  2011 ). Hong Kong Chinese culture is traditionally other oriented, 
although economic development, modernization, and exposure to Western values 
might have altered such disposition. Social relationships are essential in the Chinese 
context, more than communication. Preserving harmony is more important than 
expressing oneself, so that much can remain untold. This is why, contrary to Western 
cultures, in Hong Kong, communication can be meaningless outside the context of 
social relationships; when speaking, appropriateness is more important than effec-
tiveness (Yeh  2010 ). The Chinese generally have a negative understanding of com-
munication, as persuasive behavior fi nalized to establish utilitarian relations (Yeh 
 2010 ). The ritual of gift giving occurs in all societies and serves to promote ties and 
bonding between individuals. The act of gift giving refl ects one’s self- and other 
orientation, and thus it varies largely across cultures. Observing gift giving behavior 
in Hong Kong, Joy ( 2001 ) could provide some signifi cant hints on bonding in dif-
ferent interpersonal relationships. She distinguished fi ve categories: (1) family rela-
tions, which are asymmetrical and not based on reciprocity; the hierarchy is 
maintained; (2) romantic relationships; (3) close friends ( yihhei ), who are in most 
cases treated as family members, so that gift giving is not driven by feelings of obli-
gation; (4) good friends and  renqing , where the obligation to repay and not be in 
debt prevail, and reciprocity and equivalence are sought; and (5) just friends/hi-bye 
friends and  guanxi , which are relations driven mainly by calculation and intention 
of developing networks. Further evidence suggests that family and friends are two 
qualitatively different groups that should be examined separately. Li ( 2002 ) 
 compared Anglo-Canadians and Mainland Chinese regarding how they build 
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 relationships with family members and friends. Results reported strong cultural 
 differences in self-family connectedness, but not in self-friends connectedness; 
Chinese were closer to their family members than Canadians (no gender difference 
was found), whereas the latter were as close to their friends as Chinese. Furthermore, 
Chinese males were found to be closer to their friends than females, whereas 
Canadian males reported a more independent relationship with their best friend than 
Canadian females. Javidi and Javidi ( 1991 ) compared Western (mainly referring to 
the United States) and Eastern (mainly Chinese and Japanese) cultures and sug-
gested that “the direction of interpersonal communication in the process of forming 
interpersonal bonding is distinctly unique in each of these two cultures” (p. 130). 
For instance, in most Western cultures, interpersonal communication occurs on the 
horizontal axis, whereas in Chinese cultures it occurs on the vertical axis. 
Furthermore, they identifi ed several categories of values that concur in developing 
interpersonal bonding and friendship:

    1.     Self-concept  versus  group concept : Americans emphasize their self-concept in 
terms of self-awareness, self-image, self-esteem, self-identity, self-reliance, self- 
actualization, self-expression, and self-determination; people are assumed to be 
more independent and to be relatively freer to decide who they want to become. 
Instead, in Chinese culture people are more interdependent and the self-concept 
is not as signifi cant in the process of interpersonal bonding; people’s goals and 
behavior are congenial to maintaining affi liations in the group and developing 
social relations.   

   2.     Doing  versus  being : Chinese culture is more hierarchical than many European 
and American cultures. In such “vertical” society, “who a person is” (where a 
person comes from, what his/her background is) is more important than “what a 
person does.”   

   3.     Equality  versus  inequality : In horizontal cultures, people believe that all are cre-
ated equal. In contrast, in vertical cultures interpersonal relations and communi-
cation are structured according to status; individuals are concerned with whom 
to talk to, when, and how. Interestingly, in vertical cultures individuals are more 
likely attracted to same-sex friendships.   

   4.     Uncertainty reduction : In cultures that are horizontal, heterogeneous, individual-
istic, and loose, low-context communication is more likely to occur. On the con-
trary, in cultures that are vertical, homogeneous, collectivistic, and tight, 
high-context communication is the standard. Different cultures have different 
strategies for reducing uncertainty in communication and increase the predict-
ability of others’ behavior: (1) Members of low-context cultures reduce their 
uncertainties by utilizing more oral (explicit) means than members of high- 
context cultures; (2) members of high-context cultures are interested in gathering 
background information (hometown, school attended, occupation, income) 
because this increases the accuracy in predicting others’ future behavior. The 
same does not happen in Western cultures, where instead people might be more 
interested in gathering information about attitudes and values (about food, hob-
bies, political orientation, favorite movies, etc.), and (3) people from low-context 
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cultures tend to value at most and encourage self-disclosure, whereas people 
from Eastern cultures tend to keep their self private.   

   5.     Common interest  versus  acceptance : In Western cultures, relationships are 
formed primarily around activities (work, school, leisure) and thus remain rela-
tively more compartmentalized and impermanent; a relation is healthy when it 
serves the expected activity for each party. Instead, friendships in most Eastern 
cultures are relatively more stable over time; rather than on activities, relation-
ships are based on mutual liking and a full acceptance of the other person (close 
friends become brothers or sisters) and are often expected to last for life.    

  Because social values inherent in Chinese societies are different, and sometimes 
opposite, to social values in European and North American countries, it is likely that 
the socialization of Chinese children differs greatly. For instance, Chinese children 
are normally required to learn self-control, to develop an interdependent sense of 
sense, and to engage in cooperative and prosocial behavior (Chen et al.  2000 ). This 
might explain why shyness sensitivity in primary school kids is often associated 
with acceptance by peers in China, whereas inhibited children are frequently vic-
timized in Western societies. Schwartz et al. ( 2001 ) found that peer victimization 
among Chinese children was associated with poor academic functioning, submissive- 
withdrawal behavior, aggression, and low levels of assertive-prosocial behavior. 
Although this partially overlaps previous fi ndings from Western cultural settings, 
the authors claim that some form of behavioral inhibition might be adaptive in a 
Chinese context. For example, they notice that “a shy disposition could function to 
facilitate interdependent functioning within the group social context. In contrast, 
more overtly withdrawn behaviors, by defi nition, decrease interaction with peers 
and might be incompatible with a collectivistic orientation” (p. 528). Similar fi nd-
ings were reported by Chang et al. ( 2005 ), who examined a sample of 377 Hong 
Kong secondary school students and found that, as observed in Western cultural 
settings, social withdrawal negatively predicted peer acceptance and self-perceived 
social competency. Furthermore, because communication avoidance in Western 
contexts is sometimes interpreted as an unwillingness to communicate, the authors 
tested how this attitude could affect socialization in Hong Kong. Usually, commu-
nication avoidance is negatively related to peer acceptance in Western societies that 
base communication primarily on oral means. However, fi ndings from this research 
showed that communication avoidance in Hong Kong was predictive only of self- 
perceived social competence but not of peer acceptance.  

    Friendship in Hong Kong 

 It is often reported that Chinese limit their social sharing of personal experiences to 
family members (Chow et al.  2007 ); although this might be true in Mainland China, 
it might not be the case of Hong Kong. Results from a study of 292 respondents 
from Hong Kong (Chow et al.  2007 ) showed that 90 % did share their bereavement 
experiences with others, and in most cases these persons were best friends, siblings, 

Bonding Among Peers: Theory



94

and professionals. In another studies on counseling preferences among Hong Kong 
university students (Busiol  2015 ), non-family members like close friends and pro-
fessionals were often indicated as a fi rst choice when seeking help. The infl uence of 
peers and parents on youth life satisfaction was assessed based on data from 1,906 
secondary school students in Hong Kong (Man  1991 ). The results showed that par-
ent orientation was the better predictor of youth’s life satisfaction, surpassing peer 
orientation. Furthermore, it was found that adolescents with lower peer orientation 
reported higher satisfaction with family life, whereas those with higher peer orienta-
tion gained more satisfaction from school, media, and acceptance by others. These 
fi ndings were interpreted as adolescents with higher levels of peer identifi cation not 
necessarily being happy with every aspect of their lives. Friend intimacy is an 
important variable that affects some aspects of psychosocial adjustment. In a study 
of 289 Hong Kong students between 16 and 19 years of age (Chou  2000 ), consistent 
with previous fi ndings in Western societies, it was found that friend intimacy was 
positively associated with self-esteem and purpose in life; however, friend intimacy 
was negatively correlated with deviant behavior. Self-esteem among Hong Kong 
students was positively related to three dimensions of friend intimacy: giving/shar-
ing (giving support to a friend), imposition (obligations imposed on a friend), and 
common activities (participating in common activities with a friend). On the con-
trary, deviant behavior was negatively associated with frankness/spontaneity, giv-
ing/sharing, and trust/loyalty. Researchers investigated the characteristics of the 
ideal best friends in a sample of 215 girls and 215 boys from Hong Kong (Cheng 
et al.  1995 ). The dimensions considered in the study included emotional stability, 
extraversion, application, openness to experience, assertiveness, restraint, helpful-
ness, and intellect. The results showed that ideal female best friends were rated 
higher on helpfulness, whereas ideal male best friends were rated higher on extra-
version, assertiveness, and application. Furthermore, ideal best friends were 
expected to be similar in openness to experience and complimentary in assertive-
ness. The researchers interpreted this as proof that Hong Kong Chinese adolescents 
are particularly sensitive to matching attitudes (thus maintaining harmony) and 
avoiding confl icts of opinion. This might also help to understand why the social 
networks are gaining so much relevance in Hong Kong and why several youth are 
partially withdrawing from socializing. Research conducted in Hong Kong among 
162 Internet users compared the qualities of online and offl ine friendships. Offl ine 
friendships involved more interdependence, breadth, depth, code change, under-
standing, commitment, and network convergence than online friendships (Chan and 
Cheng  2004 ).  

    Clinical Relevance of Bonding with Peers 

 On one hand peers provide companionship, stimulation, physical support, ego sup-
port, and intimacy (Gottman and Parker  1987 ; Parker and Gottman  1989 ). 
Adolescents having friendships with more positive features reported having greater 
involvement in school and higher self-perceived social acceptance (Berndt  2002 ). 
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On the other hand, some studies reported the negative aspects of “peer pressure” or 
peer infl uence on adolescents (Berndt  1996 ; Millstein et al.  1993 ), including being 
excluded or rejected by peers, victimized by bullies, dumped by romantic partners, 
and detested by enemies. Social learning theory and primary socialization theory, as 
summarized by Kobus ( 2003 ), suggest that peer relationships can be negative if the 
adolescent learns and acquires negative behavior from their friends, for example, 
smoking and substance abuse. However, Bauman and Ennett ( 1996 ) concluded that 
the peer infl uence on drug use is exaggerated. Instead, attachment to a peer group 
can help adolescents avoid the problem of alienation (Hurrelmann and Engel  1992 ), 
and interventions have successfully used the positive aspects of peer relationships to 
benefi t delinquent youth (Kuchuck  1993 ). Crosnoe and Needham ( 2004 ) also found 
that adolescents with high-achieving friends in schools and high levels of bonding 
had the least behavioral problems. They add “in the adolescence stage, friendships 
enable adolescents to meet a key developmental task establishing their own lives 
independent from their families by helping them develop identities, test conven-
tional boundaries, and gain autonomy” (p. 265). In conclusion, peers may push each 
other toward risks and delinquent behavior or help each other develop positively 
(Brown et al.  1986 ; Giordano et al.  1986 ).     
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    Abstract     Attachment describes how parent-child bonding serves as an internal 
model that affects the child’s future relationship with others. The development of 
attachment would seem to be a necessary, universal biopsychosocial requirement to 
be found in all cultures under normal circumstances as a species-specifi c conse-
quence of our phylogenetic heritage. However, there are cultural differences since 
the biological system of attachment is interwoven with cultural practices. In this 
chapter, different perspectives and theories on attachment will be presented. 
Particularly, development of adolescents’ bonding will be examined in relation to 
parents, romantic partners, and teachers. Finally, results from cross-cultural studies 
on attachment are critically examined; not only differences across cultures exist, but 
also wide variation within a given culture is sometimes reported.  

        Introduction 

 Extensive literature and research indicate that bonding is crucial for adolescents’ 
healthy development. Theorists and empirical studies (Carter et al.  2005 ; Resnick 
et al.  1997 ; Schofi eld  2002 ) indicate that social and emotional support from the 
family is essential for adolescents who are in a transitional developmental period. In 
a study based on interviews of a randomized sample of 10,000 US youth across 
social classes (Resnick et al.  1997 ), bonding to parents and school was identifi ed as 
protective factors mitigating the numerous developmental risks faced by  adolescents. 

 The preparation for this work and the Project P.A.T.H.S. were fi nancially supported by The Hong 
Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust. 

 This paper is based on an article originally published by The Scientifi c World Journal: Lee, 
T. Y., & Lok, D. P. (2012). Bonding as a positive youth development construct: A conceptual 
review.  The Scientifi c World Journal , 11 pages. 

        T.  Y.   Lee      (*) •    D.   Busiol    
  Department of Applied Social Sciences ,  City University of Hong Kong , 
  Kowloon, Hong Kong ,  China   
 e-mail: ty.lee@cityu.edu.hk  

mailto:ty.lee@cityu.edu.hk


100

Besides, bonding with healthy adults is also positively related to adolescents’ 
 psychological health and acts as a protective factor for the adolescent (Ainsworth 
 1991 ; Catalano et al.  2002 ,  2004 ; Hawkins et al.  1992 ). The development of 
attachment would seem to be a necessary, universal biopsychosocial requirement 
to be found in all cultures under normal circumstances as a species- specifi c con-
sequence of our phylogenetic heritage (Cole and Packer  2011 ). However, even if 
the attachment system is universal, there are cultural differences since the biologi-
cal system of attachment is interwoven with cultural practices (Van Ijzendoorn 
and Sagi  1999 ).  

    Attachment Perspectives 

 Attachment perspectives emphasize the strong emotional ties between parents and 
adolescents and describe how parent-child bonding serves as an internal model that 
affects the child’s future relationship with others. Bowlby ( 1979 ) asserted that “attach-
ment behavior is held to characterize human beings from the cradle to the grave” 
(p. 129). His meaning is that the effect of bonding is lifelong and will transfer among 
different kinds of relationships (Bowlby  1969 ; Carter et al.  2005 ; Noller et al.  2013 ). 
Ainsworth ( 1991 ) listed six types of affectional bonds throughout the life span: (1) 
mother to infant, (2) father to child, (3) friendship, (4) companionship, (5) bonds 
between siblings and other kin, and (6) bonding with a romantic partner. Bowlby 
argued that the fundamental need to establish contact and connection has adaptive 
roots in biological survival, and his attachment theory emerged as a major paradigm 
for empirical study of the mother-child relationship ( 1979 ). Even though attachment 
with signifi cant others during infancy and childhood has important consequences for 
a child’s later development, Bowlby ( 1969 ) believed that the attachment from adoles-
cents to their parents still remains strong, although they may also have developed 
important bonding with peers and signifi cant others. Thus, parent- adolescent bonding 
is both essential and signifi cant during adolescence (Collins and Sroufe  1999 ). Many 
studies have suggested that having a secure relationship with their parents would have 
positive infl uences on adolescents’ subsequent adjustment and healthy development 
(Armsden and Greenberg  1987 ; Collins and Sroufe  1999 ). A key implication of 
attachment perspectives is that when children grow up in a social environment that 
provides sensitive and responsive interactions with strong emotional ties, this facili-
tates well-adjusted adaptation during the transitions of adolescence.  

    Social-Psychological Perspectives 

 During the transition from childhood to adulthood, multiple adaptations are 
required to respond to age-related changes in expectations, tasks, and settings 
(Bandura  1964 ). Three major sources of impact on interpersonal relationships 
have been identifi ed (Collins and Steinberg  2006 ). The fi rst is the increase in anxiety 
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arising from adapting to the multiple changes of early adolescence. 
The second is parent-child confl ict as a result of the changes in the adolescent in 
adapting to the outside world (Youniss  1980 ). The third is the pressure to reduce 
dependence on the family when adapting to extrafamilial contexts (Youniss  1980 ). 
Such pressures affect adolescents’ self-esteem, perceived independence, valuing 
of independence, methods of control, and overt behavior (Collins  1995 ). 
Subsequently, these changes will affect the quality of bonding. A key implication 
of the social-psychological viewpoint is that adolescents will go through an 
increase and then a decrease in relationship diffi culties from early to late adoles-
cence (Collins and Laursen  2004a ), and the course of their development may 
encounter more accidental infl uences than implied by other theories.  

    Bonding and Positive Adolescence 

 While infants need a secure attachment with caregivers, adolescents also need a 
sense of security and the encouragement to explore as they develop toward indepen-
dent and autonomous individuals (Scharf et al.  2004 ) through building both social 
and nonsocial bonds, including culturally based beliefs, traditions, values, and insti-
tutions. These bonds formed later in life provide benefi ts similar to infant attach-
ment and parental bonding, such as a sense of security, comfort in stressful situations, 
guidance and support in decision-making, physiological regulation, as well as long- 
term mental and physical health benefi ts (Carter et al.  2005 ). Certain specifi c bonds 
may be more likely to develop at different stages, including peer bonding in latency, 
commitment to social/cultural values during adolescence, and bonding to romantic 
partners after puberty. At the adolescent stage, peers, cultural belief systems, tradi-
tions, values, and associated institutions are important socialization agents where 
youngsters turn for emotional support and conformity (Ainsworth  1991 ; Carter 
et al.  2005 ; Choi et al.  2003 ; Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups  1996 ). Owing 
to the changing environment and the development of adolescents’ social and cogni-
tive skills, bonding with peers and teachers may begin to substitute for bonding with 
parents (Collins  1995 ; Noller et al.  2013 ). On the other hand, adolescents still look 
for full support from their parents (Collins and Laursen  2004b ; Noller et al.  2013 ). 
Therefore, simultaneously supporting adolescents to build and maintain bonds with 
parents, friends, teachers, and mature adults in the community can facilitate their 
whole-person development.  

    Bonding with Parents 

 Theorists and researchers have indicated that the types of parent-child bonding (the 
fi rst bonding) will affect one’s development of interpersonal relationships as one 
grows (Carter et al.  2005 ; Giordano  2003 ; Schneider et al.  2001 ). For instance, 
children having a secure attachment with parents are more likely to become healthy 

Bonding: Theory



102

and functional adults (Bowlby  1988 ; Schofi eld  2002 ). They will grow up with high 
self- esteem, self-confi dence, self-understanding, self-regulation, social compe-
tence, and better skills in problem solving and in building quality friendships 
(Bowlby  1988 ; Carter et al.  2005 ; Schofi eld  2002 ). Although adolescents probably 
will change their attachment object from their parents to peers or teachers, they 
still want full support from their parents (Noller et al.  2013 ). Thus, it is vital to 
promote their bonding with parents. The importance of the attachment relationship 
with parents or caregivers is well documented. Based on a comprehensive study of 
90,000 American teenagers, Blum and Rinehart ( 1997 ) concluded “across all the 
health outcomes examined, the results points to the importance of family and the 
home environment for protecting adolescents from harm. What emerges most con-
sistently as protective is the teenager’s feeling of connectedness with parents and 
family” (p. 31). In addition, research studies have shown that family relationships 
during the adolescent period have important follow-on effects in a number of 
domains, such as autonomy and later independence of the individual (Coleman and 
Hendry  1999 ), adolescent personality (Heaven  1997 ), individual pathology (Scott 
and Scott  1987 ), and problem behavior (Pettit et al.  1997 ). While parenting styles 
infl uence the social and emotional development of adolescents, parents transmit 
their values and morals to their children which include beliefs about acceptable 
behavior. Finally, parents are a vital source of information on a range of topics 
(Jaccard and Dittus  1991 ). Litovsky and Dusek ( 1985 ) also pointed out that adoles-
cents who view their parents as warm, accepting, and providing them autonomy 
feel better about themselves and have more opportunity to practice social skills 
than those adolescents who perceive their parents as controlling, cold, and reject-
ing. Studies have also found that college students who are securely attached to their 
parents show better psychological and social adjustment and academic perfor-
mance during their transition to college than students who are insecurely attached 
(Lapsley et al.  1990 ; Larose et al.  2005 ). In short, positive outcomes from secure 
bonding to parents include a stronger sense of identity, higher self-esteem, greater 
social competence, better emotional adjustment, and fewer behavioral problems 
than less securely attached peers. On the other hand, maladaptive bonding with 
parents may lead to negative consequences such as parent-child confl icts when the 
parent-child dyad cannot strike a balance between the adolescents’ need for auton-
omy and the parents’ perception of connectedness. This is because when adoles-
cents express their own individuality, parents with maladaptive bonding may take 
it as a sign of rejection and a weakening relationship (Laursen and Collins  2009 ). 
Although confl ict management processes vary across parent-child dyads, the sig-
nifi cance of a disagreement depends on the perceived quality of the relationship. 
Hauser and his colleagues ( 1991 ) suggested that feelings of positive bonding pro-
mote the use of alternatives in a nonthreatening way whereas disagreement may be 
interpreted as a hostile attack that justifi es an antagonistic response in maladaptive 
bonding. Furthermore, it was found that adolescents whose parents use a great deal 
of enabling and little psychological and behavioral control show a higher level of 
individuality and score higher on measures of psychological competence and ego 
development (Allen et al.  1994 ; Hauser et al.  1991 ).  
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    Bonding with Romantic Partners 

 Hazan and Shaver ( 1987 ) suggested that attachment patterns between romantic 
partners are similar to the secure, anxious/ambivalent, and avoidant classifi cation 
deriving from infant observation. The nature of the link between infant attachment 
style and bonding with romantic partners needs to be further investigated – it cannot 
be ignored. For instance, in psychoanalysis (Weiss  1991 ) the term transference indi-
cates the tendency to “transfer” in present-day relationship qualities of other rele-
vant fi gures of our early life (parents, caregivers, siblings). We tend to “project” on 
others beliefs and expectations that we unconsciously formed during early years; 
this is particularly evident in intimate relationships which lead to greater emotional 
involvement. Bonding with romantic partners may refl ect early bonding with par-
ents; thus, improving adolescents’ quality of family bonding can have important 
refl ections on the latter as well. 

 Carter and colleagues ( 2005 ) concluded that emotionally close relationships 
developed during later childhood, adolescence, and adulthood are generally more 
mutual. These include “dyadic bonds” (individual to individual bonds), such as 
“love between parents and their older/adult children,” “sibling bonds,” “friendships 
in childhood and adulthood,” “bonds between sexual partners,” and “love between 
other biological relatives” (p. 387). Psychologists suggest that a romantic relation-
ship may emerge as an individual grows through adolescence (Noller et al.  2013 ). 
Early romantic experiences play a crucial role in the development of the self and the 
ability to build up and maintain intimate relationships with signifi cant others in the 
future. Interaction and relationships in the adolescent period with the opposite sex 
are believed to infl uence future romantic involvements and marriage in adulthood 
(Erikson  1968 ; Sullivan  1953 ; Bowlby  1988 ). According to Brown ( 1999 ), adoles-
cent romantic relationships develop through four stages: (1) initiation, (2) status, (3) 
affection, and (4) bonding. The focus of the fi rst stage is on testing oneself as a 
person capable of relating to the opposite sex in a romantic way. During the second 
stage, peer approval is needed in order to maintain or raise one’s status in a large 
peer group. In the third stage, romantic relationships become more personal and 
caring. In the bonding phase, together with a long-term commitment, the emotional 
intimacy achieved helps create a lasting attachment. Sternberg ( 1986 ) proposed that 
love consists of three basic ingredients: intimacy, passion, and decision/commit-
ment. The intimacy component refers to feelings that promote closeness, bonding, 
and connectedness. The passion component refers to sources of arousal that  promote 
the experience of passion, such as sexual needs, needs for self-esteem, affi liation, 
and submission, while the decision/commitment component refers to the decision 
that one is in love with another and the commitment to maintain that love. In short, 
adolescent dating serves multiple purposes, including recreation, autonomy seek-
ing, status seeking, sexual experimentation, social skills development, and court-
ship (Hansen and Hicks  1980 ). Studies suggest that dating at an early age may have 
more negative than positive outcomes. This may be either because troubled adoles-
cents start dating early or because they get hurt in dating or they become involved 
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in teenage problem behavior (Collins  2003 ; Compian et al.  2004 ). However, both 
secure bonding with parents and same-gender peers can protect young adolescents 
from the negative effects of early dating (Brendgen et al.  2002 ). In general, dating 
typically has more positive than negative developmental outcomes. Involvement 
and commitment in a steady relationship promote self-esteem and better overall 
adjustment (Collins  2003 ). Securely attached college students who were able to 
keep a close and caring bond with their parents were found to be able to form new 
relationships with romantic partners. On the contrary, resistantly attached college 
students experienced more diffi culties when entering into romantic relationships 
(Mayseless et al.  1996 ).  

    Bonding with Teachers 

 Teachers too are often perceived by youth as parental substitutes (Baker and Baker 
 1987 ), and as such they can easily become friends or rivals (Brunori  1998 ). 
Students in a supportive school environment (in which teachers are helpful but 
fi rm and maintain high, clearly defi ned standards for academic work and behav-
ior) develop stronger bonds to teachers and the school and show higher achieve-
ment motivation. This bonding, in turn, helps adolescents have fewer problems, 
higher attendance, fewer incidents of delinquency, more supportive friendships, 
and higher academic performance (Eccles  2004 ; Ryan and Patrick  2001 ). Another 
study by Howes and Aikins ( 2002 ) found that a teacher who serves as an alterna-
tive attachment fi gure provides a secure base for new thoughts, promotes self-
regulation, and leads to better friendship quality for adolescents. Moreover, 
Catalano and colleagues ( 2004 ) provide empirical support for the theoretical 
propositions on the infl uence of school bonding, demonstrating the effectiveness 
of interventions to improve school connectedness and reduce a variety of health 
and safety problems, promote positive behavior, and attain academic success for 
children and adolescents. They concluded, “school bonding appears to promote 
healthy development and to prevent problem behaviors” (p. 252). Adolescent-
teacher relationships are critical for the healthy development of the adolescent. 
Studies have shown that exposure to positive classroom climates and sensitive 
teachers is related to adolescents’ greater self- regulation (Skinner et al.  1998 ) and 
greater teacher-rated social competence (Murraya and Malmgrenb  2005 ). Teachers 
exert infl uences on both prosocial and antisocial behavior of adolescents; thus, 
teachers play a crucial role in the positive development of the adolescent (Ma 
et al.  2000 ). Blum and Rinehart ( 1997 ) concluded “school policies, classroom 
sizes, and teacher training appear unrelated to the emotional health and behaviors 
of students. Instead, what matters is the students’ sense of connection to the school 
they attend: if students feel they are a part of the school, are treated fairly by 
teachers, and feel close to people at school, they have better emotional health and 
lower levels of involvement in risky behavior” (p. 32).  
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    Cultural Issues 

 The development of attachment would seem to be a necessary, universal biological 
requirement to be found in all cultures under normal circumstances as a species- 
specifi c consequence of our phylogenetic heritage. Ainsworth et al. ( 1978 ) identi-
fi ed three kinds of attachment in infants: insecure-avoidant (type A), secure (type 
B), and insecure-ambivalent (type C). They demonstrated that 70 % of infants are 
secure, 20 % are insecure-avoidant, and 10 % are insecure-ambivalent. Ainsworth 
( 1979 ) also claimed that attachment styles were universal across cultures. Cross- 
cultural studies showed that secure attachment patterns are prevalent. However, 
even if the attachment system is biologically based and universal, this in no way 
contradicts the principal of cultural mediation. The biological system of attachment 
is interwoven with cultural practices (Cole and Packer  2011 ). Research has initially 
suggested signifi cant variation in the proportion of infants showing each pattern of 
attachment-related behavior. For example, when at the age of 11–14 months com-
munally reared Israeli children were placed in the strange situation, many became 
very upset; half were classifi ed as anxious resistant and only 37 % appeared to be 
securely attached (Sagi et al.  1985 ). Researchers suspect that cultural differences in 
the opportunities for sensitive caregiving account for differences in attachment 
quality. Moreover, attachment behavior will differ in distinct cultures and in differ-
ent epochs depending on differences in customs of child care, family or social struc-
ture, devastating or benign living conditions, and similar environmental 
circumstances (Grossmann and Grossmann  2005 ). In a study on ethnic differences 
in the contribution of parents (Lopez et al.  2000 ), measures of parent-child bonds 
were more effi cient and consistent predictors of adult attachment orientations 
among White participants than among Hispanic/Latino and Black participants. 
Among White college students, parental bonds explained variance in both adult 
avoidance and anxiety scores; instead, among Hispanic/Latino and Black partici-
pants, parental bonds only accounted for anxiety but not avoidance. The authors 
observed that the link between qualities of early bonds and later attachment was 
more evident within their White sample, and they suggested that race/ethnicity 
might have an impact on the adult attachment orientation. 

 Similarly, in the Chinese context the link between early parental bonding and 
adult attachment quality was not supported. For instance, among Chinese students, 
the perception of closeness with both parents was not associated with students’ 
romantic attachment quality, whereas an association existed among American par-
ticipants (Shi  2010 ). Similarly, Sun et al. ( 2010 ) tested the link between early paren-
tal bonding experiences and adult attachment in 565 graduate students in China. 
The results failed to support such links in both genders. However, securely attached 
females reported signifi cantly higher levels of paternal care than fearfully attached 
females, and securely attached males reported signifi cantly higher levels of parental 
care and lower levels of parental overprotection than the other three insecurely 
attached groups of males (preoccupied, fearful, and dismissing). 
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 On the other hand, a comparison of the behavior of mother-child pairs observed 
in their homes in the United States and Uganda by Ainsworth ( 1967 ) found that 
children in both cultural groups exhibited similar patterns of attachment-related 
behavior although the Ugandan children seemed to express these behavior patterns 
more readily and intensely than did the American children. Most studies show that, 
across a variety of cultural settings, about two-thirds of the attachments to either 
parent are rated secure (Van Ijzendoorn and Sagi  1999 ). Across many cultures, 
secure attachments (type B) are the most common. However, in places like Israel, 
Japan, Indonesia, and China, insecure-ambivalent attachments (type C) appear more 
often than in other places. Children in interdependent societies show a higher per-
centage of anxious-resistant patterns, whereas children in independent societies 
report more anxious-avoidant patterns (Ainsworth et al.  1978 ; Li  2013 ; Trnavsky 
 1998 ; Van Ijzendoorn and Kroonenberg  1988 ). This also results from cultural dif-
ferences in parenting styles (Van IJzendoorn and Sagi-Schnartz  2008 ). These could 
mean that parents in some countries are more or less sensitive than American par-
ents, but this ethnocentric interpretation seems incorrect. The strange situation 
would not be psychologically similar for these babies and American babies (the 
psychological meaning of the procedure for infants from each culture may differ). 
A low percentage of securely attached babies have also been observed among north-
ern German children. Researchers in one study found that 49 % of the 1-year-olds 
tested were anxious avoidant and only 35 % were securely attached (Grossmann 
et al.  1985 ). The researchers rejected the possibility that a large proportion of north-
ern German parents were insensitive or indifferent to their children. They suggested 
that northern German parents were adhering to a cultural value that calls for the 
maintenance of a relatively large interpersonal distance and to a cultural belief that 
babies should be weaned from parental bodily contact as soon as they become 
mobile. In Japan, Miyake and his colleagues found a large proportion of anxious- 
resistant infants among traditional Japanese families and no anxious-avoidant 
infants at all (Miyake et al.  1985 ; Nakagawa et al.  1992 ). They explained this pat-
tern by pointing out that traditional Japanese mothers rarely leave their children in 
the care of anyone else, and they behave toward them in ways that foster a strong 
sense of dependence. Consequently, the experience of being left alone with a 
stranger is unusual and upsetting to these children. In general, Western industrial-
ized cultures tend to be viewed as individualistic with an emphasis on self- 
actualization, whereas Eastern cultures and those that are less industrialized tend to 
be viewed as collectivistic with an emphasis on interdependence (Goodwin and 
Pillay  2006 ; Kagitcibasi  1996 ). 

 Chi Kuan Mak et al. ( 2010 ) tested the link between anxious and avoidant attach-
ment styles and depressive symptoms in 367 participants from Hong Kong and the 
USA and found these associations to be stronger in Hong Kong. Particularly, they 
found that avoidance in Hong Kong was linked more strongly to perception of less 
support, and they suggested that this might be due to a clash with values of a more 
collectivistic culture. Indeed, they speculated that partners of highly avoidant per-
sons in interdependent cultures may feel distressed by the attitude of their lovers. 
Similar fi ndings were reported by Friedman et al. ( 2010 ), who examined individual 
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differences in avoidant-romantic attachment style in the cultures of Hong Kong, 
Mexico, and the USA. The results showed that attachment avoidance, which empha-
sizes emotional distance and independence, was more strongly associated with rela-
tionship problems in more interdependent cultures like Hong Kong and Mexico. For 
instance, greater attachment avoidance was more strongly related to less invest-
ment, less perceived support, greater confl ict, and poorer relationship satisfaction 
for participants in Hong Kong than in the USA. Indeed, the authors suggested a 
“cultural fi t” hypothesis, meaning that individual differences in personality might 
be associated with relationship problems if they encourage behavior that is incon-
gruent with cultural norms. On the one hand, the authors interpreted these results as 
evidence that attachment processes and mechanisms operate in a relatively consis-
tent manner in different cultures; on the other hand they suggested that culture 
affects the way in which highly anxious and avoidant attachment translate into 
important relational outcomes. Li ( 2013 ) examined adult attachment in Chinese and 
Germans subjects; despite signifi cant cultural differences in the distribution of 
attachment patterns, the results supported the universality argument and fi ndings 
from previous studies (Ainsworth et al.  1978 ; Van Ijzendoorn and Kroonenberg 
 1988 ). The author suggests that because “of the collectivistic background, Chinese 
are more dependent and have higher level of preoccupied attachment, while German 
individuals are more individualistic, which resulting in higher level of dismissing 
attachment” (p. 75). 

 Chinese are comparatively more concerned with interpersonal harmony and are 
more likely to have close relationships within the family. However, the individual-
ism collectivism dimension does not provide a general theoretical model for distin-
guishing among cultural groups (Levitt and Cici-Gokaltun  2010 ). The evidence of 
cultural variation has been brought into question and balanced by evidence that 
there is a general tendency in all societies for children to become attached to their 
caregivers. An infl uential review of research on attachment in different cultures 
conducted by van Ijzendoorn and Sagi reported that although the proportion of chil-
dren displaying one or another pattern of attachment behavior may vary in a small 
number of cases, the overall pattern of results is remarkably consistent with 
Ainsworth’s initial fi ndings (Van Ijzendoorn and Sagi  1999 ). The global distribution 
was found to be 21 % type A (anxious avoidant), 65 % type B (securely attached), 
and 14 % type C (anxious resistant), with greater variation within countries than 
between them. When Behrens et al. ( 2007 ) replicated Miyake’s research with older 
Japanese children, they found a distribution of A, B, and C categories similar to 
worldwide norms.  

    Concluding Remarks 

 Assessing culture divergence in social attachment is nearly impossible. As described 
by Gjerde ( 2004 ), culture is a rapidly moving target, continually changing in a con-
text of economic, political, and historical forces. Secondly, individuals within a 
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given cultural group are heterogeneous, and there are often greater differences 
within cultures than across cultures. Furthermore, cultural effects are confounded 
with other cultural variables, such as social class, economic conditions, and geo-
graphic locations. Therefore, it is expected that wide variation can exist within a 
given culture. Longitudinal studies have documented both continuity in attachment 
relationships’ quality from infancy to early adulthood and also discontinuity, with 
the latter being meaningfully related to changes in the lives of individuals and their 
family environments (Hamilton  2000 ; Waters et al.  2000b ; Weinfi eld et al.  2000 ). 
Specifi cally, evidence supports the notion that negative life events (e.g., loss of a 
parent, parental divorce, life-threatening illness of parent or child, and parental psy-
chiatric disorder) could bear on the caregiver’s availability and responsiveness, 
which impacts child-parent interactions and in turn affects children’s security 
(Waters et al.  2000a ). The patterning of past interactions, present exchanges, and the 
ecology of the dyad all seem at play in helping account for individual differences in 
child-parent attachment relationships (Posada and Lu  2011 ).     
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      Review of the Relationships Between 
Resilience and Positive Youth Development       
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    Abstract     Resilience is the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adap-
tation despite challenging or threatening circumstances. There is a growing consen-
sus from child and adolescent research on important protective factors, such as (1) 
bonding, (2) competence, (3) optimism, and (4) environment (organized home envi-
ronment, authoritative parenting (high on warmth, structure/monitoring, and expec-
tations), socioeconomic advantages, effective schools). According to various 
theories or models, there are eight possible relationships between resilience and 
positive youth development. Four of the relationships take resilience as a forerunner 
of positive youth development, and four others regard resilience as a result of posi-
tive youth development. These eight possible relationships between resilience and 
positive youth development are not necessarily mutually exclusive, since they can 
operate at the same time in an additive way. Evidence supporting the contribution 
of resilience to positive youth development will be discussed.  

        Introduction 

    Research on resilience has been a major theme in developmental psychopathology 
focusing on the question why some children and adolescents maintain positive adap-
tation (Rutter  1987 ) despite experiences of “distressing life conditions and demand-
ing societal conditions” (Gitterman  1991 , p. 1) such as violence, poverty, stress, 
trauma, deprivation, and oppression. Despite concerted efforts in research on the con-
cept of resilience over three decades, there are still different defi nitions of the term. 
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 Although resilience has connected with positive youth development (Catalano 
et al.  2004 ), there is a wide range of theories about the relationships between resil-
ience and positive youth development. It is essential to answer the following ques-
tions: What is the theoretical conception of resilience? What are the relationships 
between resilience and positive youth development? What are the antecedents of 
resilience? And then, what are the ways of enhancing adolescents’ resilience that are 
pertinent to positive development?  

    Defi nitions of Resilience 

 In studying resilience, there are three critical conditions: (i) growing up in distress-
ing life conditions and demanding societal conditions that are considered signifi cant 
threats or severe adversities; (ii) the availability of protective factors, including 
internal assets and external resources that may be associated with counteracting the 
effects of risk factors; and (iii) the achievement of positive adaptation despite expe-
riences of signifi cant adversity (Windle  2011 ; Luthar and Zigler  1991 ). A broad 
defi nition regards resilience as the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful 
adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances (Masten et al.  1990 ). 
Since then, diffi culties in defi ning resilience have become widely noticeable 
(Haskett et al.  2006 ; Kaplan  1999 ; Masten  2007 ; Windle  2011 ). 

 In explaining why some children and adolescents maintain positive adaptation even 
though they grow up in deprived, troubled, and threatening environments, differences 
in measuring the signifi cance, quality, and quantity of adversities as well as positive 
adjustment are commonly found. The American Psychological Association also uses a 
broad defi nition: “the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, 
threats, or even signifi cant sources of stress – such as family and relationship problems, 
serious health problems, or workplace and fi nancial stressors.” “It means, ‘bouncing 
back’ from diffi cult experiences”    (American Psychological Association  n.d. ). However, 
a review of existing studies indicates that the proportions of “resilient” youth varied 
from 25 % to 84 % (Vanderbilt-Adriance and Shaw  2008 ). This fi nding supports the 
adoption of a  narrow  defi nition of resilience focusing on specifi c development out-
comes at different specifi c points in life (Vanderbilt-Adriance and Shaw  2008 ). 

 Benson ( 1997 ) postulated that the term “resilience” indicates a paradigm shift 
from the identifi cation of the risk factors of an individual (i.e., a pathological view) 
to the identifi cation of the strengths of an individual. A “resilient” individual is 
stress resistant and vulnerable despite the experiences of signifi cant adversity 
(Garmezy  1996 ). 

 To sum up, resilience can be defi ned in terms of an individual’s capacity, the 
process he or she goes through, and the result (Masten et al.  1990 ). Resilience as a 
 capacity  refers to an individual’s capacity for adapting to changes and stressful 
events in a healthy way (Catalano et al.  2004 ). Resilience as a  process  is regarded 
as a reintegration process and a return to normal functioning with the support of 
 protective factors after encountering a severe stressor (Richardson  2002 ). Resilience 
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as a  result  is defi ned as positive and benefi cial outcomes resulting from  successfully 
navigating stressful events (Masten et al.  1990 ). Resilience has referred to a 
multidimensional construct in its operational characteristics and a key variable in 
predicting positive outcomes in the face of adversity. Therefore, an operational defi -
nition of resilience must encompass all of the key characteristics of  resilience and 
include the components of the capacity, process, and result. Therefore, resilience 
can be defi ned as the process of effectively mobilizing internal and external 
resources in adapting to or managing signifi cant sources of stress or trauma. 
Cultivation of resilience means fostering adolescents’ capacity, fl exibility, and 
coping strategies when they face developmental changes and life stresses in order to 
“bounce back” from diffi cult life experiences and achieve positive outcomes 
(Catalano et al.  2004 ; Choi et al.  2003 ; Wong and Lee  2005 ).  

    Research on Resilience 

 Differences in the defi nition of resilience lead to different understandings of the 
nature of potential risk and protective processes (Kaplan  1999 ; Haskett et al.  2006 ). 
Despite this, and despite various studies that use different measurement strategies, 
researchers have been able to identify many correlates of resilience (protective fac-
tors). Masten and Obradovic (Masten  2007 ; Masten and Obradović  2006 ) have 
summarized the fi rst three waves of resilience research: (i) identifying the correlates 
and characteristics of good adaptation among children and adolescents who appear 
to develop well despite genetic or environmental risks, (ii) uncovering the processes 
and regulatory systems that explain how potential assets or protective factors work, 
and (iii) promoting resilience through prevention, intervention, and policy as a 
result of the concomitant rise of prevention science, which emphasizes the impor-
tance of promoting competence as a strategy. Furthermore, they have identifi ed the 
following fundamental adaptive systems to play a crucial role in resilience: (i) 
learning systems of the human brain (problem-solving, information processing), (ii) 
attachment system (affective processes), (iii) mastery motivation system (self- 
effi cacy processes), (iv) stress response systems (alarm and recovery processes), 
and (v) self-regulation systems (emotion and behavior regulation) and other sys-
tems including family, school, peer, and cultural and societal systems. Among them, 
research on psychological stress and ways of coping with stress attracts a lot of 
attention because these factors are crucial in the models of resilience for children 
and adolescents (Nolte et al.  2011 ; Cicchetti  2010 ). The psychological and biological 
processes of reaction to and recovery from stress play a central role in understand-
ing how prolonged exposure to chronic stress exacts physical and emotional tolls. In 
a review of the psychobiological processes of stress and coping, Compas ( 2006 ) 
summarized substantial evidence suggesting that automatic responses to stress, 
including emotional and physiological arousal, impulsive action, intrusive thoughts, 
and some forms of escapist behavior, may spring from the triggering of the amyg-
dala in response to threats in the environment. Researchers use advanced methods 
to examine the structure and function of the brain and central nervous system in 
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order to illuminate the neurobiological structure and processes of human coping and 
adaptation to stress. Compas ( 2006 ) pointed out that recent research fi ndings also 
provide evidence to support that “coping is a part of the overall set of executive 
functions that are regulated by the prefrontal cortex” (p. 230).  

    Protective Factors for Psychosocial Resilience in Children 
and Adolescents 

 Studies have shown that protective factors lead individuals to adapt in the face of 
risks. Thus, enhancing both internal and external protective factors of adolescents 
may help them adapt to stressful and risky life situations. For  internal protective 
factors , Smith (Smith and Zautra  2008 ) summarized research fi ndings and found 
that optimism, perceptions of control, self-effi cacy, and active coping are associated 
with better health. Grotberg ( 1999 ) cited longitudinal studies to show that about half 
to two-thirds of children with resilience could overcome their initial traumatic life 
experiences, such as growing up in families with a mentally ill member, suffering 
from child abuse, or having criminally involved parents. Thus, cultivating resilience 
is an important way to promote the psychological and social development of adoles-
cents. For  external protective factors , theorists (Hepworth et al.  2006 ) have sug-
gested that people who do not have a functional social support system are vulnerable 
to external stresses. Therefore, it is important to strengthen an individual’s ability to 
recognize and utilize social support systems in his or her surroundings. There is a 
growing consensus from child and adolescent research on important protective fac-
tors (Masten  2007 ; Masten and Reed  2002 ). These factors represent four main 
groups as follows. Remarkably, the salience of these factors may vary across the life 
span. 

    Bonding 

 It consists in emotional attachment and commitment to parents or caregivers (par-
ticularly those who maintain a positive family climate, experience a low level of 
confl ict, and are involved in the child’s education), close relationships with mature 
and supportive adults, connections to prosocial and rule-abiding friends, and bond-
ing to people in prosocial organizations.  

    Competence 

 Five core individual competencies are involved: (i) cognitive competence, that is, 
good cognitive abilities; (ii) emotional competence in terms of good self-regulation 
of emotions and impulses; (iii) moral competence, that is, positive self-perceptions; 
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(iv) behavioral competence, that is, talents valued by the self and society; and 
(v) social competence, that is, general appeal or attractiveness to others.  

    Optimism 

 This is manifested self-effi cacy, spirituality, which is, faith and a sense of meaning 
in life and a clear and positive identity.  

    Environment 

 For    example, organized home environment, authoritative parenting (high on 
warmth, structure/monitoring, and expectations), socioeconomic advantages, effec-
tive schools, neighborhoods with high “collective effi cacy,” high level of public 
safety, good emergency social services, as well as good public health and health-
care availability – the above list is not exhaustive. A growing body of literature 
supports the notion that resilience can also be enhanced by an ethnic family’s cul-
tural values and provision of mutual psychological support (Genero  1995 ; Lee et al. 
 2010 ). Furthermore, some internal assets may require two or more of the above 
protective factors. For example, research fi ndings have suggested that a sense of 
humor, combining cognitive competence with an optimistic outlook, is an internal 
protective factor that alleviates an individual’s focus on personal failure (Fonagy 
et al.  1994 ; Masten  1986 ). Humor is therapeutic for managing anxiety and creates a 
buffer for individuals against the negative effects of stress (Moran and Massam 
 1999 ). A good sense of humor is also positively associated with a healthy self-concept 
(Ruch and Köhler  1998 ). Dixon ( 1980 ) also pointed out that humor helps restruc-
ture the cognitive perception of a threatening situation. Thus, it allows the adoles-
cent to explore cognitive alternatives and develop confl ict management strategies in 
response to stressful and threatening situations. It is expected that these skills are 
better managed by adolescents who have gained certain social and cognitive com-
petencies (Noller et al.  2001 ).   

    Theoretical Relationships Between Resilience and Positive 
Youth Development 

 Resilience researchers have conceptualized the relationship between adversity and 
competence differently (Luthar et al.  2000 ), and these different conceptual models 
have led to differing analytic strategies. Some have used person-based data analytic 
approaches, which involve identifying individuals with high risk and high compe-
tence and comparing them with low risk and high competence. Others have used 
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variable-based analyses and found either main effects or interaction effects. This 
diversity in analytic structure and measurement refl ects the need for both a clarifi ca-
tion of different defi nitions of resilience and a critical examination of the conceptu-
alized relationships between resilience and positive youth development. According 
to various theories or models, there are eight possible relationships between resil-
ience and positive youth development. Four of the relationships take resilience as a 
forerunner of positive youth development, and four others regard resilience as a 
result of positive youth development. The distinction between the forerunner and 
the result represents a dimension of role. Alternatively, the eight relationships refl ect 
four modes of conditionality, pertaining to the suffi cient, necessary, probabilistic, 
and spurious conditions (Hage and Meeker  1988 ). A suffi cient condition is able to 
invoke something solely. In contrast, a necessary condition is something that must 
be present. A probabilistic condition is likely to invoke something, usually contin-
gent on other conditions. This represents neither a suffi cient nor a necessary condi-
tion. A spurious condition does not invoke something and may merely represent 
coincidence. Combining the dimensions of role and conditionality thereby identifi es 
eight possible relationships such that resilience is a (1) constituent, (2) determinant, 
(3) contributor, (4) concomitant, (5) indicator, (6) derivative of positive youth devel-
opment, (7) collateral of positive youth development due to a common effect, and 
(8) collateral of positive youth development due to a common cause (see Table  1 ).

   Resilience as a  constituent  maintains that it is a suffi cient forerunner to defi ne 
positive youth development. As such, resilience is a defi ning condition for positive 
youth development, and alternatively positive youth development must follow 
 resilience. This is the view of the asset-building model and the inclusiveness model 
of positive youth development. Firstly, the asset-building model posits that resil-
ience is one of youth’s internal assets for constituting positive youth development, 
and as such, the development refers to the process of asset building (Larson  2006 ). 
In this connection, resilience would have an association with similar assets such as 
the optimism, controllability, confl ict resolution, and problem-solving aspects of 
positive youth development (Roth et al.  1998 ; Sun and Stewart  2007 ). In this 
model, all these assets are constituent or suffi cient conditions for positive youth 
 development. Moreover, positive youth development also hinges on external assets. 

      Table 1    Models relating to resilience and positive youth development   

 Conditionality  Resilience as a forerunner  Resilience as a follower 

 Suffi cient   Constituent  
 Asset-building model 
 Inclusiveness model 

  Concomitant  
 Solution-focused model 

 Necessary   Determinant  or substantial predictor 
 Courage model 
 Problem-avoidance model 

  Indicator  
 Adaptation model 
 Competence model 

 Probabilistic   Contributor  or weak predictor 
 Developmental systems model 

  Derivative  
 Self-regulation theory 

 Spurious   Collateral due to a common effect  
 Citizenship model 

  Collateral due to a common cause  
 Control theory 

C.K. Cheung et al.



119

A notable instance of asset building happens in the caring school, which provides 
opportunities or challenges for realizing resilience (Gomez and Ang  2007 ). 
Secondly, the inclusiveness model, which incorporates the asset-building approach, 
holds that resilience is particularly a constituent of positive youth development in 
an inclusive or comprehensive way (Bradshaw et al.  2008 ). As such, the inclusive-
ness model regards resilience as the key to relationship building and engagement of 
social support, which defi nes the inclusiveness required for positive youth develop-
ment. Essentially, the inclusiveness model states that personal strength such as 
resilience is a constituent of social inclusiveness, and this inclusiveness is then a 
component of positive youth development. Both the asset-building model and the 
inclusiveness model thereby defi ne positive youth development in terms of the use 
of strengths or assets such as resilience in the developmental process. Notably, 
positive youth development in this case refers to the process of asset building and 
inclusiveness. It is, therefore, an emergent or induced variable contingent on resil-
ience (Cohen et al.  1990 ; Heise  1972 ). Essentially, resilience constitutes asset 
building and inclusiveness, which are tantamount to positive youth development 
according to the models.  

 Resilience as a  determinant  or strong predictor means that it is a necessary fore-
runner – giving rise to positive youth development. As a necessary forerunner, 
resilience is not something to defi ne positive youth development. Instead, resilience 
only functions as a very important predictor of positive youth development. Hence, 
resilience and positive youth development is distinguishable such that the former 
does not necessarily create the latter. Despite that, positive youth development 
would be a distinctive outcome highly dependent on resilience. This is the view of 
both the courage model of resilience and the problem-avoidance model of positive 
youth development. The courage model maintains that resilience embodies courage 
for positive youth development through the manifestations of belonging, mastery, 
independence, and generosity. These characteristics then satisfy needs for attach-
ment, achievement, autonomy, and altruism (Brendtro and Larson  2004 ). Therefore, 
resilience represents a mental force to engender positive youth development 
through need fulfi llment. The problem-avoidance model, alternatively, posits that 
resilience is a necessary condition for positive youth development (Bradshaw et al. 
 2008 ). As such, positive youth development is only possible in the absence of prob-
lems, as problems are usually impediments to learning and growth. Essentially, this 
model contrasts with the inclusiveness model, which regards resilience as a suffi -
cient condition for positive youth development.  

 Resilience as a  contributor  to or probabilistic condition for positive youth 
 development means that it is likely to induce the development or resilience, but the 
likelihood is neither compelling nor straightforward. This role of resilience is 
inherent in the developmental systems theory of positive youth development 
(Balsano et al.  2009 ). This theory maintains that positive youth development results 
from the alignment of personal strengths with community assets. As such, the func-
tion of resilience as a personal strength is contingent on the support and opportuni-
ties available in the context and the program. When the context or program 
encourages or requires resilience, resilience would become a determinant of positive 
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youth development. The theory also posits the presence of multiple systems, each 
of which interactively contributes to positive youth development. Therefore, the 
personal strength of resilience is one factor, playing the role of a contributor, col-
laborating with other factors in the production of positive youth development. 

 Resilience as a  concomitant  that follows positive youth development means that 
positive youth development is a suffi cient condition for resilience. That is, positive 
youth development alone is capable of generating resilience. This is the view of the 
solution-focused model of resilience, which regards resilience as a success in 
development, adaptation, or overcoming problems or simply as a solution to prob-
lems (Simon et al.  2005 ). In this view, positive youth development means resil-
ience, as a result of successfully encountering developmental tasks or problems 
(Benson  2007 ; Scales et al.  2000 ; Wagener et al.  2003 ). In other words, because of 
diffi culties in development, resilience takes shape in the success of positive youth 
development or in solutions to developmental problems. Resilience is, therefore, 
not separate from positive youth development. Possibly, positive youth develop-
ment is a process that results in the development of resilience.  

 Resilience as an  indicator  of positive youth development means that positive 
youth development is a necessary condition for resilience, and resilience necessar-
ily refl ects positive youth development. This is the view of the adaptation and com-
petence models of positive youth development. The adaptation model holds that 
adaptation to myriad developmental tasks is imperative for positive youth develop-
ment and the adaptation generates competence, which upholds resilience (Guerra 
and Bradshaw  2008 ). Such competence comprises abilities to maintain a positive 
self-image, self-control, decision- making, moral reasoning, and social connected-
ness. Similarly, the competence model includes resilience as one among many 
forms of competence, including social competence, emotional competence, moral 
competence, self-determination, spirituality, and belief in the future. Together the 
developments of these characteristics are indicative of positive youth development 
(Catalano et al.  2004 ). In this model, positive youth development is a latent vari-
able, which is identifi able by resilience and other forms of competence.  

 Resilience as a  derivative  or probabilistic consequence of positive youth devel-
opment means that human development is likely to engender resilience. This 
implies that resilience and positive youth development are conceptually separate 
and related only contingently. This implication inheres in self-regulation theory, 
which posits that positive youth development generates resilience in the presence 
of problems and alternative goal evaluations (Scheier and Carver  2001 ). Self-
regulation theory essentially holds that proactive action and expectation play a con-
tributory role in tackling contextual problems. Relevant to positive youth 
development are selection, optimization, and compensation in the presence of 
problems (Balsano et al.  2009 ; Lewin-Bizan et al.  2010 ). Accordingly, problems 
limit choices such that the selection of options for their best use and disallowing 
forbidden options is necessary. Self-regulation demonstrates its usefulness in tack-
ling problems, creating the need for change or self-regulation. Key to the probabi-
listic infl uence of positive youth development is confi dence, which indicates 
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thriving or fl ourishing (Balsano et al.  2009 ; Gestsdóttir and Lerner  2007 ; Phelps 
et al.  2009 ).  

 Resilience holds a spurious relationship with positive youth development 
because their  common effect  means that the common effect is responsible for main-
taining a relationship that otherwise does not hold. This is  possible based on the 
citizenship model, which posits that both resilience and positive youth develop-
ment are contributors to citizenship in terms of personal and social responsibility 
(Balsano et al.  2009 ; Hines et al.  2005 ; Lerner  2004 ; Mullin and Arce  2008 ). Hence, 
both resilience and positive youth development serve a similar role in satisfying 
societal needs (Lerner  2004 ). This similarity forms a relationship between resil-
ience and positive youth development because of their common role.  

 Resilience has a spurious relationship with positive youth development due to 
their  common cause  which means that the common cause implies a relationship 
that would not otherwise exist. This common causation is proposed in control the-
ory, which posits that control is a common cause of both resilience and positive 
youth development (Heckhausen  2002 ). Accordingly, control involves primary and 
secondary forms of control dealing with selection and compensation of factors and 
resources used to facilitate resilience and positive youth development. All these 
factors lead to coping, which is then conducive to resilience and positive youth 
development (Anthony  2008 ; Aspinwall and Taylor  1992 ; Göral et al.  2006 ; 
Swanson et al.  2002 ). Hence, control and coping are common causes of both resil-
ience and positive youth development, thus creating an illusion of relationship.  

    Discussion 

 The aforementioned eight possible relationships between resilience and positive 
youth development are not necessarily mutually exclusive, since they can operate at 
the same time in an additive way. This is because both resilience and positive youth 
development can take many forms, as either dynamic processes or static conditions. 
Nevertheless, the most viable, suitable, reasonable, and popular possibility is that 
resilience is a contributor to positive youth development, as based on developmental 
systems theory. This conceptualization has the advantage of treating resilience and 
positive youth development as separate concepts, which avoids confusion and over-
lap. The separation is vital for establishing discriminant validity and thereby the 
unique value of the two concepts. In this conceptualization, positive youth develop-
ment has its own indicators. Consistent with developmental systems theory, the 
indicators are the six Cs: confi dence, competence, connection, character, caring, 
and contribution (Balsano et al.  2009 ; Gestsdóttir and Lerner  2007 ; Phelps et al. 
 2009 ). They make positive youth development conceptually different from resil-
ience. Moreover, the contributory relationship does not require either a suffi cient or 
a necessary condition in the relationship between resilience and positive youth 
development. This condition is easily and commonly met in empirical research 
(Gestsdóttir and Lerner  2007 ; Göral et al.  2006 ). Most importantly, this formulation 
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has a strong theoretical base in developmental systems theory (Balsano et al.  2009 ). 
The theory tends to be realistic in regarding youth development as a product of 
interactions among multiple systems. Another strong justifi cation is the differentia-
tion of views that resilience deals with the removal of negative development prob-
lems and that positive youth development is about the positive side of development 
beyond problem resolution (Bogenschneider  1996 ; Lerner et al.  2009 ; Luthar et al. 
 2000 ; Rutter  1999 ). Accordingly, the removing of problems in resilience is unlikely 
to represent or create positive youth development immediately. Furthermore, a third 
forceful justifi cation is that resilience contributes to positive youth development 
only conditionally, in the presence of adversity or problems (Luthar et al.  2000 ; 
Rutter  1999 ). This view is also consistent with developmental systems theory, which 
envisions positive youth development as a contingent outcome resulting from inter-
actions among systems.  

 Evidence supporting the conditional or probabilistic contribution of resilience to 
positive youth development, including its fi ve major indicators competence, confi -
dence, connectedness, character, and caring, includes the following. First, resilience 
in terms of controllability over stress appears be more conducive to youth develop-
ment in relation to stress- related growth when the youth has practiced problem-
focused coping strategies. This is evidenced by enhanced competence. Controllability 
itself has not shown a main effect (Göral et al.  2006 ). This conditional contribution 
implies that stress or adversity is needed for coping and that enhanced competence 
is the successful consequence. When coping and controllability fi t the need for cop-
ing, youth development emerges. Second, resilience in terms of residential stability 
in a disadvantaged neighborhood has appeared to be particularly conducive to posi-
tive youth development in terms of competence (Elliott et al.  2006 ). In this case, the 
disadvantaged neighborhood would be a source of adversity, giving rise to the 
opportunity for resilience to manifest. Third, resilience in terms of the absence of 
social anxiety has appeared to be more conducive to positive youth development in 
terms of the character of moral behavior when the youth has had a chronic illness 
(McCarroll et al.  2009 ). In this connection, chronic illness as adversity combined 
with resilience can reduce social anxiety and improved character, another major 
indicator of positive youth development. Fourth, resilience in terms of belief in a 
just world has appeared to be particularly conducive to self-esteem development in 
terms of anger induction (Dalbert  2002 ). As such, anger induction is an adversity, 
and the resilient response leads to enhanced confi dence. Fifth, resilience in terms of 
absence of worry about illness appears conducive to the childhood cancer survivor’s 
confi dence (Zebrack and Chesler  2001 ). Sixth, resilience in terms of morale in the 
presence of illness has appeared to foster development in terms of social interaction 
and relationship quality, which are defi ning characteristics of connectedness (Davies 
et al.  2000 ). The latter two fi ndings consistently show that illness can be an adverse 
condition which, when responded to with resilience, provides an important develop-
mental contribution.  

 One of the factors that may hinder the development of resilience research is the 
complexity of adversity. Future theoretical development needs to clearly defi ne 
adverse events in the external world. Within a life-span developmental perspective, 
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the context of the adversity could be biological, psychological, economic, or social. 
A major concern is that it will be inappropriate to apply the concept of resilience if 
a stressor does not require adaptation or does not lead to negative outcomes 
(Roisman  2005 ). Not all adversities are equivalent in severity (Vanderbilt-Adriance 
and Shaw  2008 ). Therefore, research methodologies should carefully consider the 
identifi cation of the specifi c adversity along with its severity and duration when 
constructing measurement instruments.     
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      Prevention of Drug Abuse Among Young 
People in Hong Kong: The P.A.T.H.S. Program       

       Tak     Yan     Lee      and     Diego     Busiol   

    Abstract     Adolescents’ use of drug is infl uenced by peer infl uence and (lack of) 
school support as well as by students’ and students’ families’ characteristics. 
P.A.T.H.S. program helps students to develop self-determination in achieving their 
goals and being less subjected to peer infl uence and enhances emotional compe-
tence to recognize, name, and transform negative feelings into more constructive 
attitudes. The following chapter attempts to construct a conceptual framework of 
adolescent drug abuse by integrating existing theories and the positive youth devel-
opment perspective; further, it reports with illustrations how each of the 20 units on 
drug prevention introduced in the extension phase of Project P.A.T.H.S. is inspired 
by the 15 PYD constructs. It is argued that primary intervention developed under 
this framework will fulfi ll four functions: (1) prevention of the use of psychotropic 
drugs, (2) victimization protection, (3) strengthening support system, and (4) promo-
tion of biopsychosocial aspects of health.  

        Introduction 

 Project P.A.T.H.S. is a school-based program designed to prevent, among others, 
drug use in youth and combines features of ecological and social cognitive theories. 
The ecological perspective leads to a consideration of the complexity of the personal, 
sociocultural, policy, and physical-environmental factors within and beyond youth 
that contribute to drug use. Students’ use of drug is infl uenced by peer infl uence and 
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(lack of) school support as well as by students’ and students’ families’ characteristics. 
Social cognitive theory indicates that teachers’ delivery of the P.A.T.H.S. program 
helps students to develop self-determination in achieving their goals and being less 
subjected to peer infl uence and enhances emotional competence to recognize, name, 
and transform negative feelings into more constructive attitudes. P.A.T.H.S. is 
inspired by the concept of  positive youth development  (Table  1 ). It is based on a 
comprehensive framework and adopts a “strengths” perspective, that is, it aims at 
enhancing youth’s attributes and resources. It focuses on prevention rather than on 
responding to needs or problem solving (Lam et al.  2011 ). Indeed, it is grounded on 
the principle that if psychosocial competencies in adolescents can be promoted, 
adolescent risky behavior such as drug taking will be greatly reduced.

   Research on the development of adolescents’ risky behavior over a period of 5 
years demonstrated that students receiving the program had signifi cantly slower 
increases in substance use as compared to the control participants (Shek and Yu 
 2012 ). Shek ( 2006 ) described objective outcome evaluation fi ndings based on the 
fi rst six waves of data (i.e., Secondary 1 to Secondary 3 data) of Project P.A.T.H.S. 
and revealed that students in the experimental schools displayed a lower level of 
risky behavior (including substance abuse behavior) than did students in the control 
group in terms of abuse of ketamine, cannabis, pills, and heroin (i.e., illegal psycho-
tropic substances) as well as delinquent behavior. Obviously, the positive evaluation 
fi ndings in Project P.A.T.H.S. suggest that it is a promising program which can be 
used as an effective antidrug education program in Hong Kong. Different evaluation 
studies consistently show that Project P.A.T.H.S. can promote psychosocial compe-
tencies and reduce risky behavior (including substance abuse) in early adolescents 
in Hong Kong (Shek  2006 ,  2008 ,  2009a ,  b ; Shek and Ma  2010 ; Shek and Ng  2009 ; 
Shek and Sun  2008 ,  2010 ; Shek et al.  2007 ,  2008 ).  

    An Integrated Positive Youth Development Conceptual 
Framework for Primary Prevention of Adolescent Drug Use 

 By further linking the 15 positive youth development constructs, an integrated positive 
youth development conceptual framework for primary prevention of adolescent drug 
abuse has been developed (Fig.  1 ). It hypothesizes that drug use in adolescence is a 
result of the interaction between genetic and biological vulnerabilities with contextual, 
lifestyle, and sociological factors which will also further condition drug dependency.

   According to this framework, an adolescent who is biologically and psychologi-
cally vulnerable (factors (A)–(D), (F), and (M), Fig.  1 ) living in deprived social 
circumstances (factors (G)–(L), Fig.  3 ) who is exposed to certain psychoactive 
chemicals (structural barriers, factor (N)) will promote adolescent drug use, con-
tinuous use, and subsequent abuse (relapse, factor (E)). 

 Theoretically, personal cognitions and perceptions are infl uenced by several 
 factors (factors (E), (F), (K), (L), and (M), Fig.  1 ). According to social learning 
theory (Blumer  1969 ), drug abuse is a behavior that an adolescent is taught by his/
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   Table 1    Dealing with the causes of adolescents’ use of psychotropic drugs through the promotion 
of 15 positive youth development constructs   

 Code 

 Positive youth 
development 
constructs  Content 

 Responding to relevant 
causes 

 BO  Bonding  Promotion of relationships 
with healthy adults and 
positive peers 

 Alienated family relationship; 
delinquent peers 

 RE  Cultivation of 
resilience 

 Enhancing the capacity to adapt 
to change and stressful events in 
healthy and adaptive ways 

 Weak resilience 

 SC  Social competence  Promotion of interpersonal skills 
and providing opportunities to 
practice such skills 

 Diffi cult interpersonal 
relationships 

 EC  Emotional 
competence 

 Promotion of emotional 
maturity and management 

 Boredom; complex situations; 
weak emotional control and 
expression 

 CC  Cognitive competence  Promotion of development of 
cognitive skills and thinking 

 Weak analytical ability 

 BC  Behavioral 
competence 

 Cultivation of verbal and 
nonverbal communication 
skills and initiatives in taking 
action 

 Weak will power; weak 
problem-solving ability 

 MC  Moral competence  Development of a sense of 
right and wrong 

 Peer pressure; weak 
problem-solving ability; weak 
moral competence 

 SD  Self-determination  Promoting a sense of 
autonomy 

 Peer pressure 

 SE  Development of 
self-effi cacy 

 Promotion of coping and 
mastery skills 

 Peer pressure; low 
self-esteem 

 SP  Spirituality  Development of purpose and 
meaning in life, hope or belief 
in a higher power 

 Curiosity and ostentation; 
complex situations; weak 
future direction 

 BF  Belief in the future  Development of future potential 
goals, choices, or options 

 Low self-esteem; curiosity 
and ostentation 

 ID  Development of clear 
and positive identity 

 Promotion of healthy identity  Delinquent peers; low 
self-esteem 

 PI  Providing 
opportunities for 
prosocial involvement 

 Designing activities and 
events for program 
participants to make positive 
contributions to groups 

 Low self-esteem; boredom 

 PN  Fostering prosocial 
norms 

 Encouraging program 
participants to develop clear 
and explicit standards for 
prosocial engagement 

 Alienated family 
relationships; quick money; 
social exclusion 

 Recognition for 
positive behavior 

 Developing systems for 
rewarding positive behavior 

 Since the last construct, 
recognition for positive 
behavior is relevant to all 
other constructs, it is 
excluded 
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her surroundings to adopt. This means that drug abuse is partly due to direct (e.g., 
friends’ infl uence, ineffective parental control, parental attitudes and availability) 
and indirect stimuli (e.g., delinquent peer models). Moreover, symbolic interaction 
(Skinner  1953 ) postulates that an adolescent’s action is based on his/her interpreta-
tion of settings, symbols, and meanings. Factors (B), (C), and (F)–(M) also fi nd 

  Fig. 1    Integrated positive youth development conceptual framework for primary prevention of 
adolescent drug use       
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their grounds from the perspective of symbolic interaction. Furthermore, the  operant 
conditioning theory explains why an adolescent tends to repeat drug-taking behav-
ior that is rewarded. These rewards can be of both a social and a biological nature, 
for example, the social acceptance gained when taking drugs or the sensation of 
well-being when under a drug’s infl uence (Becker and Murphy  1988 ). The value of 
taking drugs, and the rationality in achieving this, is discussed in the theory of ratio-
nal choice theory (Polansky  1986 ). 

 The links between the 15 positive youth development constructs and causes of 
the use of psychotropic drugs indicate how the constructs are used to tackle such 
causes as prevention measures. The lines denote linkages but by no means are the 
only connections. Signifi cant linkages are shown diagrammatically in the elabo-
rated conceptual framework presented in Fig.  1 .  

    Project P.A.T.H.S. 

 The following table (Table  2 ) describes how each of the 20 units on drug prevention 
is inspired by the 15 PYD constructs. Each unit has a specifi c goal and is based on 
one principal PYD construct and one or more secondary constructs (in brackets). 
Each unit aims at responding to different risk factors, among those described by the 
literature. To do this, a number of activities are suggested, as reported in the table.

   Year 1 to Year 3 students are expected to shift their attention from their inner 
state and emotions to the outside values and needs of society. 

 In the fi rst year (Fig.  2 ), students are helped to know more about themselves and 
their personality and how this may affect their relationships. They are initially 
guided to identify different emotional states and coping methods (Units 1–3: 
Choosing a Better Way; Emotion, Your Name Is…; Emotional Survival Guide) and 
encouraged to think of the consequences of disruptive emotions (i.e., substance 
abuse). Then, they are encouraged to think critically about drugs (Unit 4: Facts Are 
Facts), their peers (Unit 5: At Sixes and Sevens), and the infl uence that the two can 
have on them. Finally, they are helped to distinguish between desirable and undesir-
able friends, prefer healthy relations to drug temptation (Units 6–7: Find a Good 
Friend; Say No to Undesirable Friends), and refl ect on consequences of making a 
choice (Unit 8: What Should I Do?).

   In year two (Fig.  3 ), students are helped to shift their focus from themselves to oth-
ers, from the individual level to the community in which they live. Students are invited 
to observe and understand the standards in the community as well as recognize expec-
tations from society (Unit 1: Is It Okay?). Then they are helped to recognize conform-
ing behavior and ethical standards of the community (Unit 2: Is It Right or Wrong to 
Follow the Trend?). Then they are helped to fi nd productive ways for facing frustra-
tions and resist temptations when they are facing diffi culties (Unit 3: What Are frus-
trations?). To enhance their own sense of responsibility, students are invited to think 
about their own strengths and they are helped to enhance their critical-thinking and 

Drug Abuse Prevention: P.A.T.H.S. Program



134

      Ta
bl

e 
2  

  St
ru

ct
ur

e 
of

 th
e 

pr
og

ra
m

 a
cr

os
s 

th
e 

3 
ye

ar
s   

 U
ni

t 
 G

oa
l o

f 
th

e 
un

it 
 PY

D
 

co
ns

tr
uc

ts
 

 R
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s 
 Q

ue
st

io
ns

/a
ct

iv
iti

es
 

  Se
co

nd
ar

y 
on

e 
cu

rr
ic

ul
um

  
 C

ho
os

in
g 

a 
B

et
te

r W
ay

 
 (A

D
 1

.1
) 

 To
 e

na
bl

e 
st

ud
en

ts
 to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
at

 
em

ot
io

ns
 m

ay
 a

ff
ec

t o
ur

 a
bi

lit
y 

to
 s

ol
ve

 
pr

ob
le

m
s 

an
d 

th
us

 le
ad

 to
 d

if
fe

re
nt

 
co

ns
eq

ue
nc

es
 

 E
C

 
 (M

C
, R

E
) 

 E
m

ot
io

na
l d

et
ac

hm
en

t 
 U

ne
ng

ag
ed

 y
ou

th
s 

 E
xc

lu
si

on
 

 Is
ol

at
io

n,
 d

ep
re

ss
io

n,
 a

nx
ie

ty
, 

st
re

ss
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 Pe

er
 in

fl u
en

ce
 

 Su
sc

ep
tib

ili
ty

 to
 p

ee
r 

pr
es

su
re

 

 A
 g

ro
up

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

to
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
th

e 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
be

tw
ee

n 
co

pi
ng

 m
et

ho
ds

 a
nd

 
co

ns
eq

ue
nc

es
 

 A
 g

ro
up

 g
am

e 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
e 

po
ss

ib
le

 
co

ns
eq

ue
nc

es
 o

f 
em

ot
io

ns
 

 E
m

ot
io

n,
 

Y
ou

r 
N

am
e 

Is
…

 
 (A

D
 1

.2
) 

 To
 h

el
p 

st
ud

en
ts

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
ei

r 
em

ot
io

ns
, 

id
en

tif
y 

di
ff

er
en

t e
m

ot
io

na
l s

ta
te

s 
ca

us
ed

 
by

 d
if

fe
re

nt
 c

on
di

tio
ns

, a
nd

 r
ea

liz
e 

th
at

 
in

di
vi

du
al

s 
in

 c
er

ta
in

 e
m

ot
io

na
l s

ta
te

s 
ar

e 
ea

si
ly

 in
fl u

en
ce

d 
by

 d
ru

gs
 

 E
C

 
 (R

E
, I

D
) 

 E
m

ot
io

na
l d

et
ac

hm
en

t 
 U

ne
ng

ag
ed

 y
ou

th
s 

 E
xc

lu
si

on
 

 Is
ol

at
io

n,
 d

ep
re

ss
io

n,
 a

nx
ie

ty
, 

st
re

ss
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 Pe

er
 in

fl u
en

ce
 

 Su
sc

ep
tib

ili
ty

 to
 p

ee
r 

pr
es

su
re

 

 A
 g

ro
up

 g
am

e 
an

d 
a 

cl
as

s 
sh

ar
in

g 
to

 
im

pr
ov

e 
th

e 
ab

ili
ty

 to
 d

es
cr

ib
e 

an
d 

id
en

tif
y 

em
ot

io
ns

 
 C

la
ss

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

an
d 

ga
m

es
 to

 id
en

tif
y 

va
ri

ou
s 

em
ot

io
na

l s
ta

te
s 

an
d 

th
ei

r 
ca

us
es

 

 E
m

ot
io

na
l 

Su
rv

iv
al

 
G

ui
de

 
 (A

D
 1

.3
) 

 To
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
th

at
 c

ho
os

in
g 

a 
sm

ar
te

r 
co

pi
ng

 m
et

ho
d 

ca
n 

m
ak

e 
lif

e 
be

tte
r 

 R
E

 
 (B

C
, B

F)
 

 E
m

ot
io

na
l d

et
ac

hm
en

t 
 U

ne
ng

ag
ed

 y
ou

th
s 

 E
xc

lu
si

on
 

 Is
ol

at
io

n,
 d

ep
re

ss
io

n,
 a

nx
ie

ty
, 

st
re

ss
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 Pe

er
 in

fl u
en

ce
 

 Su
sc

ep
tib

ili
ty

 to
 p

ee
r 

pr
es

su
re

 

 G
ro

up
 c

re
at

iv
e 

ac
tiv

ity
 a

nd
 s

ha
ri

ng
 to

 
ex

pl
or

e 
di

ff
er

en
t w

ay
s 

of
 s

ol
vi

ng
 

pr
ob

le
m

s 
an

d 
co

pi
ng

 w
ith

 e
m

ot
io

ns
 

cr
ea

tiv
el

y 
 C

la
ss

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

to
 id

en
tif

y 
th

e 
be

ne
fi t

s 
an

d 
dr

aw
ba

ck
s 

of
 “

fo
rg

et
tin

g/
de

ta
ch

in
g”

 
as

 a
 c

op
in

g 
m

et
ho

d 
 G

ro
up

 w
or

k 
to

 a
na

ly
ze

 th
e 

us
e 

of
 d

ru
gs

 a
s 

a 
co

pi
ng

 m
et

ho
d 

T.Y. Lee and D. Busiol



135

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

 U
ni

t 
 G

oa
l o

f 
th

e 
un

it 
 PY

D
 

co
ns

tr
uc

ts
 

 R
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s 
 Q

ue
st

io
ns

/a
ct

iv
iti

es
 

 Fa
ct

s 
A

re
 

Fa
ct

s 
 (A

D
 1

.4
) 

 To
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
th

at
 c

la
ri

fy
in

g 
fa

ct
s 

is
 th

e 
fi r

st
 s

te
p 

of
 c

ri
tic

al
 th

in
ki

ng
 

 C
C

 
 (B

O
, S

D
) 

 U
na

w
ar

en
es

s 
of

 th
e 

co
ns

eq
ue

nc
es

 
of

 d
ru

g 
us

e 
 C

la
ss

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

to
 id

en
tif

y 
th

e 
fa

ct
s 

an
d 

m
yt

hs
 a

bo
ut

 d
ru

gs
 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
an

d 
se

lf
-r

efl
 e

ct
io

n 
to

 
im

pr
ov

e 
th

e 
us

e 
of

 c
ri

tic
al

 th
in

ki
ng

 in
 

da
ily

 li
fe

 
 A

t S
ix

es
 a

nd
 

Se
ve

ns
 

 (A
D

 1
.5

) 

 To
 e

nc
ou

ra
ge

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
w

he
n 

th
ey

 f
ac

e 
pe

er
 

pr
es

su
re

 
 C

C
 

 (R
E

, S
D

) 
 Pe

er
 in

fl u
en

ce
 

 Su
sc

ep
tib

ili
ty

 to
 p

ee
r 

pr
es

su
re

 
 R

ol
e 

pl
ay

 a
nd

 c
la

ss
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 
fa

m
ili

ar
iz

e 
st

ud
en

ts
 w

ith
 p

er
su

as
io

n 
st

ra
te

gi
es

 a
nd

 e
va

lu
at

e 
th

ei
r 

ju
dg

m
en

t 
st

an
da

rd
s 

 A
 g

am
e 

to
 im

pr
ov

e 
st

ud
en

ts
’ c

ri
tic

al
 

th
in

ki
ng

 w
he

n 
fa

ci
ng

 p
ee

r 
pr

es
su

re
 

 Fi
nd

 a
 G

oo
d 

Fr
ie

nd
 

 (A
D

 1
.6

) 

 To
 e

nh
an

ce
 s

tu
de

nt
s’

 u
nd

er
st

an
di

ng
 o

f 
th

ei
r 

ow
n 

pe
rs

on
al

ity
 a

nd
 to

 in
ve

st
ig

at
e 

th
e 

ef
fe

ct
 o

f 
pe

rs
on

al
ity

 o
n 

in
te

rp
er

so
na

l 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
 

 B
O

 
 E

xc
lu

si
on

 
 Is

ol
at

io
n,

 d
ep

re
ss

io
n,

 a
nx

ie
ty

, 
st

re
ss

 
 E

m
ot

io
na

l d
et

ac
hm

en
t 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
an

d 
ro

le
 p

la
y 

to
 le

ar
n 

ab
ou

t t
he

 f
ou

r 
m

aj
or

 ty
pe

s 
of

 p
er

so
na

lit
y 

 R
ol

e 
pl

ay
 to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
e 

ef
fe

ct
s 

of
 

pe
rs

on
al

ity
 o

n 
in

te
rp

er
so

na
l r

el
at

io
ns

hi
ps

 
an

d 
re

vi
ew

 th
ei

r 
ow

n 
pe

rs
on

al
ity

 a
nd

 
in

di
vi

du
al

 b
eh

av
io

r 
(i

nc
lu

di
ng

 il
le

ga
l 

be
ha

vi
or

) 
 Sa

y 
N

o 
to

 
U

nd
es

ir
ab

le
 

Fr
ie

nd
s 

 (A
D

 1
.7

) 

 To
 s

ho
w

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
ho

w
 to

 r
ec

og
ni

ze
 

de
si

ra
bl

e 
fr

ie
nd

s 
fr

om
 u

nd
es

ir
ab

le
 o

ne
s 

an
d 

en
co

ur
ag

e 
th

em
 to

 c
ho

os
e 

th
e 

ri
gh

t f
ri

en
ds

 
an

d 
es

ta
bl

is
h 

a 
he

al
th

y 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
 To

 s
ho

w
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

th
e 

re
qu

ir
ed

 s
ki

lls
 to

 
re

si
st

 te
m

pt
at

io
n 

 B
O

 
 (B

C
) 

 Pe
er

 in
fl u

en
ce

 
 Su

sc
ep

tib
ili

ty
 to

 p
ee

r 
pr

es
su

re
 

 Is
ol

at
io

n,
 d

ep
re

ss
io

n,
 a

nx
ie

ty
, 

st
re

ss
 

 E
xc

lu
si

on
 f

ro
m

 s
ch

oo
l a

nd
 f

ro
m

 
no

nd
ru

g-
us

in
g 

pe
er

 g
ro

up
s 

 U
nd

er
ac

hi
ev

em
en

t 

 C
la

ss
 g

am
e 

to
 id

en
tif

y 
de

si
ra

bl
e 

an
d 

un
de

si
ra

bl
e 

fr
ie

nd
s 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
an

d 
ro

le
 p

la
y 

to
 le

ar
n 

ho
w

 to
 p

ra
ct

ic
e 

re
fu

sa
l p

ri
nc

ip
le

s 
an

d 
sk

ill
s 

 W
ha

t S
ho

ul
d 

I 
D

o?
 

 (A
D

 1
.8

) 

 To
 e

xp
lo

re
 v

ita
l a

re
as

 in
 d

ec
is

io
n-

 m
ak

in
g 

in
 o

rd
er

 to
 b

e 
ab

le
 to

 m
ak

e 
po

si
tiv

e 
de

ci
si

on
s 

in
 d

ai
ly

 li
fe

 

 SD
 

 (C
C

) 
 Pe

er
 in

fl u
en

ce
 

 Pe
er

 d
ru

g 
us

e 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

co
nt

ro
l 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
es

te
em

 
 Pe

rc
ei

ve
d 

co
nt

ro
l t

o 
ga

in
 a

cc
es

s 
to

 
dr

ug
s 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 le
ar

n 
an

d 
to

 c
on

si
de

r 
an

d 
an

al
yz

e 
ot

he
rs

’ o
pi

ni
on

s 
an

d 
th

e 
co

ns
eq

ue
nc

es
 o

f 
m

ak
in

g 
a 

ch
oi

ce
 

Drug Abuse Prevention: P.A.T.H.S. Program



136

 U
ni

t 
 G

oa
l o

f 
th

e 
un

it 
 PY

D
 

co
ns

tr
uc

ts
 

 R
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s 
 Q

ue
st

io
ns

/a
ct

iv
iti

es
 

  Se
co

nd
ar

y 
tw

o 
cu

rr
ic

ul
um

  
 Is

 I
t O

ka
y?

 
 (A

D
 2

.1
) 

 To
 le

t s
tu

de
nt

s 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

 a
nd

 e
nc

ou
ra

ge
 

st
ud

en
ts

 to
 o

bs
er

ve
 th

e 
cl

ea
r, 

po
si

tiv
e,

 
he

al
th

y,
 a

nd
 e

th
ic

al
 s

ta
nd

ar
ds

 in
 th

e 
co

m
m

un
ity

 

 PN
 

 Pe
er

 in
fl u

en
ce

 
 Fa

m
ily

 d
ru

g 
us

e 
 Pe

rc
ei

ve
d 

co
nt

ro
l t

o 
ga

in
 a

cc
es

s 
to

 
dr

ug
s 

 Su
sc

ep
tib

ili
ty

 to
 p

ee
r 

pr
es

su
re

 
 In

te
nt

io
n 

to
 tr

y 
ot

he
r 

su
bs

ta
nc

es
 

 U
na

w
ar

en
es

s 
of

 th
e 

co
ns

eq
ue

nc
es

 
of

 d
ru

g 
us

e 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 le
ar

n 
th

at
 s

oc
ie

ty
 

ho
ld

s 
di

ff
er

en
t s

ta
nd

ar
ds

 to
w

ar
d 

di
ff

er
en

t 
pe

op
le

/is
su

es
 

 R
ol

e 
pl

ay
 to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
at

 p
eo

pl
e 

of
 

di
ff

er
en

t a
ge

 g
ro

up
s/

ba
ck

gr
ou

nd
s 

ha
ve

 
di

ff
er

en
t s

oc
ia

l r
es

po
ns

ib
ili

tie
s 

 C
as

e 
st

ud
y 

an
d 

gr
ou

p 
di

sc
us

si
on

 to
 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
 th

at
 th

e 
co

ur
t i

m
po

se
s 

he
av

y 
pe

na
lti

es
 o

n 
dr

ug
 tr

af
fi c

ke
rs

 a
nd

 th
e 

re
as

on
s 

fo
r 

th
is

 
 Is

 I
t R

ig
ht

 o
r 

W
ro

ng
 to

 
Fo

llo
w

 th
e 

T
re

nd
? 

 (A
D

 2
.2

) 

 To
 d

is
tin

gu
is

h 
th

e 
ex

pe
ct

at
io

ns
 o

f 
so

ci
et

y 
to

w
ar

d 
co

nf
or

m
in

g 
be

ha
vi

or
 

 PN
 

 Pe
er

 in
fl u

en
ce

 
 Fa

m
ily

 d
ru

g 
us

e 
 Pe

rc
ei

ve
d 

co
nt

ro
l t

o 
ga

in
 a

cc
es

s 
to

 
dr

ug
s 

 Su
sc

ep
tib

ili
ty

 to
 p

ee
r 

pr
es

su
re

 
 In

te
nt

io
n 

to
 tr

y 
ot

he
r 

su
bs

ta
nc

es
 

 U
na

w
ar

en
es

s 
of

 th
e 

co
ns

eq
ue

nc
es

 
of

 d
ru

g 
us

e 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
at

 
co

nf
or

m
in

g 
be

ha
vi

or
 c

an
 b

e 
go

od
 o

r 
ba

d 
an

d 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
e 

im
po

rt
an

ce
 o

f 
no

t 
fo

llo
w

in
g 

tr
en

ds
 b

lin
dl

y 
bu

t m
ak

in
g 

ra
tio

na
l c

ho
ic

es
 

 W
ha

t A
re

 
Fr

us
tr

at
io

ns
? 

 (A
D

 2
.3

) 

 To
 r

ec
on

st
ru

ct
 s

tu
de

nt
s’

 a
w

ar
en

es
s 

of
 w

ha
t 

fr
us

tr
at

io
ns

 a
re

 a
nd

 to
 le

t t
he

m
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
ho

w
 to

 le
ar

n 
fr

om
 th

e 
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

 o
f 

fr
us

tr
at

io
ns

 

 R
E

 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 U

nd
er

ac
hi

ev
em

en
t 

 St
ud

y 
st

re
ss

 
 N

eg
at

iv
e 

la
be

lin
g 

fr
om

 te
ac

he
rs

 
 Su

sp
en

si
on

 f
ro

m
 s

ch
oo

l 
 Is

ol
at

io
n,

 d
ep

re
ss

io
n,

 a
nx

ie
ty

, a
nd

 
st

re
ss

 
 Ph

ys
ic

al
 m

al
tr

ea
tm

en
t 

 C
la

ss
 g

am
e 

an
d 

gr
ou

p 
di

sc
us

si
on

 to
 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
 h

ow
 to

 f
ac

e 
fa

ilu
re

s 
an

d 
to

 fi 
nd

 
ou

t t
he

 le
ar

ni
ng

 p
oi

nt
s 

fr
om

 th
e 

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
 o

f 
fr

us
tr

at
io

ns
 

Ta
bl

e 
2 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

T.Y. Lee and D. Busiol



137

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

 U
ni

t 
 G

oa
l o

f 
th

e 
un

it 
 PY

D
 

co
ns

tr
uc

ts
 

 R
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s 
 Q

ue
st

io
ns

/a
ct

iv
iti

es
 

 G
en

er
al

’s
 

C
ho

ic
e 

 (A
D

 2
.4

) 

 To
 le

ar
n 

th
at

 w
e 

sh
ou

ld
 n

ot
 a

cc
ep

t a
ny

 
te

m
pt

at
io

ns
 w

he
n 

w
e 

ar
e 

fa
ci

ng
 d

if
fi c

ul
tie

s 
ju

st
 to

 o
bt

ai
n 

ex
ci

te
m

en
t a

s 
w

e 
ar

e 
cr

ea
tin

g 
gr

ea
te

r 
pr

ob
le

m
s 

fo
r 

th
e 

fu
tu

re
 

 R
E

 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 U

nd
er

ac
hi

ev
em

en
t 

 St
ud

y 
st

re
ss

 
 N

eg
at

iv
e 

la
be

lin
g 

fr
om

 te
ac

he
rs

 
 Su

sp
en

si
on

 f
ro

m
 s

ch
oo

l 
 Is

ol
at

io
n,

 d
ep

re
ss

io
n,

 a
nx

ie
ty

, a
nd

 
st

re
ss

 
 Ph

ys
ic

al
 m

al
tr

ea
tm

en
t 

 C
la

ss
 g

am
e 

an
d 

pe
rs

on
al

 r
efl

 e
ct

io
n 

to
 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
 th

e 
lu

ri
ng

 e
ff

ec
ts

 o
f 

te
m

pt
at

io
ns

 a
nd

 h
ow

 to
 r

ej
ec

t t
he

m
 a

nd
 to

 
st

ay
 a

w
ay

 f
ro

m
 s

ho
rt

-t
er

m
 h

ap
pi

ne
ss

 th
at

 
co

m
es

 f
ro

m
 a

vo
id

an
ce

 o
f 

ad
ve

rs
ity

 

 T
hi

nk
 T

w
ic

e!
 

 (A
D

 2
.5

) 
 To

 e
nh

an
ce

 s
tu

de
nt

s’
 c

om
pe

te
nc

e 
in

 
se

lf
- d

et
er

m
in

at
io

n 
by

 s
ha

rp
en

in
g 

th
ei

r 
de

ci
si

on
- m

ak
in

g 
sk

ill
s 

 SD
 

 Pe
er

 in
fl u

en
ce

 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 Is

ol
at

io
n,

 d
ep

re
ss

io
n,

 a
nx

ie
ty

, a
nd

 
st

re
ss

 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 s
ha

rp
en

 d
ec

is
io

n-
m

ak
in

g 
sk

ill
s 

 C
la

ss
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 h
an

dl
e 

pe
er

 p
re

ss
ur

e 
by

 m
ak

in
g 

us
e 

of
 d

ec
is

io
n-

m
ak

in
g 

sk
ill

s 
an

d 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
at

 e
ac

h 
pe

rs
on

 s
ho

ul
d 

be
 r

es
po

ns
ib

le
 f

or
 h

is
/h

er
 d

ec
is

io
ns

 a
nd

 
ac

ce
pt

 th
e 

co
ns

eq
ue

nc
es

 
 I A

m
 

Pr
ec

io
us

! 
 (A

D
 2

.6
) 

 To
 r

ed
is

co
ve

r 
se

lf
-w

or
th

, a
s 

a 
m

ea
ns

 o
f 

re
si

st
in

g 
th

e 
te

m
pt

at
io

n 
to

 ta
ke

 d
ru

gs
 

 ID
 

 Pe
er

 in
fl u

en
ce

 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 Is

ol
at

io
n,

 d
ep

re
ss

io
n,

 a
nx

ie
ty

, a
nd

 
st

re
ss

 

 Pe
rs

on
al

 r
efl

 e
ct

io
n 

to
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
th

at
 e

ac
h 

pe
rs

on
 c

an
 o

ve
rc

om
e 

th
e 

pa
st

 a
nd

 
re

di
sc

ov
er

 th
ei

r 
se

lf
-w

or
th

 a
nd

 d
ir

ec
tio

n 
in

 li
fe

; t
o 

di
sc

ov
er

 o
ne

’s
 s

tr
en

gt
hs

; a
nd

 to
 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
 th

at
 e

ve
ry

on
e 

is
 u

ni
qu

e 
  Se

co
nd

ar
y 

th
re

e 
cu

rr
ic

ul
um

  
    O

pi
um

 T
ra

de
 

W
ar

 
 (A

D
 3

.1
) 

 To
 r

efl
 e

ct
 o

n 
ho

w
 w

e 
ca

n 
co

nt
ri

bu
te

 to
 a

 
so

ci
et

y 
th

at
 is

 b
ei

ng
 h

ar
m

ed
 

 SC
 

 (M
C

) 
 L

ac
k 

of
 v

al
ue

s 
 L

ac
k 

of
 r

es
po

ns
ib

ili
ty

 
 Pe

er
 in

fl u
en

ce
 

 E
xc

lu
si

on
 f

ro
m

 s
ch

oo
ls

 a
nd

 f
ro

m
 

no
nd

ru
g-

us
in

g 
pe

er
 g

ro
up

s 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
co

nt
ro

l 
 U

na
w

ar
en

es
s 

of
 th

e 
co

ns
eq

ue
nc

es
 

of
 d

ru
g 

us
e 

 Is
ol

at
io

n 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 k
no

w
 th

e 
st

or
ie

s 
of

 
so

m
e 

“n
ob

od
ie

s”
 in

 C
hi

ne
se

 h
is

to
ry

 a
nd

 
cu

lti
va

te
 o

ur
 s

en
se

 o
f 

re
sp

on
si

bi
lit

y 
w

he
n 

fa
ci

ng
 s

oc
ia

l p
ro

bl
em

s 
 To

 th
in

k 
ab

ou
t o

ur
 o

w
n 

ro
le

s 
w

he
n 

th
e 

co
m

m
un

ity
 is

 b
ei

ng
 h

ar
m

ed
 

Drug Abuse Prevention: P.A.T.H.S. Program



138

 U
ni

t 
 G

oa
l o

f 
th

e 
un

it 
 PY

D
 

co
ns

tr
uc

ts
 

 R
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s 
 Q

ue
st

io
ns

/a
ct

iv
iti

es
 

 E
nc

ou
nt

er
in

g 
a 

Fr
ie

nd
 

 (A
D

 3
.2

) 

 To
 f

ac
ili

ta
te

 s
tu

de
nt

s’
 e

m
pa

th
et

ic
 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 
of

 o
th

er
s 

an
d 

to
 e

nc
ou

ra
ge

 
th

em
 to

 h
el

p 
th

em
se

lv
es

 a
nd

 o
th

er
s 

w
he

n 
th

er
e 

ar
e 

pr
ob

le
m

s 
ca

us
ed

 b
y 

em
ot

io
ns

 

 E
C

 
 (S

E
) 

 E
m

ot
io

na
l d

et
ac

hm
en

t 
 U

ne
ng

ag
ed

 y
ou

th
s 

 Pe
er

 d
ru

g 
us

e 
 Is

ol
at

io
n,

 d
ep

re
ss

io
n 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
es

te
em

 
 Ps

yc
ho

so
m

at
ic

 s
ym

pt
om

s 

 R
ol

e 
pl

ay
 a

nd
 c

la
ss

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

to
 d

ev
el

op
 

em
pa

th
y 

by
 il

lu
st

ra
tin

g 
an

d 
ex

pl
ai

ni
ng

 th
e 

m
in

d-
se

t o
f 

th
e 

yo
un

gs
te

rs
 w

ho
 u

se
 d

ru
gs

 
an

d 
to

 r
ea

liz
e 

th
at

 th
es

e 
em

ot
io

ns
 m

ay
 b

e 
w

ay
s 

of
 a

da
pt

in
g 

to
 li

fe
 

 Pe
rs

on
al

 r
efl

 e
ct

io
ns

 to
 ta

ke
 a

ct
io

n 
to

 
su

pp
or

t f
ri

en
ds

 f
ac

in
g 

em
ot

io
na

l p
ro

bl
em

s 
in

 o
rd

er
 to

 r
ed

uc
e 

th
ei

r 
ne

ed
 f

or
 d

ru
gs

 
 B

el
ie

ve
 I

t o
r 

N
ot

 
 (A

D
 3

.3
) 

 To
 f

ac
ili

ta
te

 s
tu

de
nt

s’
 u

se
 o

f 
cr

iti
ca

l 
th

in
ki

ng
, r

ea
liz

e 
th

er
e 

ar
e 

va
ri

ou
s 

ca
us

es
 o

f 
de

vi
an

t b
eh

av
io

r, 
an

d 
he

lp
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

en
ha

nc
e 

th
ei

r 
em

pa
th

y 
fo

r 
pa

re
nt

s 

 C
C

 
 (E

C
) 

 Si
ng

le
-p

ar
en

t f
am

ily
 

 Fa
m

ily
 d

ru
g 

us
e 

 Ph
ys

ic
al

 m
al

tr
ea

tm
en

t 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 E
m

ot
io

na
l d

et
ac

hm
en

t 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 a
pp

ly
 c

ri
tic

al
-

th
in

ki
ng

 s
ki

lls
 a

nd
 a

na
ly

ze
 th

e 
re

sp
on

si
bi

lit
y 

of
 p

ar
en

ts
 f

or
 a

 y
ou

ng
 

pe
rs

on
’s

 d
ru

g 
us

e 
 C

la
ss

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

to
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
th

e 
ai

m
 o

f 
de

ve
lo

pi
ng

 c
ri

tic
al

-t
hi

nk
in

g 
ab

ili
tie

s 
an

d 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
e 

re
al

 w
or

ld
 a

nd
 ta

ke
 

re
sp

on
si

bi
lit

y 
fo

r 
ou

r 
ac

tio
ns

 
 T

hi
s 

Is
 M

y 
B

ad
ge

 
 (A

D
 3

.4
) 

 To
 a

ss
is

t s
tu

de
nt

s 
to

 e
st

ab
lis

h 
po

si
tiv

e 
an

d 
fe

as
ib

le
 o

bj
ec

tiv
es

 o
f 

lif
e 

in
 o

rd
er

 f
or

 th
em

 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
at

 th
ey

 h
av

e 
th

e 
ab

ili
ty

 to
 

fa
ce

 c
ha

lle
ng

es
 a

nd
 e

nr
ic

h 
th

ei
r 

lif
e 

 B
F 

 (S
E

) 
 U

ne
ng

ag
ed

 y
ou

th
s 

 U
nd

er
ac

hi
ev

em
en

t 
 E

xc
lu

si
on

 
 Is

ol
at

io
n,

 d
ep

re
ss

io
n 

 L
ow

 s
el

f-
es

te
em

 

 G
ro

up
 s

ha
ri

ng
 to

 c
on

si
de

r 
w

hi
ch

 
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s 
ca

n 
le

t t
he

m
 b

et
te

r 
fa

ce
 

ch
al

le
ng

es
 in

 li
fe

 a
nd

 n
ot

 to
 s

ol
ve

 
pr

ob
le

m
s 

by
 a

bu
si

ng
 d

ru
gs

 a
nd

 to
 e

nh
an

ce
 

st
ud

en
ts

’ c
on

fi d
en

ce
 a

nd
 e

xp
ec

ta
tio

n 
in

 
nu

rt
ur

in
g 

th
ei

r 
go

od
 q

ua
lit

y 
th

ro
ug

h 
cr

ea
tiv

e 
ac

tiv
iti

es
 

Ta
bl

e 
2 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

T.Y. Lee and D. Busiol



139
 U

ni
t 

 G
oa

l o
f 

th
e 

un
it 

 PY
D

 
co

ns
tr

uc
ts

 
 R

is
k 

fa
ct

or
s 

 Q
ue

st
io

ns
/a

ct
iv

iti
es

 

 T
he

 N
ew

 
B

io
gr

ap
hy

 o
f 

Si
sy

ph
us

 
 (A

D
 3

.5
) 

 To
 c

ul
tiv

at
e 

th
e 

ab
ili

ty
 to

 f
ac

e 
an

d 
ha

nd
le

 
m

is
er

y 
an

d 
ad

ve
rs

ity
 

 R
E

 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 U
ne

ng
ag

ed
 y

ou
th

s 
 U

nd
er

ac
hi

ev
em

en
t 

 Is
ol

at
io

n,
 d

ep
re

ss
io

n,
 a

nx
ie

ty
, a

nd
 

st
re

ss
 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
at

 o
ur

 
m

in
d 

af
fe

ct
s 

ou
r 

be
ha

vi
or

 
 C

la
ss

 s
ha

ri
ng

 to
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
ho

w
 to

 f
ac

e 
m

is
er

y 
an

d 
ad

ve
rs

ity
 

 A
 U

-T
ur

n 
in

 
L

if
e 

 (A
D

 3
.6

) 

 To
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
th

at
 th

er
e 

is
 a

lw
ay

s 
a 

w
ay

 
ou

t o
f 

ad
ve

rs
ity

. D
o 

no
t u

se
 n

eg
at

iv
e 

w
ay

s 
to

 “
so

lv
e”

 p
ro

bl
em

s 
in

 ti
m

es
 o

f 
di

ffi
 c

ul
ty

 

 SD
 

 (S
E

) 
 L

ow
 s

el
f-

es
te

em
 

 C
hi

ld
ho

od
 e

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
of

 s
ch

oo
l 

su
sp

en
si

on
 

 C
or

po
ra

l p
un

is
hm

en
t 

 N
eg

at
iv

e 
la

be
lin

g 
fr

om
 te

ac
he

rs
 

 Pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
co

nt
ro

l t
o 

ga
in

 a
cc

es
s 

to
 

dr
ug

s 
 In

te
nt

io
n 

to
 tr

y 
ot

he
r 

su
bs

ta
nc

es
 

 U
na

w
ar

en
es

s 
of

 th
e 

co
ns

eq
ue

nc
es

 
of

 d
ru

g 
us

e 

 G
ro

up
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

th
at

 e
ve

ry
 

pe
rs

on
 h

as
 c

ho
ic

es
 a

nd
 is

 a
bl

e 
to

 fi 
nd

 
po

si
tiv

e 
so

lu
tio

ns
 in

 ti
m

es
 o

f 
di

ffi
 c

ul
ty

 

Drug Abuse Prevention: P.A.T.H.S. Program



140

  Fig. 3    S2 curriculum design       

  Fig. 2    S1 curriculum design       
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decision-making skills (Unit 4: General’s Choice). This should help them to better 
recognize bad infl uences and distance themselves from them, enhancing instead their 
self-worth (Unit 5: Think Twice!). Finally, they are supported to fi nd their own values 
and strengthen self-determination (Unit 6: I Am Precious!).

   In the third and last year (Fig.  4 ), students are expected to be no longer spectators 
of what happens to them or to people around them, but to become the protagonist of 
their life and active participants in their community. They are invited to critically 
think how they could contribute to their society and their peers: what can they give? 
Thus, they are expected to develop different perspectives and a sense of empathy, so 
to understand others’ problems and behavior and help them when needed. They are 
encouraged to think how our actions can contribute to a society that is being harmed 
(Unit 1: Opium Trade War); one of the goals is to enhance students’ empathy toward 
friends who may face emotional problems (Unit 2: Encountering a Friend) as well 
as toward parents (Unit 3: Believe It or Not). Students are then supported to think 
about the feasible objectives of life (Unit 4: This Is My Badge), so to enhance their 
confi dence and their ability to face challenges (Unit 5: The New Biography of 
Sisyphus). Students are encouraged to think that there is always a way out of adver-
sities and that they can fi nd it improving their social and cognitive skills (Unit 6: A 
U-Turn in Life).

  Fig. 4    S3 curriculum design       
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       Discussion 

 This paper attempts to construct a conceptual framework of adolescent drug abuse by 
integrating existing theories and the positive youth development perspective. The 
framework specifi es the plausible causes of adolescents’ drug use and abuse. By 
incorporating the 15 positive youth development constructs, which fi nd growing 
empirical support in Project P.A.T.H.S., the integrated framework can be used in 
guiding preventive work. There are several unique features of the framework. First, it 
is based on the model developed by Logan et al. (Volkow  2006 ; Abadinsky  2011 ) 
with minor revisions to fi t the target of adolescents and accommodate adolescents’ 
conception of the causes of drug use and abuse. Second, the revised model fi nds sup-
port from major psychological and sociological theories. Third, it echoes Abadinsky’s 
(Bukstein et al.  1989 ) hypothesis that drug use in adolescence is a result of the inter-
action between genetic and biological vulnerabilities with contextual, lifestyle, and 
sociological factors which will also further condition drug dependency. Fourth, incor-
porating the 15 positive youth development constructs that fi nd empirical support in 
the Tier 1 Program of Project P.A.T.H.S. into the revised model (Shek  2006 ,  2008 , 
 2009a ,  b ,  2010 ; Shek and Ma  2010 ; Shek and Ng  2009 ; Shek and Sun  2008 ,  2010 ; 
Shek et al.  2007 ,  2008 ), the integrated conceptual framework is a comprehensive and 
coherent one in responding to the different causes of adolescents’ drug use and abuse. 

 The construction of the framework has two implications. First, it delineates 
mezzo- and microlevels of factors and causes of adolescent drug abuse while accept-
ing multiple causation and interactions among factors and causes. The second 
implication is on a practical level. It provides a solid foundation for guiding the 
development, implementation, and evaluation of program-level primary intervention. 
While we have little control over the external environment (i.e., macro-level impli-
cation and dosage) in primary prevention, sound theoretical support is sought in 
developing the program (Vaughan and Buss  1998 ). The integrated conceptual 
framework adopting a positive youth development perspective can be applied in 
other social work or health science contexts, especially in educational and develop-
mental issues of adolescence. It is particularly critical for classroom-based psycho-
social primary intervention programs. 

 There are several controversies with regard to the integrated conceptual frame-
work. The fi rst, an insignifi cant one, is that there are very often different opinions 
regarding how the factors and causes are categorized. Second, although the links 
between 15 positive youth development constructs and causes of the use of psycho-
tropic drugs have been identifi ed, they are only indicative and they are by no means 
absolute connections. While this ambiguity may be a weakness to a comprehensive 
primary prevention program, the advantage of having such an all-round development 
is that it increases the amount of relevant intervention to the target system (e.g., 
knowledge, values, beliefs, emotions, and behavior) or the abilities of the adolescent. 
It should be noted that even though 20 new curriculum units of 35 min each will be 
designed with a view to strengthen the effect of drug prevention, all other units of the 
curriculum in the Tier 1 Program of Project P.A.T.H.S. were designed to strengthen 
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the relevant abilities of the adolescent which would help participants resist drug use. 
All of the 120 curriculum units of the Tier 1 Program will contribute to dealing with 
different causes of psychotropic drug use in Hong Kong. Third, with regard to the 
all-inclusive manner in incorporating different theories, the integrated framework is 
considered not parsimonious. However, any perspective on adolescent drug abuse is 
bound to have limitations because it is just one way of examining reality. Theoretically, 
the ability of psychological theories to explain is inhibited by environmental infl u-
ences. The parable of the blind men and the elephant illustrates the importance of 
generating understanding and creating knowledge about reality through interdisci-
plinary dialogue and debate. Although different theories of drug abuse may fi nd 
limited support from their practical application and empirical testing, they are falsifi -
able in different psychological, social, cultural, legal, and economic contexts. 
Intervention programs based only on single theories usually fail to handle properly 
the multiple, qualitatively different layers of context. By incorporating sociological, 
contextual, and lifestyle factors, elements of preventive intervention programs can 
target all alleged and real causes for drug abuse. From the developmental and preven-
tive perspective, the 15 positive youth development constructs may act like a master 
key to fi t all locks. Capacity building including enhancement in values, knowledge, 
and skills in one developmental issue may facilitate learning in another issue. Fourth, 
one of the major diffi culties for the evaluation of a comprehensive program is that it 
is diffi cult to delineate which elements of the primary prevention program designed 
according to the framework would produce a more signifi cant intervention effect. 
Systematically planned empirical studies are needed to resolve the issue. Finally, this 
framework does not particularly address the issue of gender. A theory that accounts 
for an isolated clinical phenomenon, that is, drug-taking behavior of male or female 
adolescents, does not have as wide reaching an impact as one that considers the drug 
use of all adolescents. However, at the intervention level, gender-sensitive program 
designs are necessary. This helps the program designers and implementers avoid the 
risk of overgeneralization and gender bias. 

 There are several limitations of this integrated conceptual framework. First, there 
may be initial bias in its construction because it relies only on limited empirical 
evidence from Project P.A.T.H.S. in preventing the problem of adolescents’ drug 
use. Further effort in refi ning the framework is deemed necessary to avoid ongoing 
bias. The framework has to be rigorously tested before it can be improved or falsi-
fi ed. Moreover, qualitative studies on how participants learn and apply what they 
have learned in the real-life context are essential for refi ning the framework. Second, 
although the genetic factor is important, its interactive effects with biological, psy-
chological, and social factors, that is, living in deprived social circumstances and 
exposure to certain psychoactive chemicals, are yet to be established. At this stage, 
it is premature to establish a conclusive presumption of genetic control. The devel-
opment of neuropsychological research has a long past but a short history, and many 
questions are not yet adequately answered. Therefore, Abadinsky’s hypothesis 
(Bukstein et al.  1989 ) that a biologically and psychologically vulnerable adolescent 
living in deprived social circumstances who is exposed to certain psychoactive 
chemicals will promote drug use and abuse is valid and thus adopted. Finally, the 
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two-dimensional fi gure cannot adequately handle some extra connections between 
a particular positive youth development construct and a certain cause. For example, 
the construct “development of clear and positive identity” (ID) can also tackle other 
relevant causes including “low self-esteem” and “boring” as positive identity is 
associated with personal goals and achievement. Since the framework is used for 
guiding the development of preventive programs, the link between the literature, the 
constructs, and the intended outcomes should be carefully delineated before pro-
gram development. Further research on how each of the 15 positive youth develop-
ment constructs and the construct of money literacy should be used to tackle 
different causes of drug use is recommended. Such studies will shed light on previ-
ously unexplored issues. 

 To conclude, the integrated framework can be used as the guiding theoretical 
framework to develop primary intervention at program level for Project P.A.T.H.S. In 
the context of antidrug education, the framework provides justifi cations that primary 
intervention developed under this framework will fulfi ll four functions: (1) preven-
tion of the use of psychotropic drugs, (2) victimization protection, (3) strengthening 
support system, and (4) promotion of biopsychosocial aspects of health. It delin-
eates the infl uences of psychosocial factors of adolescents’ drug use and its risks. It 
also provides practical guidance for developing primary prevention practice of 
 adolescents’ use and abuse of psychotropic drugs.     
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      Promotion of Sex Education: The P.A.T.H.S. 
Program       

       Diego     Busiol     and     Tak     Yan     Lee    

    Abstract     In Hong Kong the majority of youth have not many opportunities to 
receive appropriate support about sexuality. To fi ll this gap a total of 15 units (fi ve 
for each year) on sex education are included in the extension phase of Project 
P.A.T.H.S. Sex education is intended as a moment of personal growth in which 
pupils have the chance to refl ect on gender differences, love, relationships, dating, 
diversity, and all areas related to sexuality (rather than just sexual intercourse or the 
biology of the body). This chapter illustrates the guiding principles for the construc-
tion of the conceptual framework, structure of the course, operationalization of the 
11 PYD constructs in the sex education curriculum, and implementation of the pro-
tective factors in the teaching units. Concept maps of the curriculum for each school 
year are also presented.  

        P.A.T.H.S. to Sex Education 

 As reported by the literature, in Hong Kong the majority of youth have not many 
opportunities to receive appropriate support about sexuality and relationships from 
parents, and they may fi nd it hard to openly discuss them even with peers (Lau and 
Lee  1993 ; Fok  2005 ). Some people have a negative perspective toward sex educa-
tion and claim that it urges pupils to anticipate with eagerness to have sexual inter-
course. As a consequence, issues related to sex and sexuality often remain a taboo, 
both at home and at school (Ip et al.  2001 ; Ng  1998 ; Wong  2000 ; Ying Ho and 
Tsang  2002 ). How can pupils be released from such stigma, and how can they be 
given the opportunity to be informed about sex and to discuss issues concerning 
love, gender, friendships, and loving relationships? Everyone would benefi t from 

 The preparation for this work and the Project P.A.T.H.S. were fi nancially supported by The Hong 
Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust. 
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positive and appropriate sex attitude and behavior, and there is no evidence to show 
that an informed sexual life may in any way disrupt the ethical value system of 
society or marriage or the traditional family system. 

 To fi ll this gap a total of 15 units (fi ve for each year) on sex education are included 
in the extension phase of Project P.A.T.H.S. which is designed to promote holistic 
development among Grade 7–9 students. These special units were created to help 
students strengthen their sex education and relational skills using a progressive 
approach. The goal of P.A.T.H.S. is to explore sexuality in its complexity, anticipat-
ing the situation that young students may face. The course is oriented to set a bound-
ary in a clear and fi rm manner. Indeed, it is rather directive in giving youth “positive 
values” which help them to grow. Indeed, although students have room for develop-
ing their own ideas, the moral values sustaining the course are clear. Out of the 
original 15 constructs encompassed by the project, 11 are directly related to these 
units: behavioral competence, prosocial norms, self-determination, clear and posi-
tive identity, social competence, emotional competence, cognitive competence, 
moral competence, spirituality, bonding, and resilience. Each unit encompasses dif-
ferent constructs. 

 Unlike other contexts, sex education in Hong Kong cannot merely be limited to 
giving information on contraception and prevention of STDs. Sex, love, and rela-
tionships are at best regarded as a continuum. There is no point below which we 
could say that someone has no literacy, and there is no point at the high end where 
we can claim that we are fully literate.  

    Conceptual Framework 

 These special teaching units developed within the broader framework of the Project 
P.A.T.H.S. are based on focus on positive development, ecological emphasis, devel-
opmental assets, psychosocial competence, character strengths, thriving and spiritu-
ality, and engagement and connectedness. 

 The 15 units are designed for students, focusing on different aspects of human 
sexuality; it is not simply a matter of head knowledge. Instead, sex education is 
intended as a moment of personal growth in which pupils have the chance to refl ect 
on gender differences, love, relationships, dating, diversity, and all areas related to 
sexuality (rather than just sexual intercourse or the biology of the body). At the 
same time, the course aims at training the teachers and suggesting to them a num-
ber of activities to approach sexuality issues with students. Indeed, the course is 
not addressed solely to youth, but was developed bearing in mind also the needs of 
the teachers, the institutions, and all the actors involved. The greatest challenge 
was to develop a specifi c framework for the sex education curriculum that would 
be in consonance with Hong Kong’s Chinese cultural setting as well as in tune 
with the school education system (including the institutions and the teachers/
principals).  
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    Guiding Principles for the Construction of the Conceptual 
Framework 

 The framework evolved within an ecological perspective and a positive youth devel-
opmental approach. Thus, it was developed in consideration of:

•    A literature review of sexual education in Chinese societies  
•   The literature about risk factors and protective factors in relation to sexual 

behavior  
•   The most recent literature on youth sexuality, with particular attention to emerg-

ing phenomena like compensated dating, pornography, premarital sex, etc.  
•   The previous conceptual frameworks and the current guidelines from the 

Education Bureau  
•   The necessity to train the trainers and to overcome resistances from institutions  
•   The 14 constructs inspired by positive psychology and founding the entire 

P.A.T.H.S. program  
•   The need to develop an interactive and age-appropriate course free of gender bias    

 Religious beliefs and moral values play important roles in the debate on sex edu-
cation in Hong Kong. However, the pragmatic nature of Hong Kong helps to main-
tain a balance between the needs of the individual (exploring and discovering one’s 
own sexuality and the relations with others) and the needs of society (developing 
positive values shared by society, religion and Chinese culture, and respect for oth-
ers), so that sex education can fi nd its place within a comprehensive approach. 
P.A.T.H.S. does not encourage pupils to engage in more or less relationships and 
does not promote a more libertine or conservative view on sexuality. Instead, the 
program aims at enhancing a more informed and responsible attitude from youths 
toward friendship, loving relationships, and sexuality-related issues (Shek et al. 
 2013 ). Youths are given the opportunity to share and discuss their beliefs and opin-
ions with their peers, under the supervision of teachers, so that they can fi nd out 
more about their own feelings and values. Guidance is provided with respect to the 
different individuals’ values. P.A.T.H.S. is not in opposition to different cultures or 
religions. P.A.T.H.S. aims at promoting positive development among secondary 
school students, just like religious education aims at enhancing adolescents’ spiri-
tual, moral, emotional, and cultural development (Shek et al.  2011 ). It is then not 
surprising that some of the 15 constructs of P.A.T.H.S. are intimately related to the 
principles of religious education. The fi rst is  spirituality , which is strongly related 
to what is the core of any religion, the quest for meaning in life, and the develop-
ment of faith (students are invited to learn about all of the main religions practiced 
in Hong Kong, not any specifi c one); another construct is  belief in the future , which 
is also very much related to a long-term perspective normally held by religions. 
Both constructs emphasize the sense of moral development and the rightness of 
certain behavior (although these might be codifi ed by religions more than P.A.T.H.S. 
does so); furthermore, both give importance to cultivation of the person as well as 
cultivation of relational skills and a sense of understanding, compassion, forgive-
ness, and piety. It has also to be noted that  religiosity  has been largely described by 
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the literature as a protective factor for STDs, undesirable pregnancy, multiple sex 
partners, and other risky sex behavior; then, it would be incorrect to say that cultiva-
tion of values (like in religious education) and psychosocial competencies (as the 
PYD) is incompatible (Shek et al.  2011 ). Sex education is sometimes even requested 
by institutions with religious backgrounds, so as to complete their educational pro-
gram. This is part of the experience in Hong Kong, where P.A.T.H.S. has also been 
implemented in a high- band Christian school for girls; however, at that time educa-
tion on human sexuality was not included in the program, and teachers expressly 
suggested that the program content and teaching materials should be updated and 
revised, incorporating sex education into the curriculum (Shek et al.  2011 ).  

    Structure of the Course 

 The course is structured over 3 years (Fig.  1 ). Adolescence is a process of growth and 
opening to the world, from the “I” to the others. Thus, educational processes should 
support this process of opening up to the world, building values, knowledge, atti-
tudes, and skills that can help to move from “me” to “we.” Coherently with this 
perspective, teachers too should give youth their own space for experiment and act as 
their support system and not as authority. Acceptance and inclusion are the basis of 
this course, and these principles should inspire both young students and teachers.

  Fig. 1    Sex education curriculum design       
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   The structure of the course refl ects this direction from the “me” to the “we,” as 
refl ected by the constructs undergoing the different teaching units (Table  1 ). 
Gradually, students are introduced to consider the relationships with their peers and 
friends of both genders.

      Year 1 

 In the fi rst year (Fig.  2 ), emphasis is given to build a clear and positive identity and 
to self-determination. At this stage youth are mainly learning about their self and 
their bodies.

   Learning targets include:

•    To understand that adolescent development varies from person to person and that 
we should not make comparisons or ridicule others for how they are changing and 
to understand what leads to these changes and learn to face them positively (SX 1.1)  

•   To understand that excessive intimacy with the opposite sex may lead to misun-
derstanding and to learn about appropriate physical boundaries for getting along 
with the opposite sex (SX 1.2)  

•   To understand the defi nition of sex and how it is related to everyday living, to 
learn to respect and consider other people’s feelings before deciding sexual 
behavior, and to understand the consequences and responsibilities after sexual 
behavior (SX 1.3)  

•   To know how peer pressure affects our decisions and behavior and to think about 
the motives and attitudes before we face sexual behavior (SX 1.4)  

•   To understand the differences between how men and women choose their part-
ners and to understand the biological differences between the genders and how 
they affect their attitudes toward sex (SX 1.5)     

    Year 2 

 In the second year (Fig.  3 ), the individual is confronted with the world around him/
her, and emphasis is placed on the social, emotional, and moral competence. 
Furthermore, youth are expected to develop appropriate reasoning and critical think-
ing (cognitive competence) and may develop a more profound sense of spirituality.

   Table 1    Constructs guiding the curriculum units in years 1, 2, and 3   

 S1  S2  S3 

 Behavioral competence  Social competence  Bonding 
 Prosocial norms  Emotional competence  Behavioral competence 
 Self-determination  Cognitive competence  Prosocial norms 
 Clear and positive identity  Moral competence  Resilience 

 Spirituality 
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  Fig. 2    S1 curriculum design       

  Fig. 3    S2 curriculum design       
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   Learning targets include:

•    To understand intimate relationships between the genders (SX 2.1)  
•   To understand gender stereotypes and to understand views and values on gender 

roles (SX 2.2)  
•   To understand how stereotyping affects career decisions and to learn the impor-

tance of gender equality (SX 2.3)  
•   To understand the purpose why media publish pornographic information and to 

cultivate criticizing attitudes toward pornographic information (SX 2.4)  
•   To understand the motives why teenagers engage in compensated dating and to 

analyze the dangers and impacts that compensated dating may cause (SX 2.5)     

    Year 3 

 Finally, in the third year (Fig.  4 ), pupils are expected to improve their bonding skills 
and relate to others. At the same time they are expected to be more mature and more 
capable to face frustrations and develop resilience skills.

  Fig. 4    S3 curriculum design       
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   Learning targets include:

•    To understand different sexual tendencies and to refl ect on the attitudes toward 
homosexuality (SX 3.1)  

•   To learn appropriate attitudes toward the values of one’s own body and to learn 
how to make choices appropriately and not to exchange one’s own body for any 
benefi ts (SX 3.2)  

•   To examine one’s views on and feelings about premarital pregnancy and to ana-
lyze the psychological and developmental impact of premarital pregnancy on 
young people (SX 3.3)  

•   To understand the similarities and differences between dating relationships and 
marriage and to clarify one’s values on sexual relationships in dating or before 
marriage (SX 3.4)  

•   To learn the factors contributing to happy marriages and those to divorces and to 
fi nd out how one could be affected by the marriage of parents or close family 
members (SX 3.5)      

    Operationalization of the Constructs 

 On the one hand, the course aims at guiding students to refl ect on themselves, their 
body, their feelings, as well as their relations with others. Specifi cally, the course is 
intended to help youths:

•    To understand the changes they are undergoing  
•   To recognize risks and how to prevent them  
•   To feel confi dent about themselves and not ashamed of their bodies and 

sexuality  
•   To make decisions and negotiate with others  
•   To have a safe and nonjudgmental space for discussion    

 On the other hand, the course is also intended to help teachers and social 
workers:

•    To gain a better understanding of what students know or think about sex and 
sexuality issues  

•   To receive professional and structured training  
•   To acquire confi dence to handle such sensitive topic  
•   To learn teaching strategies and techniques of providing sex education  
•   To choose the most appropriate teaching methods    

 Every unit presents a topic to be discussed in class and poses several questions 
for students. The course, which adopts simple and straightforward language, is 
intended to be interactive. Furthermore, it refers to the present language and current 
phenomena in society, for example, compensated dating. As the new generations 
face challenges that are new to society, teachers are not expected to be experts. This 
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course was not intended simply as a transfer of information or standard teaching. 
Thus, teachers should suggest a number of scenarios in which students may try to 
articulate their ideas and opinions, sharing and debating with others, under the guid-
ance and supervision of one or more adults. Teaching methods include: group dis-
cussion, role play, class discussion, class sharing, and class games. Teaching 
materials include: PowerPoint slides, video clips, and group worksheets.  

    Operationalization of the PYD Constructs in the Sex 
Education Curriculum 

 The following table (Table  2 ) describes how each PYD construct fi nds its place in 
the 15 units on sex education of the P.A.T.H.S. program, from theory to practice. 
First, each construct is presented in terms of what it can help to achieve, and how it 
can be implemented in the teaching curriculum. Then it is reported what unit is 
inspired by such construct, what risk factors it is intended to address, and what 
goals/aims it is to serve. Finally, a list of specifi c activities to operationalize the 
construct is presented.

       Implementation of the Protective Factors 
in the Teaching Units  

 The 15 PYD constructs represent a comprehensive approach in that they refl ect a 
plurality, if not a totality, of protective factors. For what concerns sex education 
specifi cally, 11 PYD constructs are essential for operationalizing the majority of the 
protective factors highlighted by literature in the teaching units, as shown by Fig.  5 .

       Protective Factors and PYD Constructs: Evidence 
from the Literature 

 The following table (Table  3 ) sums up and shows: (1) the protective factors for 
healthy sexual development of youth (left column), as they emerge from the litera-
ture review both from Hong Kong and abroad; (2) the related PYD constructs (mid-
dle column); and (3) their link and evidence from the literature. Each construct 
includes two or more protective factors. Finally, the construct “recognition for posi-
tive behavior” is directly related to all of the protective factors that emerge. Indeed, 
this last construct is not specifi c to one single unit of the program only but inspires 
the whole program.
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  Fig. 5    Protective factors and PYD constructs implemented in the teaching units       

   Table 3    Relation between protective factors and PYD constructs   

 Protective factors  PYD construct  Evidence from the literature 

 Emotional health 
 Communication 

  Emotional 
competence  

 Ineffective orientation to emotional-related 
problems is related to the diffi culty in 
identifying, recognizing, and naming the 
emotions (Lau and Wu  2013 ). Ineffective 
orientation may lead an individual to avoid 
thoughts and feelings related to the problem 
(Frauenknecht and Black  1995 ). People with 
effective problem orientation are less likely to 
experience stress, depression, and anxiety 
(Ciarrochi and Scott  2006 ) 

 Self-concept 
 Academic achievements 
and goals 

  Self-determination   A better knowledge of oneself facilitates 
goal-directed behavior. Self-determination is 
associated with academic performance and 
success, independence, quality of life, choice 
making, and self-awareness (for a review, see 
Hui and Tsang  2013 ) 

 Self-concept 
 Connectedness 
 Own values/peer values 

  Clear and positive 
identity  

 Positive indicators for identity are self-esteem, 
life satisfaction, positive affect, quality of life, 
and positive relations with parents and others 
(Tsang et al.  2013 ). Self-esteem can infl uence 
identity formation and the emotions and 
performances related to it (Harter  1999 ) 

(continued)
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 Protective factors  PYD construct  Evidence from the literature 

 Prosocial activities 
 Own values/peer values 

  Prosocial norms   Empathy, perspective taking, and sympathy 
are often related to development of prosocial 
dispositions (for a review, see Siu et al.  2013 ). 
Peer relationships are also shown to be largely 
infl uential toward prosocial dispositions (Ma 
 2003 ) 

 Connectedness 
 Future-time perspectives 
 Orientation to health 
 Emotional health 
 Self-concept 

  Resilience   Research has shown that better health is 
correlated to optimism, perception of control, 
self-effi cacy, and active coping (Smith  2002 ). 
Major components of resilience have been 
identifi ed in bonding or emotional attachment 
to caregivers, emotional/moral/cognitive 
competence, spirituality and sense of meaning 
in life, and environmental variables related to 
socioeconomic and health conditions (Masten 
and Reed  2002 ). In addition, resilience has 
been described as being related to 
psychological support and self-concept (Ruch 
and Köhler  1998 ) 

 Prosocial activities 
 Connectedness 
 Future-time perspectives 
 Concern for the 
community 
 Communication 

  Bonding   Several factors promote bonding: open and 
frequent communication, connectedness, 
availability of guidance, creating opportunities 
to belong, promotion of positive social norms, 
and self-effi cacy (Lee and Lok  2013 ) as well 
as active listening, mutual affection, and 
emotional support (Choi et al.  2003 ; Cheng 
et al.  1995 ) 

 Self-concept 
 Own values/peer values 
 Connectedness 
 Prosocial activities 

  Moral competence   Studies show that moral competence is related 
to acceptance of paternal authority and adult 
guidance (Eisenberg et al.  2006 ) and to 
prosocial behavior (Ma et al.  2000 ). 
Furthermore, it can be enhanced by peer 
interaction (Ma et al.  1996 ). Moral 
competence encompasses several relational 
dimensions, like empathy and sense of the 
other (Hoffman  2000 ); then it is included in 
school- based programs so as to promote 
prosocial attitudes (Ma  2005 ) 

 Sex-related knowledge 
 Academic achievements 
and goals 
 Self-concept 

  Cognitive 
competence  

 Cognitive competence encompasses critical 
thinking and creative thinking, which are 
reputed to facilitate knowledge construction, 
task completion, problem-solving, and 
decision- making (Sun and Hui  2013 ). 
Cognitive competence is related to academic 
achievement, self-esteem, emotion 
management, cognitive development, and 
identity development (Zhang and Sternberg 
 1998 ) 

Table 3 (continued)

(continued)
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 Protective factors  PYD construct  Evidence from the literature 

 Sex-related knowledge 
 Own values/peer values 
 Concern for the 
community 

  Behavioral 
competence  

 Behavioral competence is related to moral 
competence, emotional competence, and 
social competence. Skills and knowledge are 
necessary for taking an appropriate decision; 
however, behavioral competence means that 
one is able to act accordingly. Indeed, 
behavioral competence encompasses four 
dimensions: knowledge, social skills, positive 
attributes, and action taking (for a review, see 
Ma  2013 ). Peer infl uences on behavioral 
competence are signifi cant (Ma et al.  1996 , 
 2000 ) 

 Own values/peer values 
 Religiosity 
 Future-time perspectives 
 Orientation to health 
 Connectedness 

  Spirituality   Three factors strongly related to spirituality 
are connectedness, peer values, and beliefs or 
religiosity (Scott  1997 ). Furthermore, an 
orientation to health is also related to 
spirituality (Shek et al.  2013 ). Spirituality 
emphasizes a feeling of connectedness to the 
sacred, to the mankind, to nature, or to the 
whole of creation (Worthington Jr and 
Sandage  2001 ). A belief in the future and a 
meaning and purpose in life are also important 
dimensions of spirituality (Lewis  2001 ) 

 Self-concept 
 Concern for the 
community 
 Connectedness 
 Prosocial activities 
 Communication 
 Academic achievements 
and goals 

  Social competence   Social competence refers to a clear self-
identity or group identity, the ability to solve 
confl icts, positive interpersonal relationships, 
and the orientation to be a responsible citizen 
(Ma  2006 ). Prosocial activities are often used 
as a measure of social competence (Eisenberg 
et al.  2006 ). Some suggest that a strategy to 
promote the sense of self of students, and thus 
their social competence, is to promote success 
on academic, social, and physical tasks 
(McDevitt and Ormrod  2009 ) 

 Prosocial activities 
 Sex-related knowledge 
 Connectedness 
 Emotional health 
 Educational 
achievements and goals 
 Concern for the 
community 
 Self-concept 
 Future-time perspectives 
 Orientation to health 
 Communication 
 Own values/peer values 

  Recognition of 
positive behavior  

 Recognition of positive behavior promotes 
identity formation, moral reasoning, and social 
perspective thinking. As such, it encompasses 
several socio-cognitive and interpersonal skills 
and behavior that aim at enhancing an 
individual’s quality of life: physical health, 
academic pursuit, following cultural norms, 
contemplating transcendental values, and 
getting along with family members (Law et al. 
 2013 ) 

Table 3 (continued)
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      Contrasting School Bullying: The P.A.T.H.S. 
Program       

       Sandra     K.  M.     Tsang      and     Eadaoin     K.     Hui   

    Abstract     The P.A.T.H.S. project  aims at enhancing students’ understanding and 
awareness of the nature of bullying and cyberbullying, the needs of the bullies and 
the victims, the role of the bystanders in bullying, the moral responsibility to stop 
bullying, the respect for others, and cyber ethics. It is a preventive program using 
positive youth development (PYD) approach because it suggests solutions for 
reducing bullying (remedial level), suggests activities for weakening risk factors 
(preventive level), is based on PYD constructs, and gives tools for strengthening 
protective factors (developmental level). This chapter illustrates strategies for 
enhancing positive identity, self-effi cacy, and self-determination in bystanders’ 
position taking. Further, the importance of the teacher and peers support in anti-
bullying intervention is stressed. Besides the focus on bullying and cyberbullying, 
the P.A.T.H.S. project aims at enhancing essential competencies in social bonding, 
emotional competence, and moral judgments that both victims and bullies lack. To 
illustrate this, the concept map of the curriculum for each school year is presented.  
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        Introduction 

 In addressing the problem of bullying, the newly devised P.A.T.H.S. units share 
functions similar to classroom-based intervention. As shown in Table  1 , these units 
aim to enhance students’ understanding and awareness of the nature of bullying and 
cyberbullying, the needs of the bullies and the victims, the role of the bystanders in 
bullying, the moral responsibility to stop bullying, the respect for others, and cyber 
ethics (Hui et al.  2011 ). As a PYD program, these units foster the psychological 
constructs of bonding, resilience, social competence, emotional competence, behav-
ioral competence, moral competence, and prosocial norms.

   In addition, the P.A.T.H.S. curriculum aims at facilitating students to become 
helpful prosocial bystanders (Tsang et al.  2011 ). The curriculum, as a psychoeduca-
tional program, aims to enhance students’ positive identity, self-effi cacy, and self-
determination. With reference to Salmivalli’s recommendations ( 1999 ) in the case 
of school bullying, the P.A.T.H.S. curriculum helps to: (1) raise students’ general 
awareness of bullying, (2) offer them chances for self-refl ection, and (3) provide 
possibilities to rehearse new behavior (Table  1 ). 

 In this newly revised curriculum, Secondary 1 students are introduced to basic 
knowledge on bullying, including what it is and what its effects are as well as the 
dos and don’ts when facing bullying. Through understanding the effects of bullying, 
students can understand how bullying harms themselves and others, which help to 
deter them from turning into or taking side with the bullies. Teaching students dos 
and don’ts may also help them protect themselves when being bullied. The focus 
shifts to bystanders in Secondary 2 and Secondary 3, with four goals: (1) to under-
stand that peer bystanders play an important role in bullying and can alter the out-
come of bullying, (2) to learn to be a wise and sensible bystander in school bullying, 
(3) to be a responsible bystander in cyberbullying, and (4) to learn to understand and 
accept the differences and constraints of others. Since these units are taught as a 
classroom curriculum for all students in their respective class levels, the students 
will acquire competence, positive skills, and strategies to face bullying and school 
violence. Hence, these PYD units also tackle bullying from a developmental guid-
ance perspective through a systematic curriculum targeting all students. 

 There are several merits in adopting the positive approach to tackling bullying 
(Hui et al.  2011 ). First, it addresses bullying from a positive youth development 
paradigm, stressing the importance of competency building. Issues relating to bul-
lying are used as a context through which students learn appropriate social skills, 
emotional management skills, and the ability to understand others’ emotions as well 
as to appreciate and forgive others. In addition, units target at helping students to 
explore proper attitudes and skills when facing unjust and violent situations, to learn 
to see things from other people’s perspectives, and to consider appropriate ways of 
responding. Through enhancing students’ moral, social, and behavioral compe-
tence, the incidences of bullying can be prevented. Second, this is a deliberate 
attempt to incorporate anti-bullying elements in the schools’ regular curriculum in 
the form of a classroom curriculum. Indeed, enhancing students’ knowledge about 
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bullying and positive ways of handling it through classroom discussion and activi-
ties has been found to be more effective as an intervention strategy (Mishna  2008 ). 
Students can be equipped with knowledge and skills to foster a positive and cultur-
ally appropriate learning environment. Cooperative group work and activities which 
enhance students’ intrapersonal and interpersonal skills can reduce the extent of 
victimization of vulnerable students and promote a peaceful, loving, and respectful 
classroom environment (Wong et al.  2008 ). Third, building students’ assets and 
strengths in interpersonal relationships, bonding, and competence will help build a 
caring school ethos, leading to a more harmonious school culture. 

 Project P.A.T.H.S. is a comprehensive program because it suggests solutions 
for reducing bullying (remedial level), suggests activities for weakening risk factors 
(preventive level), is based on PYD constructs, and gives tools for strengthening 
protective factors (developmental level). Project P.A.T.H.S. adopts an ecological 
perspective and is addressed to all the actors involved in the context: bullies, 
 victims, and bystanders. In broader terms, in addition to fellow students, teachers 
and staff at school as well as parents who interact in their children’s lives at school 
can be considered “bystanders.” Yet, this group has often been excluded from 
intervention programs.  

    Roles of Bystanders in the Course of Bullying 

 Peer bystanders in schools can decisively infl uence the intensity and outcome of 
bullying by assuming different roles or positions in the bullying process (Davis and 
Davis  2007 ; Stueve et al.  2006 ; Twemlow et al.  2004 ). Twemlow et al. ( 2004 ) have 
identifi ed several roles which different bystanders can assume. Bully (aggressive) 
bystanders may sustain bullying by offering positive feedback, such as joining in or 
actively reinforcing the act through laughs or encouraging gestures. Victim (pas-
sive) bystanders may simply stand aside and keep silent while observing, which 
actually renders silent consent (Salmivalli et al.  1996 ,  1999 ; Schwartz et al.  1993 ) 
and making them part of the victimizing process. Avoidant bystanders may facili-
tate victimizing by denying personal responsibility. Abdicating bystanders may use 
scapegoating to shed responsibility. In contrast to these fi rst four types, altruistic 
bystanders may mobilize personal or social resources to help reduce or even stop 
bullying, for example, defending victims, taking sides with victims, informing and 
seeking help from adults, comforting victims, or trying to make bullies stop 
(Salmivalli  1999 ). In many incidents, when peer bystanders intervene against bully-
ing, it tends to stop quickly (Hawkins et al.  2001 ). 

 After acknowledging the pivotal function of peer bystanders in infl uencing the 
course of school bullying and identifying the different positions of such bystand-
ers, it is logical to ask whether bystanders can be helped to take up the altruistic 
position to reduce school bullying, and how this can be achieved. According to 
Twemlow et al. ( 2004 ), bystanders are actually uncomfortable in non-altruistic 
roles or are at least caught in the dilemma of choosing among the different roles. 
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Therefore, they are motivated to seek effective ways out. This search (i.e., a 
bystander taking a position) is affected by various external or environmental fac-
tors. Physical environmental factors include classroom spaciousness and even 
home proximity to bullies and victims. Social factors include the availability of 
parents, teachers, other adults, or peers for protection or role modeling of differ-
ent attitudes and skills of coping. 

 In addition, personal factors of the bystanders, such as physical characteristics, 
social and academic status (Davis and Davis  2007 ), and even social skills (Stueve 
et al.  2006 ), are variables that infl uence bystanders’ position taking. Further, the 
personal qualities of the individual bystander (e.g., positive self-identity, self- 
effi cacy, and self-determination) are even more pertinent, according to psychoedu-
cational and clinical literature on bystanders (Gini et al.  2008 ; Hawkins et al.  2001 ; 
Kohut  2007 ; Lodge and Frydenberg  2005 ; Nickerson et al.  2008 ). In a bystander’s 
spontaneous position taking, the possession of these personal qualities would affect 
the way they act when facing bullying. And these factors are most amenable to the 
control of the bystander.  

    Enhancing Positive Identity, Self-effi cacy, 
and Self- determination in Bystanders’ Position Taking 

    Positive Identity 

 Identity is a constellation of personality characteristics and social styles through 
which one defi nes oneself and is recognized by others. The development of a clear 
and positive self-identity rests on the building of self-esteem, facilitation of the 
exploration of and commitment to self-defi nition, and reduction of inconsistencies 
in the self to enhance role formation and achievement (Tsang and Yip  2006 ; Tsang 
et al.  2012 ). This defi nition of positive identity gives three clues to how bystanders 
can be constructive helpers in school bullying. The fi rst strategy is to enhance the 
bystander’s positive self-esteem, which is highly correlated with prosocial behav-
ior and positive well-being (Lodge and Frydenberg  2005 ; Salmivalli et al.  1999 ). 
The second strategy is to engage the bystander in thinking through and working out 
responses to situations like bullying and upholding such options. Finally, the 
bystander needs to see the gaps between their ideal, real, and perceived selves, 
seeking to sort out such gaps in order to achieve peace of mind (Tsang et al.  2011 ). 
To activate such strategies, it has been effective to present the potential bystanders 
with case scenarios for guided discussion and self-refl ection on the choice of 
response. The evaluation fi ndings of Project P.A.T.H.S. reveal that students partici-
pating in the program performed better than their counterparts in different areas of 
psychosocial competencies and strengths, including positive identity, self-effi cacy, 
and self- determination (Shek  2009 ; Shek and Ma  2011 ; Shek and Sun  2010 ). They 
also had lower intention to engage in problem behavior and higher life satisfaction 
(Shek and Sun  2010 ).  
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    Self-effi cacy 

 Bandura ( 1997 ) defi ned self-effi cacy as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and 
execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments.” Self-effi cacy 
plays a central role in the “exercise of personal agency” and revolves around the 
idea that “unless people believe that they can produce desired effects by their 
actions, they have little incentive to act” (Bandura et al.  1996 , p. 1206). It functions 
as a multilevel and multifaceted set of beliefs that can include a global self-effi cacy 
and self-effi cacy regarding different domains of the self (Tsang and Hui  2006 ). Self- 
effi cacy has been shown in both Hong Kong (Wong  2004 ) and overseas (Gini et al. 
 2008 ) studies to positively affect prosocial behavior, including bullying defending 
behavior. Students high in social self-effi cacy are likely to try to help victims in bul-
lying situations, whereas students with low levels of self-effi cacy are more reluctant 
to intervene and help, regardless of their level of empathic responsiveness (Schwarzer 
et al.  1992 ). Even if peer bystanders know how to intervene effectively, if they 
believe that they will be ineffective or that other bystanders are more competent, 
they will be less likely to take action against bullying (Stueve et al.  2006 ).  

    Self-determination 

 Self-determination is defi ned by Catalano and his colleagues ( 2002 ) as “the ability 
to think for oneself, and to take action consistent with that thought” (p. 19). It refers 
to the competence in thinking for oneself and autonomy in choice making. People 
who are self-determined are able to make choices according to their own thinking 
and are less likely to submit to outside pressure. Group norms and school culture 
often create pressure for certain behavior. Bystanders’ position taking in bullying is 
very much the result of peer pressure and the desire to be accepted by peers 
(Nickerson et al.  2008 ). Besides group norms, school culture also contributes to the 
social pressure on bystanders. In school environments where speaking up against 
injustice is clearly accepted and valued, the risk of social rejection for active 
bystanders is reduced. However, in environments which allow bullies to hold the 
power of determining acceptance or rejection, the risks of speaking up for bystand-
ers are greater (Davis and Davis  2007 ). Hence, it is pertinent for schools to cultivate 
students with self-determination and values for justice so that they are less likely to 
   acquiesce to negative peer pressure and are more able to take the positive side when 
they witness bullying.   

    Social Support of Teachers 

 Social support has been found to be an important contextual factor in countering 
bullying, yet there is a lack of explicit application of social support in anti-bullying 
programs and interventions (Demaray and Malecki  2006 ). Research studies have 
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demonstrated that students’ perceived school satisfaction is related to supportive 
teacher-student relationships (Baker  1999 ), teacher support (Danielsen et al.  2009 ), 
and a caring and supportive school climate (Baker  1998 ). Teacher support has been 
found to be a protective factor against students’ suicidal ideation (Sun and Hui 
 2007 ), has acted as a signifi cant predictor of students’ perceived school satisfaction 
(Hui and Sun  2010 ), and played a mediating role in the relationship between victim-
ization and school maladjustment (Demaray and Malecki  2006 ). However, not all 
teachers perceive bullying as serious, know how to intervene and prevent bullying, 
or have the confi dence to manage disruptive behavior (Atlas and Peper  1998 ). This 
goes to show the importance of educating teachers about bullying and strengthening 
teachers as support in the school setting. 

 A whole-school intervention program by Olweus ( 1993 ) incorporated teachers to 
provide support at the whole-school level by, for example, identifying bullying inci-
dents, providing increased supervision in secluded areas, and coordinating with 
 parents, school staff, and students. At the classroom level, teacher support includes 
establishing class rules against bullying and setting consequences for violating the 
rules. However, simply setting rules or holding a one-off discussion in the class-
room or at the whole-school level is not suffi cient. Involving teachers in delivering 
guidance programs that address bullying has further benefi ts. Teachers may inte-
grate anti-bullying themes within the school developmental guidance programs and 
values education programs so that nonviolence and tolerance can be presented as a 
consistent message to all students and highlighted as the ethos of the school. 
Supportive teacher-student relationships will encourage students, whether victims 
or bystanders, to seek help. Teachers may foster attitudes such as acceptance, 
respect, tolerance, and forgiveness and relate their importance to interpersonal rela-
tionships and social harmony (Hui et al.  2011 ). At the individual student level, 
teachers may offer support to bullies, victims, and the peers of bullies and victims, 
in dealing with bullying and confl icts. Involving teachers systematically on all three 
levels is a more comprehensive strategy to prevent bullying. As peer victimization 
is an important determinant leading to school dissatisfaction (Verkuyten and Thijs 
 2002 ) and peer confl icts lower students’ liking of their schools (Ladd et al.  1996 ), 
ongoing efforts and social support from teachers are pertinent to building a positive 
and caring classroom and school climate.  

    Involving Peers as Support 

 Students value having a peer to listen to their experience of being bullied (Cowie 
and Olafsson  2000 ). Peer-led anti-bullying interventions, such as peer counseling 
and peer mediation, have been found to have positive outcomes, which also lead to 
an improvement of school climate (Mishna  2008 ). Peer counseling is increasingly 
being used in schools in Hong Kong and elsewhere as a form of peer support to 
facilitate junior students’ adjustment and learning. Such support can be extended to 
include anti-bullying. In recruitment of peer counselors, attention needs to be paid 
to identifying students who are trustworthy. The training of counselors needs to 
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address issues including maintenance of confi dentiality, skills such as active listen-
ing and empathy, as well as the provision of advice on solving bullying-related 
problems (Boulton et al.  2007 ). Further, the units which address school bullying in 
Project P.A.T.H.S. can be incorporated into the training program to enhance peer 
counselors’ knowledge and understanding of the nature of bullying, the feelings and 
emotions of the victims, the needs and mentalities of the bullies, and proper 
approaches to minimize bullying. Nonetheless, the provision of support from adults 
such as teachers and social workers to these peer counselors is essential. 

 Furthermore, support needs to go beyond the peer counselors recruited for anti- 
bullying intervention to other peers in the school community, as not all students use 
peer counseling due to the fear of being stigmatized (Boulton et al.  2007 ). Project 
P.A.T.H.S. includes units addressed specifi cally to the role of bystanders in bullying 
and the factors affecting the attitudes and responses of bystanders to bullying 
 incidents. All students, whether victims, bullies, or bystanders, will be taught explic-
itly in classroom guidance programs about bullying as a form of violence and its 
effects on the school community. Such an approach targeting all students will fur-
ther enhance peers as a support system in the school community. Further, school-
wide developmental guidance programs educating students about respect for 
individual differences and the value of harmony, justice, and responsibility will help 
to build a more tolerant and caring school climate.  

    Promoting Nonviolence and Harmony as a Whole-School 
Approach to Counter Bullying 

 Research and practices in school guidance and pastoral care have affi rmed the 
importance of having a whole-school approach to facilitate students’ whole-person 
development (Hui  2000 ,  2002 ,  2010 ). Under the framework of a whole-school 
approach, guidance and support are provided to all students, not merely students 
who are at risk, and are the responsibility of all teachers, not only the guidance per-
sonnel and professionals. Guidance can be delivered at individual student level and 
classroom and whole-school levels. Developing a systematic and planned guidance 
curriculum and integrating guidance themes into the school’s formal and informal 
curriculum are essential elements under this framework. Such an approach also 
requires schools to have a whole-school policy which details the goals, system of 
management, coordination, and communication among teachers, parents, and pro-
fessionals. Promoting a whole-school approach to guidance is a way to cultivate a 
positive school ethos (Hui  2010 ). Hence, this approach is very much in line with 
promoting nonviolence and harmony as a positive way to combat school bullying. 

 Cultivating a harmonious school culture needs to be done as a whole-school 
approach, ranging from the individual student and class levels to the school-wide 
program level as discussed above. Such an endeavor needs to be further supported 
at the whole-school system level. First, a whole-school policy which stresses non-
violence and tolerance needs to be integrated into the school’s guidance policy so 
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that there will be consensus and consistency among all staff in their responses to the 
problems of bullying and peer victimization and the promotion of nonviolence. 
Such a policy needs to be communicated to the students and parents. Second, in 
addition to cultivating the values of harmony and nonviolence through schools’ val-
ues and moral education curricula, the implementation of the PYD anti-bullying 
program at classroom level which fosters students’ bonding, competencies, and 
self-determination will contribute to a more positive and caring class ethos. Further, 
the integration of themes such as respect, tolerance, forgiveness, and justice with 
academic subject teaching will help enhance effectiveness, as the teaching of values 
must be ongoing and integrated into the school curriculum so that the values can be 
kept front and center (Mishna  2008 ). Third, at the management level, another essen-
tial element that needs to be dealt with from a whole-school system perspective is 
collaboration with professionals, such as school psychologists, school counselors, 
and social workers, in identifying students at risk of bullying and victimization and 
offering timely intervention. The implementation of the Tier II program of Project 
P.A.T.H.S., for example, will require teachers and professionals to work in collabo-
ration. Fourth, as mentioned above, teachers play a very important role in fostering 
values through classroom teaching and delivering classroom guidance programs 
such as the PYD anti-bullying programs and forgiveness education. This will require 
the school to plan and organize professional development programs to enhance 
teachers’ knowledge and skills and to offer individual support. Involving peers as 
support and working with parents are other essential elements under the framework 
of a whole-school approach, which have been adopted in whole-school anti- bullying 
intervention. Lastly, the involvement of the entire school community, students, par-
ents, teachers, administrators, professionals, and adjunct school staff in the practice 
and support of such a school policy is crucial in building a safer, more caring, 
responsive, and harmonious school culture (Elinoff et al.  2004 ; Mishna  2008 ). 
Combating bullying as a whole-school approach to guidance is therefore a matter of 
cultivating a guidance-oriented ethos, in which concern, love, and compassion are 
advocated as values for students’ whole-person development.  

    Cyberbullying 

 As highlighted by the literature, a school-based comprehensive prevention pro-
gram is potentially the most effective option to tackle cyberbullying. Schools are 
in the position to educate, prevent, and when necessary take action against bully-
ing and cyberbullying. However, it should be clear that cyberbullying does not 
simply concern the use of digital media, like the Internet and smartphones. 
Although some unique features of the new technologies need to be investigated in 
more depth, bullying and cyberbullying largely overlap; thus, when thinking of 
cyberbullying, the stress should be on contrasting  bullying  more than  cyber . 
Literature shows a correlation between time spent on devices and risks of being 
harassed, threatened, or bullied. However, trying to simply limit youth’s access to 
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the Internet or use of technology is anachronistic, ineffective, and probably unfair. 
Furthermore, Slonje and Smith ( 2008 ) identifi ed three signifi cant challenges faced 
by schools to address cyberbullying: (1) social network and digital devices are 
extremely popular so that the victim of cyberbullying fi nds it hard to escape from 
digital messages; (2) because of the nature of electronic devices, it is impossible 
to determine who has received the messages aside from the intended recipient; 
and (3) the anonymity among cyberbullies adds to the complexity of defi ning and 
implementing a successful prevention plan. 

 Instead, Couvillion and Ilieva ( 2011 ) suggest that for a quality and successful 
cyberbullying prevention program, it is critical to focus on developing, maintaining, 
practicing, and promoting appropriate behavior. Specifi cally, they suggest: (1) do 
not ban the use of electronic devices, because this will not solve the problem; (2) 
teach and model practices of digital citizenship and appropriate social behavior and 
emphasize that they are even more important when one acts/participates in elec-
tronic communication with anonymity; (3) communicate clearly the consequences 
and effects of cyberbullying as no one is immune to becoming a target; (4) teach that 
cyberbullying is hurtful and unethical in multiple ways; (5) teach what messages are 
attempts at cyberbullying and that not taking part in spreading these messages fur-
ther is an appropriate step; and (6) stay informed about new social environments and 
understand the constantly growing features of formerly basic digital tools; do not 
make the prevention a one-time event with limited scope; do it 24 h a day, 7 days a 
week, and 365 days of the year. 

    Conceptual Map for Cyberbullying 

 Technically, only one of the seven units on bullying is dedicated to cyberbully-
ing (AB3.1), which refl ects the overlap between the two forms of  harassment. 
Specifi cally, the different forms of cyberbullying (texts, images, videos, spamming, 
human fl esh search, hacking, and Internet trial) are discussed with  students in 
year 3 (Fig.  4 ). Students are invited to consider the differences between face-to-
face bullying and cyberbullying and the consequences that the latter can cause. 
Students are invited to discuss and share in groups about recent incidents of 
local people who have been involved in harassment on the Internet. The goal is 
to let students empathize with the misery of the victims of cyberbullying and to 
avoid being involved in or encouraging cyberbullying in the future. Then 
 students are taught some of the main causes for being targeted by cyberbullies 
and how to avoid such unpleasant situations. Because one may happen to 
become a victim (or be a friend of a victim or a bystander) of cyberbullying, 
students are also told about some practical ways to handle it. Altogether, students 
are expected to have a better understanding of the needs of the bullies and the 
victims, the role of the bystanders in bullying (so as to become a responsible 
bystander themselves), the moral responsibility to stop bullying, the respect for 
others, cyber ethics, and the laws of Hong Kong. 
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 Besides the focus on bullying and cyberbullying, the P.A.T.H.S. project aims at 
enhancing essential competencies in social bonding, emotional competence, and 
moral judgments that both victims and bullies lack, as highlighted by the literature. 
In many cases cyberbullying is retaliatory behavior that follows students’ inabilities 
to handle social tensions and relationship issues. It might be either a way to vent 
frustration and take revenge on others, the product of low self-esteem, or a way of 
letting another person experience the feelings that the perpetrator feels. Thus, while 
technology training is necessary, it is not enough to make a real change. What is 
central is to address and tackle the causes of bullying behavior. The 15 PYD con-
structs of the P.A.T.H.S. project can effectively address such critical areas so that it 
can be said that not only the special units on bullying are effective against a bullying 
attitude in students, but the entire course is relevant for weakening the risk factors 
as well as for strengthening the protective factors of bullying.   

    Concluding Remarks 

 The literature has shown that adolescents involved in bullying, whether as bullies, 
victims, or bystanders, are all at risk of psychiatric disorders and might even show 
antisocial behavior. As most of such peer bullying occurs in schools, the way in 
which schools respond to school bullying is pertinent. A whole-school approach to 
guidance takes into account the fact that school bullying is a highly social process. 
It stresses the involvement of fellow students, teachers, and staff at school as well as 
parents who interact in their children’s lives at school in prevention. Project 
P.A.T.H.S. is a proactive approach that fosters positive youth development, and its 
units can be implemented as a comprehensive school guidance program to combat 
school bullying. It is based on psychoeducational principles with demonstrated 
effectiveness and presents a positive paradigm shift to prevent peer bullying, in both 
physical and cyber space. 

    Concept Map of the Curriculum 

 Figure  1  presents the complexity of the bullying situations and thus the complexity 
of an anti-bullying prevention program like P.A.T.H.S. Students are expected to be 
familiar with this complexity and make informed choices. Bullying involves several 
more actors than just bullies and victims. In fact, bullying is largely possible because 
there is an audience for the bully; while the bully seems to address his/her actions 
toward a victim, it might be that actually his/her attention is oriented toward a third 
party. The role of the bystanders has been largely ignored by the literature on bully-
ing. However, the bystanders can decide to either become part of the problem (by 
doing nothing or just being spectators) or by referring to external parties, like teach-
ers, parents, social workers, good friends, or the police.
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   Students as bystanders need to learn methods to effectively stop bullying. On the 
other hand, bullies cannot be simply seen as the origin of the problem or the devi-
ants. It is pertinent to attend to the psychological needs of the bullies (Elinoff et al. 
 2004 ) and to help them express their needs differently. Similarly, victims of bullying 
can sometime retaliate, and the spiral of bullying behavior may never come to an 
end. Project P.A.T.H.S. as a comprehensive program has the advantage of tackling 
 bullying from a developmental and preventive perspective in addition to being a 
remedial intervention, thus contributing to breaking this spiral. 

    Year 1 

 During the fi rst year (Fig.  2 ), students are helped to understand and make sense of 
bullying behavior. Because bullying is aggressive and violent behavior, it may pro-
voke fear and anxiety in victims and bystanders, and it may cause feelings of pun-
ishment and repression in adults. However, the reasons that lead the youth to become 
bullies, victims, or bystanders remain unexplored. Although the roles seem to be 
well defi ned, bullies, not any less than victims and bystanders, also have their 

  Fig. 1    Concept map of anti-bullying education       
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weaknesses and strengths as well as risk and protective factors, and all of them will 
experience the consequences of bullying. Therefore, students are invited to consider 
what bullying is; what are the most common bullying methods; what they think 
causes such behavior; what separates jokes, confl icts, and bullying; what are the 
underlying intentions; what are the possible consequences, physically and psycho-
logically as well as in the short/long term and permanently; what are the dos and 
don’ts in the face of bullying; and how should one defend against bullying. They are 
guided to think not in terms of chastising the bullies, but instead what possibly lies 
behind that mask, what other problems exist, and how can such situations be 
prevented. Furthermore, they are encouraged to express care and concern for other 
classmates, so to strengthen bonding with peers and lower the risk of bullying.

       Year 2 

 In the second year (Fig.  3 ), students are invited to consider the role of the bystand-
ers, which is often underestimated, although it may largely affect the outcomes 
and the consequences of the bullying behavior. Students are informed that a per-
son’s intention to offer help is reduced when other people are present, and they are 
invited to consider some common group dynamics. Then they are asked to think 
about what personal factors (responsibility, benefi ts, safety, authority, friendship) 

  Fig. 2    S1 curriculum design       
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may infl uence a bystander as to whether they participate in bullying, how they 
might participate, and how they might perceive their own responses. Students are 
invited to give examples of such processes and decide whether it is really possible 
to avoid taking part in bullying or whether turning a blind eye is likely to encour-
age bullying and escalate the problem. Finally, they are asked to suggest strategies 
to stop bullying.

       Year 3 

 In the fi nal year (Fig.  4 ), students are introduced to a different form of bullying that 
is perpetrated through electronic devices (computers and mobile phones) and is 
normally played out on the Internet: cyberbullying. Again, particular emphasis will 
be given to the role of the bystanders; in year 3 students are asked what the proper 
attitude for bystanders in cyberbullying is, and how they can actively reduce such 
bullying behavior by refusing to participate and informing teachers or social work-
ers to take action. It has been argued that bullying behavior is generally addressed 
toward those who are “different” (because of their religion, sexual orientation, or 
any other discrepancy from the “standards”). Thus, an important step in bullying 
prevention is the acceptance of differences and to emphasize that everyone has his/
her own idiosyncrasies.

  Fig. 3    S2 curriculum design       
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      Prevention of Internet Addiction: 
The P.A.T.H.S. Program       

       Diego     Busiol     and     Tak     Yan     Lee    

    Abstract     The effects and consequences of Internet addiction might seem less showy 
and dramatic than, for example, the effects of substance abuse or bullying. Internet 
addiction is a much more silent problem, and as such, it might be more easily ignored 
or even not recognized as a problem. In this chapter, it is argued that an effective pre-
vention program against Internet addiction should fi rst of all promote positive youth 
development among adolescents. Results from previous research showed that students 
participating in Project P.A.T.H.S. showed higher levels of psychosocial competen-
cies and less problem behavior than students in a control group. Project P.A.T.H.S. 
aims at reducing adolescents’ antisocial behavior, substance use, and Internet addic-
tion primarily by improving their psychosocial competencies. This chapter will illus-
trate how these developmental issues are explored within the special teaching units 
included in the extension phase of Project P.A.T.H.S. on Internet addiction.  

        Necessity of Educational Programs and Current Programs 

 The problem of the misuse, or even abuse, of the Internet has been largely underesti-
mated. A digital divide between people exists (Christakis  2010 ), and it is what sepa-
rates in most cases parents from their children as well as educators, teachers, and 
policymakers from younger generations. This could explain the delay in research on 
Internet addiction and why the fi eld is in its infancy. So, it is not surprising that Internet 
abuse prevention programs are almost completely lacking in the literature. 

 Although the large majority of the population may not be said to be addicted to 
it, still, in recent years, the pervasive use of technology has profoundly shaped the 
way people interact and relate; this is particularly true for the new generations, as 
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they were born after the beginning of the digital era and have no memory of life 
without the Internet and mobile phones. 

 The effects and consequences of Internet abuse might seem less showy and 
dramatic than, for example, the effects of substance abuse or bullying. Drug abuse 
usually has a remarkable physical impact and normally is related to several other 
types of crimes and offenses. Bullying too is a rather striking phenomenon that 
involves violence and might have serious consequences for victims and society. 
Both drug abuse and bullying have clear manifestations that cannot be ignored. 
Instead, Internet abuse might be more easily underestimated because it might lead 
to retiring or even disappearing from social life (e.g., this is the case of the so-called 
hikikomori). Indeed, Internet abuse is a much more  silent  problem, and as such, it 
might be more easily ignored or even not recognized as a problem. 

 Internet addiction has oftentimes been considered a pathology with mechanisms 
similar to other compulsive behavior, like eating disorders, substance abuse, and path-
ological gambling. Researchers have proposed different intervention strategies to treat 
Internet addiction, such as cognitive behavior therapy and motivational enhancement 
therapy (Orzack and Orzack  1999 ; Young  2007 ). For example, in cognitive behavior 
therapy, addicts are taught to identify the distorted thoughts that trigger Internet addic-
tive behavior and are provided with training in coping strategies to help them effec-
tively deal with real or perceived problems. Motivational enhancement therapy allows 
Internet abusers and therapists to collaborate on treatment plans and set achievable 
goals (Orzack and Orzack  1999 ). Young ( 2007 ) also suggested several specifi c treat-
ment techniques, like constructing new schedules for using the Internet, setting clear 
and achievable goals to give the addict a sense of control, and providing social support 
to decrease addicts’ dependence on the Internet as well as family therapy. There are 
reports of treatments of Internet addiction with CBT (Pujol et al.  2009 ) and even phar-
macotherapy (Han et al.  2009 ); however, as noted by some (Weiss et al.  2011 ; Fu et al. 
 2010 ), there is a general lack of prevention programs or even guidelines. Only a few 
school-based programs have been developed in Korea, where Internet addiction is 
considered one of the most serious public health issues (Ahn  2007 ; Joo and Park  2010 ). 

 Although these techniques have been demonstrated to be effective in treating 
Internet addicts, it is more important to prevent adolescents who have not yet fulfi lled 
the criteria to be considered an Internet addict from developing such behavioral pat-
tern. Based on the “problem behavior theory” that Internet addiction is an intersection 
of multiple physical, psychological, and technological phenomena instead of a single 
problem, it has been suggested that prevention programs directed at the organization 
of different problem behaviors (e.g., substance use, delinquency) may be more appro-
priate than those which target specifi c behavior alone (Yen et al.  2007 ). 

 As has emerged from the literature, students who are addicted to the Internet 
normally show weaknesses in school performances, poor family relationships, and 
mood problems. Thus, prevention of Internet addiction should address these under-
lying issues, rather than be focused on the use of technological devices. Yu and Shek 
( 2013 ) suggest that improving the parent–child relation, communication, and under-
standing among family members can be the right direction for preventing youth 
Internet addiction. Iskender and Akin ( 2010 ) suggest that prevention for students 
should aim at improving communication with family members and should develop 
social skills and self-effi cacy.  
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    A Comprehensive Approach to Adolescents’ Internet Addiction 

 Nowadays, particularly in places like Hong Kong, almost the entirety of the youth 
population make use of the Internet and technology devices, and although only a 
relatively small percent may be described as addicts, education in technology and 
healthy relationships is the cornerstone for living in society (Shek et al.  2008 ). Thus, 
a prevention program may not just be benefi cial, but highly recommended. 

 It is argued that an effective prevention program against Internet addiction should 
fi rst of all promote positive youth development among adolescents. Project P.A.T.H.S. 
(Fig.  1 ) aims at reducing adolescents’ antisocial behavior, substance use, and Internet 
addiction primarily by improving their psychosocial competencies. As has emerged 
from the literature, Internet addiction shares several similarities with adolescents’ 
other forms of addictions; this suggests that particular attention should be paid to the 
“addiction” issue, rather than focusing on the substance abused. However, different 
forms of addiction are not completely overlapping; for instance, they may affect very 
different user populations, they may be rooted in different causes, and they may also 
be perceived differently by society.

   Project P.A.T.H.S. aims at helping students to recognize and distinguish the prac-
tical benefi ts of being connected to the Internet (and what a proper use of it could 
be) from being dependent on it (what leads to an improper or even a pathological 
use). A proper use of the Internet is understood as when it remains a tool for expand-
ing social relations, communicating with distant friends, acquiring knowledge, and 

  Fig. 1    Internet use curriculum design       
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trading or sharing ideas. Instead, an improper use is when the Internet becomes a 
defense from “real” life, a way of escaping problems and diffi culties, a place for 
infringing laws and bullying others, and fi nally a tool for avoiding any kind of shar-
ing or communication with others. 

 The following table (Table  1 ) shows how these developmental issues are explored 
within the special teaching units on Internet addiction.

       Year 1 

 In Secondary 1 (Fig.  2 ), students are introduced to basic knowledge about the 
Internet and are taught to become responsible users, to refl ect and understand the 
impact of improper use of the Internet in their own as well as others’ daily life (Unit 
1: Lying or Not). Students are led to consider how to allocate their time to the 
Internet and other daily activities and how their behavior and attitude should or 
should not change in relation to the Internet and everyday life (Unit 2: Smart User).

       Year 2 

 In Secondary 2 (Fig.  3 ), students should develop more critical thinking and self- 
determination to recognize the potential threats of the Internet (pseudo-identity and 
cyberbullying) and be self-protective (Unit 1: Watch Out). This implies acquiring 
self-refl ection, becoming more able to enquire and understand more and, most 
importantly, to distinguish whether the information obtained from websites is suit-
able and appropriate (Unit 2: Sex Surfi ng). Finally, students are encouraged to con-
sider carefully any ethical and legal aspects of breaking the law on the Internet, such 
as infringement of copyright or cyberbullying (Unit 3: Stealing?).

       Year 3 

 In Secondary 3 (Fig.  4 ), students are invited to think more critically about the 
Internet and not consider it as the fi rst and main resource when they face problems. 
To many students, the Internet can represent the answer to boredom or the solution 
to overcoming unhappiness or dissatisfaction in their life. As a consequence, they 
might acquire a passive attitude toward their life and develop a low resilience to 
stress, becoming more and more addicted to fi nding support in the Internet. Against 
this, students are invited to think of more proactive ways (various methods, such as 
doing exercise or taking a rest) to face their weaknesses, and they are invited to 
reconsider critically those who instead indulge in online activities (Unit 1: 
Unresolved). For example, a number of characteristics (symptoms) of teenagers 
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  Fig. 3    S2 curriculum design       

  Fig. 2    S1 curriculum design       
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indulging in the Internet are presented, like lack of sleep, lack of concentration, no 
time for other activities, fl uctuating moods, anger or aggressiveness when prohib-
ited from using the Internet, and going online being the sole objective of the day. 
The aim is to describe some common experiences shared by peers of the same age, 
so that students can better identify the risks of abuse of the Internet by identifying 
some distinctive signs (Unit 2: Getting Drowned). Consequently, they are invited to 
refl ect on the different spheres that can be affected (harmful consequences) by 
Internet abuse, like their academic performance, family, personal relationships, 
mood and emotions, health, and legal offenses (Unit 3: The Cyber World). Not only 
students are led to consider the negative effects of prolonged use of their computer 
and gaming devices, but more specifi cally, they are invited to think of all the other 
aspects of their lives that in doing so are being neglected and how the virtual life 
little by little tends to substitute their life (Unit 4: Are You Feeling Alright?).

       Effi cacy of Project P.A.T.H.S. 

 Based on a longitudinal randomized controlled group trial, researchers have reported 
that participants of Project P.A.T.H.S. displayed stronger ability to control their 
Internet use than did the comparison group (Shek and Yu  2011 ). It seems that 

  Fig. 4    S3 curriculum design       

 

Internet Addiction: Program P.A.T.H.S.



192

positive youth development programs represent a promising direction for youth 
Internet addiction prevention in the future (Shek and Ng  2010 ; Shek et al.  2010 ). In 
a recent longitudinal study including eight waves of data collected in Project PATHS, 
results showed that relative to the control group participants, students in the experi-
mental schools (i.e., students participating in Project P.A.T.H.S.) showed higher lev-
els of psychosocial competencies and less problem behavior (Shek and Yu  2012b ). 
It is argued that the promotion of psychosocial competencies may help to protect 
young people from risky behavior by enhancing their inner strengths (Sun and Shek 
 2010 ; Shek and Merrick  2010 ; Shek  2010 ; Yu and Shek  2013 ). Besides, as different 
types of youth risky behavior tend to coexist, reduction of other problem behaviors, 
such as intention to engage in risky behavior, may also lower the risk of developing 
Internet addiction in the long run (Shek and Ma  2012 ; Shek and Yu  2012a ).     
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      Promotion of Money Literacy: The P.A.T.H.S. 
Program       

       Tak     Yan     Lee      and     Diego     Busiol   

    Abstract     Nine units on “Money and Success” are included in the extension phase 
of P.A.T.H.S. to help students strengthen their money literacy using a progressive 
approach. Each unit emphasizes one construct more than others, including: self- 
effi cacy, spirituality, belief in the future, cognitive competence, and moral competence. 
Taken together, all emphasize the self-competence of young people. This chapter 
briefl y introduces the curriculum units on promoting money literacy from year 1 to 
year 3. The curriculum is based on research fi ndings and is inspired by the 15 PYD 
constructs; furthermore, its development is informed by psychosocial, developmen-
tal, and cultural perspectives. Then, since the Project P.A.T.H.S. is  carried out in the 
Chinese cultural context, examples demonstrating traditional Chinese values are 
illustrated in the curriculum materials to help students clarify values about money, 
success, wealth, beauty, power, sex, self-worth, and self-esteem.  

        Introduction 

    This framework (Fig.  1 ) is used for constructing curriculum units on money literacy 
in the extension phase of Project P.A.T.H.S. in Hong Kong which is designed to 
promote holistic development among grade 7–9 Chinese students (Shek and Sun 
 2010 ; Shek and Ma  2011 ; Shek and Yu  2011 ). A total of nine 35-min curriculum 
units (relatively little when compared to a total of 120 units in the whole curricu-
lum) are included to help students strengthen their money literacy using a progres-
sive approach. The framework is based on research fi ndings and is inspired by the 
15 PYD constructs; furthermore, its development is informed by psychosocial, 
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developmental, and cultural perspectives. Finally, it provides concrete guides for 
helping professionals to develop preventive measures for children and adolescents 
(Shek and Sun  2010 ; Shek and Ma  2011 ; Shek and Yu  2011 ).

   Units for grade 7 students are designed using components in the foundation 
level. For grade 8–9 students, emphasis is put on the advanced level. Each unit 
emphasizes one construct more than others, including: self-effi cacy, spirituality, 
belief in the future, cognitive competence, and moral competence. 

 Teenagers’ moral values are infl uenced by their social environment, for example, 
by fi nancial issues and globalization. Adolescents should have the opportunity to 
discuss changes resulting from these events in either formal or informal curricula. 
According to Piaget ( 1965 ), mutual discussion and refl ection are highly emphasized 
in the moral development of youth. Similarly, in Chinese moral education, Confucius 
emphasized the elicitation and thought-provoking methods of teaching; he also 
stressed teaching students according to their aptitude and setting a good example 
with one’s own conduct (Yin  1998 ). The curriculum design is inspired by these 
principles. Teenagers are encouraged to develop their autonomous thoughts and 
form their value constructs through social interaction with their classmates and 
teachers. Unwanted value impositions are not recommended. 

 Hong Kong is an international city which still upholds a predominantly Chinese 
culture. The traditional Chinese philosophy and values are selectively introduced to 
children and youth with regard to money and success, such as developing a moral 
self, promoting counter-materialism, leading a simple life, and encouraging the 
proper use of money. Some Chinese noble characters’ beliefs are embedded in the 
activities and teaching materials. 

  Fig. 1    Conceptual framework on money literacy       
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 The aims and learning targets of the nine curriculum units as well as their linkage 
to the framework are described in Table  1 . A description of how these constructs are 
used is provided below.

       Curriculum Units on Promoting Money Literacy 

    Year One 

  Self-effi cacy  denotes people’s beliefs about their capacities to perform in different 
situations (Tsang and Hui  2006 ). One unit (I Believe I Can) involving two compo-
nents, namely, narrative acquisition and cultivation of traditional values, is con-
structed. The objectives for this unit are (i) to recognize one’s effi cacy in social and 
living habits, academic study, appearance, and fi nancial management and (ii) to 
understand that many essential abilities are not developed with money. It helps stu-
dents develop an understanding of the differences of needs and wants and clarifi es 
their values about money and success. 

 A second unit (The Value of Life) focuses on  developing skepticism  and aims to 
facilitate students’ thinking about their life priorities with two objectives: (i) to 
refl ect on materialistic values and their limitations and (ii) to help students explore 
the value of life (Fig.  2    ).

       Year Two 

  Belief in the future  comprises valued and attainable goals, the ability to plan goal- 
directed pathways and alternative ones in times of diffi culty, positive appraisal of 
one’s capabilities and efforts, and positive and realistic experiences of the future (Sun 
and Lau  2006 ). The components of experiential exploring and social responsibility 
are used to design two units, respectively. The fi rst unit (My Persistence) has two 
objectives: (i) to understand the two keys to success, persistence and resistance to 
temptations, and (ii) to understand that money is just a necessary but not a suffi cient 
condition for success in life. The second unit (Drawing the Line at Certain Kinds of 
Action) aims to help students learn how to make choices and refuse to gain money by 
illegal means. Three objectives are set for this unit: (i) to let students understand that 
they should not participate in illegal acts for money, (ii) to teach students to deal with 
peer pressure by using decision-making skills, and (iii) to understand that everyone 
should be responsible for his or her own acts for gaining money. 

 Two more units are based on  spirituality . Spirituality aims to facilitate students 
to connect with other people and a higher being and establish personal beliefs and 
values as well as search for the meaning of life (Lau  2006 ). These units will help 
students dispute their beliefs about hedonism and materialism and search for the 
meaning of life. Unit 2.3 (A Meaningful Life) aims at enhancing critical apprecia-
tion and gives students the opportunity to experience managing one’s fi nances 
through a specially designed board game with two objectives: (i) to understand 
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that good moral character is essential to leading a meaningful life and (ii) to 
understand the importance of prudent fi nancial management. Unit 2.4 (The Story 
of a Cycling Boy) adopts experiential exploring and aims to encourage students to 
refl ect on the meaning of money in their lives with two objectives: (i) to under-
stand the importance of spiritual satisfaction and (ii) to refl ect on the value and 
meaning of money in life (Fig.  3 ).

       Year Three 

  Cognitive competence  refers to the cognitive processes that comprise creative 
thinking and critical thinking (Sun and Hui  2006 ). Unit one for grade 9 students 
(Know More about Credit Cards) is designed to help them understand consumer 
loans rationally with two objectives: (i) to understand the fi nancial burden and 
risks caused by consumer loans and (ii) to think critically and creatively as to 
whether there are alternatives to consumer loans through examples of using credit 
cards. This unit helps students recognize that their own decisions affect peers, 
family, and society. 

 Unit 3.2 (The Kindest Cut) is designed with the aim to deepen students’ under-
standing of the meaning of life through a discussion on vocation. It adopts the 

  Fig. 2    S1 curriculum design       
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 component of critical appreciation with two objectives: (i) introduce a famous 
 doctor’s work and worldview and probe into conditions of ideal work and (ii) deepen 
students’ understanding of the relationship between money and success and refl ect 
on the meaning of life. 

  Moral competence  refers to the orientation to be altruistic and the ability to judge 
moral issues logically, consistently, and at an advanced level of development (Ma 
 2006 ). The last unit (Welcome Everybody to The Party!) also uses the component of 
social responsibility. The unit objectives are (i) to nurture the ability of goal achieve-
ment as well as attitude and skills of good fi nancial management; (ii) to enhance 
students’ knowledge of responsible consumption with local examples and establish 
students’ belief in civil responsibility with practice in consumption; and (iii) to use 
the knowledge, skills, and attitudes taught in this unit in real school life. This unit 
helps students recognize that their actions and beliefs may have a constructive or 
destructive impact on society (Fig.  4 ).

       Cultural Relevance 

 Since the project is carried out in the Chinese cultural context, examples demonstrat-
ing traditional Chinese values are illustrated in the curriculum materials to help stu-
dents clarify values about money, success, wealth, beauty, power, sex, self-worth, and 

  Fig. 3    S2 curriculum design       
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self-esteem. Since the moral self is highly emphasized in the Chinese culture, materi-
als from Confucianism are used. For example, Confucius said, “The gentleman 
devotes his mind to attaining the Way and not to securing food. Go and till the land 
and you will end up by being hungry, as a matter of course; study and you will end up 
with the salary of an offi cial, as a matter of course. The gentleman worries about the 
Way, not about poverty” (p. 113) (Lau  2008 ). Further, he also stated that “There is no 
point in seeking the views of a gentleman who, though he sets his heart on the Way, is 
ashamed of poor food and poor clothes (p. 113)” (Lau  2008 ). Apart from discussing 
the external social factors, enhancing the internal assets of youth is also one of the 
major concerns. Nine units on “Money and Success” are designed to promote the 
moral competence, spirituality, cognitive competence, belief in the future, and self-
effi cacy of teenagers. All emphasize the self-competence of young people. 

 In addition, because gender differences regarding money-related issues exist, 
prominent fi gures from both genders are used for illustration. Thus, teachers have a 
choice to select casts from both genders from the audiovisual teaching materials.      

   References 

    Lau, P. S. (2006). Spirituality as a positive youth development construct: Conceptual bases and 
implications for curriculum development.  International Journal of Adolescent Medicine and 
Health, 18 (3), 363–370.  

     Lau, D. C. (2008).  Confucius: The analects . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company.  

  Fig. 4    S3 curriculum design       

 

T.Y. Lee and D. Busiol



203

    Ma, H. K. (2006). Moral competence as a positive youth development construct: Conceptual bases 
and implications for curriculum development.  International Journal of Adolescent Medicine 
and Health, 18 (3), 371–378.  

    Piaget, J. (1965).  The moral judgment of the child . London: Routledge & K. Paul.  
    Shek, D. T., & Ma, C. (2011). Impact of the project P.A.T.H.S. in the junior secondary school 

years: Individual growth curve analyses.  The Scientifi c World Journal, 11 , 253–266.  
    Shek, D. T., & Sun, R. C. (2010). Effectiveness of the tier 1 program of project P.A.T.H.S.: Findings 

based on three years of program implementation.  The Scientifi c World Journal, 10 , 
1509–1519.  

    Shek, D. T., & Yu, L. (2011). Prevention of adolescent problem behavior: Longitudinal impact of 
the project P.A.T.H.S. in Hong Kong.  The Scientifi c World Journal, 11 , 546–567.  

    Sun, R. C., & Hui, E. K. P. (2006). Cognitive competence as a positive youth development con-
struct: Conceptual bases and implications for curriculum development.  International Journal 
of Adolescent Medicine and Health, 18 (3), 401–408.  

    Sun, R. C., & Lau, P. S. Y. (2006). Beliefs in the future as a positive youth development construct: 
Conceptual bases and implications for curriculum development.  International Journal of 
Adolescent Medicine and Health, 18 (3), 409–416.  

    Tsang, S. K., & Hui, E. K. (2006). Self-effi cacy as a positive youth development construct: 
Conceptual bases and implications for curriculum development.  International Journal of 
Adolescent Medicine and Health, 18 (3), 441–450.  

    Yin, G. C. (1998).  History of Chinese psychology . Hangzhou: Zhejiang Education Press.    

Money Literacy: P.A.T.H.S. Program



205© Springer Science+Business Media Singapore 2015 
T.Y. Lee et al. (eds.), Student Well-Being in Chinese Adolescents in Hong Kong, 
Quality of Life in Asia 7, DOI 10.1007/978-981-287-582-2_16

      Promotion of Bonding Among Peers: 
The P.A.T.H.S. Program       

       Diego     Busiol     and     Tak     Yan     Lee    

    Abstract     Project P.A.T.H.S. goes beyond the view of bonding as being solely a 
stress- reducing system and aims at enabling adolescents to optimize bonding with 
peers in terms of emotional attachment and commitment during ordinary everyday 
circumstances. Project P.A.T.H.S. aims at enhancing the process of this develop-
mentally signifi cant network of relationships through various steps: (1) creating 
opportunities to belong, (2) cultivation of supportive and intimate relationships, (3) 
promotion of positive social norms, (4) support for effi cacy, and (5) promoting 
skills for involvement and interaction. Ten units are particularly signifi cant for posi-
tive development of bonding with peers; however, some other units are informed by 
the construct of bonding, and they may largely contribute to enhance a positive 
sense of bonding among students. The rationale behind these units is presented. 
Concept maps of the curriculum for each school year are also presented.  

        Ecological Perspectives on Bonding 

 The ecological perspective emphasizes complex interactions between persons and 
their environments (Bronfenbrenner  1979 ,  1986 ; Collins and Steinberg  2006 ; Wilks 
 1986 ; Sebald  1986 ). At least two child and adolescent development theories provide 
a central role for bonding under the ecological perspective: the social control theory 
and the social development model.  
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    Social Control Theory 

 Hirschi asserted that social bonds explain why adolescents often do not seek immediate 
gratifi cation in the easiest way possible (Hirschi  1969 ). As conceived by Hirschi, 
social bonds promoting socialization and conformity include: involvement, attach-
ment, commitment, and belief. He claimed that the stronger these four bonds, the 
less likely an adolescent is to become delinquent. The fi rst bond is involvement in 
the socialization agent. This addresses a preoccupation with activities which stress 
the conventional interests of society. The second bond is attachment or affective 
relationships, which refers to one’s interest in others, including attachment to par-
ents, to school, and to peers. Acceptance of social norms and the development of a 
social conscience depend on attachment. The third bond is investment or commit-
ment to the socialization agent which involves time, energy, and effort placed on 
conventional lines of action. In other words, the support of and participation in 
social activities ties an individual to the moral and ethical code of society. The fi nal 
bond is belief in the values of the socialization agent. It deals with the adolescent’s 
assent to society’s value system – which entails respect for laws and the people and 
institutions which enforce such laws. These social bonds, once strongly estab-
lished, exert an informal control on adolescents’ behavior, thereby inhibiting devi-
ant behavior. Implications of the social control theory for positive youth 
development in general and for the promotion of bonding in particular are (1) 
attachment to parents as a result of the depth and quality of the parent–child inter-
action acts as a primary deterrent to engaging in delinquency, (2) attachment to 
school depends on how one appreciates the institution and how he/she is received 
by fellow peers and teachers, and (3) attachment to parents and school overshad-
ows the bond formed with one’s peers.  

    Social Development Model 

 The social development model of Catalano and Hawkins ( 1996 ) integrates perspec-
tives from social control theory, social learning theory, and differential association 
theory that together also suggest a central role for bonding. According to this model, 
children and adolescents must learn patterns of behavior from their social environ-
ment through four processes: (1) perceived opportunities for involvement in activi-
ties and interactions with others, (2) actual involvement, (3) acquiring skills for 
involvement and interaction, and (4) perceived rewards from involvement and inter-
action (Catalano et al.  2004 ). Similar to social control theory, it hypothesizes that 
the predominant behavior, norms, and values held by those individuals or institu-
tions will affect the behavior of the individual and infl uence them to become either 
prosocial or antisocial. Empirical support for the effects of bonding on both positive 
and problem behavior has also been found (Resnick et al.  1997 ; Hawkins et al. 
 1992 ; Hirschi  1969 ; Werner and Smith  1992 ). 
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    The P.A.T.H.S. Project 

 Project P.A.T.H.S. (Fig.  1 ) goes beyond the view of bonding as being solely a stress- 
reducing system and aims at enabling adolescents to optimize bonding with peers in 
terms of emotional attachment and commitment during ordinary everyday circum-
stances. Attachment and commitment are built in the context of regular exchanges 
that include positive non-emergency situations that children enjoy (Posada and Lu 
 2011 ). Research points to important interrelations among adolescents’ relationships 
with friends; secure bonding established in an adolescent’s life with good friends 
will produce positive results in a number of ways.

   What is friendship? Is it different from other kinds of relationships, like kinship, 
mutual aid, or romantic relationships? How does one recognize a real good friend? 

  Fig. 1    Conceptual map for bonding       
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These are the starting questions for a refl ection on friendship and for promoting 
positive bonding among peers. 

 Project P.A.T.H.S. aims at enhancing the process of this developmentally signifi -
cant network of relationships through various steps:

    1.     Creating opportunities to belong . In bonding with peers and others in the com-
munity, opportunities for meaningful social inclusion (regardless of one’s gen-
der, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or disability status) are necessary conditions, 
while opportunities for sociocultural identity formation as well as support for 
cultural and bicultural competence should also be made available.   

   2.     Cultivation of supportive and intimate relationships . Open and frequent communica-
tion with respect, feelings of warmth, caring and closeness, availability of supportive 
guidance, and responsiveness from family members, friends, and mature adults in 
social systems facilitate bonding and promote healthy intimate relationships.   

   3.     Promotion of positive social norms . Adolescents need clear rules and behavioral 
expectations derived from prosocial values and morals. Prosocial norms can be 
reinforced through bonding to important socializing units, that is, the family, 
school, peers, and community.   

   4.     Support for effi cacy . Attachment to peers with undesirable behavior yields prob-
lem behavior and negative consequences. Positive youth development programs 
that promote self-effi cacy will help adolescents counteract these negative infl u-
ences. Youth-based empowerment practices or programs that support autonomy, 
making a real difference in one’s community and being taken seriously, are major 
strategies. Practices that include enabling, responsibility granting, and involve-
ment in meaningful challenges and focus on improvement rather than on current 
relative performance level can support adolescents to build their self-effi cacy.   

   5.     Skills for involvement and interaction . Good communication and relationships 
with others including trust, empathy, active listening, expression of feelings, 
mutual help, intimacy, self-disclosure, acceptance, mutual affection, emotional 
support, emotional stability, and extroversion all contribute to bonding (Berndt 
 2002 ; Choi et al.  2003 ; Schneider et al.  2001 ; Berndt  2004 ; Cheng et al.  1995 ; 
Weiss  1991 ). Hence, it is necessary to teach adolescents to acquire these positive 
features in order to bond with signifi cant others in different systems.     

 Enhancement of bonding is at the same time a protective factor against antisocial 
behavior, substance abuse, and pornography consumption and a trigger for self- 
esteem, academic achievement, and life satisfaction. 

 Ten units are particularly signifi cant for positive development of bonding with 
peers (Table  1 ). Of these units, some have been conceptualized specifi cally starting 
from a literature review of bonding. Indeed, bonding alone (BO) is an essential con-
struct of the P.A.T.H.S. project. However, bonding is also an essential component of 
the modules on substance abuse prevention and sex education. For instance, drug 
consumption is highly related to peer infl uence (as explained in the chapter on sub-
stance abuse); likewise, as a part of the sex education program, students are  encouraged 
to differentiate between friendship, love, and romantic relationships. Thus, these units 
(AD and SX) are informed by the construct of bonding (BO), and they may largely 
contribute to enhance a positive sense of bonding among students.
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   Table 1    Overview of the main units grounded in the construct of bonding (peer level)   

 Unit  Unit aims  Learning targets 

  Secondary One  
 Be Both Friend and 
Tutor (BO 1.1) 

 To establish a sound relationship 
between instructors and students 
and among students so as to 
encourage active participation 

 1. To become acquainted with 
instructors 
 2. To understand the importance 
of instructors and friends 
 3. To know more about three 
classmates whom one does not 
know well or is not familiar with 

 The Power of 
Personality (BO 1.2) 

 To enhance students’ 
understanding of their own 
personality and to investigate the 
effect of personality on 
interpersonal relationships 

 1. To learn about three main types 
of personality 
 2. To understand the effect of 
personality on interpersonal 
relationships 

 Looking for Friend at 
the Crossroads (BO 
1.3) 

 1. How to recognize desirable 
friends from undesirable ones and 
encourage students to choose the 
right friends and establish a 
healthy relationship 

 1. To identify the determinants for 
desirable and undesirable friends 

 2. To show the required skills to 
resist temptation 

 2. To practice refusal principles 
and skills 

 Sail on Together (BO 
1.4) 

 To establish trust among students  1. To understand the importance 
of trust in friendships 
 2. To practice skills that establish 
or promote trust between 
classmates 

 Say No to 
Undesirable Friends 
(AD 1.7) 

 1. To show students how to 
recognize desirable friends from 
undesirable ones and encourage 
them to choose the right friends 
and establish a healthy 
relationship 

 1. To identify the determinants for 
desirable and undesirable friends 

 2. To show students the required 
skills to resist temptation 

 2. To practice refusal principles 
and skills 

 Close Relationships? 
(SX 1.2) 

 To understand that opposite-sex 
and same-sex friendships require 
different attitudes and behavior 

 1. To understand that excessive 
intimacy with the opposite sex 
may lead to misunderstanding 
 2. To learn about appropriate 
physical boundaries for getting 
along with the opposite sex 

 Sex and Peer Pressure 
(SX 1.4) 

 To understand how friends affect 
our decision-making and behavior 

 1. To know how peer pressure 
affects our decisions and behavior 
 2. To think about the motives and 
attitudes before we face sexual 
behavior 

(continued)
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        Rationale 

    Year 1 

 Year one is particularly important to the concept of bonding among peers (Fig.  1 ). 
The Secondary One curriculum focuses on building positive relationships with sig-
nifi cant others by adolescents. There are four units in Secondary One: Bonding 
(BO), all of them aim to establish a trusting relationship between students, teachers, 
and desirable peers. Unit BO1.1 seeks to establish a sound relationship between 
instructors and students and among students so as to encourage active participation. 
Unit BO1.2 enhances students’ understanding of their own personality and investi-
gates the effect of personality on interpersonal relationships. In unit BO1.3, students 
are given an opportunity to learn to recognize desirable friends from undesirable 
ones, choose the right friend, and establish a supportive relationship, while unit 
BO1.4 aims to foster a trusting relationship among students and transfer such expe-
rience into daily life so as to develop close friendships with other peers (Fig   .  2 ).

       Year 2 

 Year two focuses on family bonding and is presented in the following chapter.  

Table 1 (continued)

 Unit  Unit aims  Learning targets 

 Find a Good Friend 
(AD 1.6) 

 To enhance students’ 
understanding of their own 
personality and to investigate the 
effect of personality on 
interpersonal relationships 

 1. To learn about three main types 
of personality 
 2. To understand the effect of 
personality on interpersonal 
relationships 

  Secondary Three  
 Modern Love Stories 
(BO 3.1) 

 To understand the qualities of a 
healthy loving relationship 

 1. To examine one’s attitude 
toward loving relationships 
 2. To identify the essential 
elements of love 

 What Is Freedom of 
Love? (BO 3.2) 

 To construct the proper attitudes 
toward loving relationships 

 1. To differentiate the proper and 
improper attitudes that appear 
during the initial stage of loving 
relationships 
 2. To generalize the do’s and 
don’ts of dating 
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    Year 3 

 Adolescents can easily access information about love, sexual, and romantic rela-
tionships from TV programs, magazines, and the Internet. However, some informa-
tion can be inaccurate or misleading which in turn can affect the sexual perception 
of adolescents. Therefore, it is necessary to include the key topic of developing a 
healthy loving relationship in the curriculum. Students have the opportunity to 
apply and integrate the skills and principles about building positive relationships to 
develop loving relationships. 

 There are two units in Secondary Three curriculum (Fig.  3 ). Unit BO3.1 focuses 
on identifying the essential elements in a loving relationship, while Unit BO3.2 
aims to construct proper attitudes toward loving relationships.

  Fig. 2    S1 curriculum design       

  Fig. 3    S3 curriculum design       
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      Promotion of Family Bonding: The P.A.T.H.S. 
Program       

       Tak     Yan     Lee      and     Diego     Busiol    

   Abstract     One of the most signifi cant cultural heritages of Chinese society is that 
the core values of Confucianism place great emphasis on building harmonious inter-
personal relationships. Project P.A.T.H.S. aims at helping students to build positive 
and healthy relationships with adults, teachers, and peers. It is intended that family 
bonding concerns both quantity and quality of the exchange between parents and 
children. The positive youth development (PYD) constructs inspiring the P.A.T.H.S. 
project and the activities implemented aim to promote adolescents thinking in terms 
of family, rather than selfi sh thinking. Improving family bonds has some other 
important consequences for adolescents that go beyond their relationship with their 
parents. Fourteen units are particularly signifi cant to the development of family 
bonding; the rationale and the PYD constructs inspiring these units are presented 
with illustrations.  

        Introduction 

 Bonding refers to one’s ability to relate, establish, and maintain good relations with 
others. Adolescents are required to develop different bonding skills when relating to 
friends, adults, and teachers. 

 One of the most signifi cant cultural heritages of Chinese society is that the core 
values of Confucianism place great emphasis on building harmonious interpersonal 
relationships. Shek and Chan ( 1999 ) reported that Chinese parents consider  bonding, 
especially the quality of the parent–child relationship and the obedience of the 
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child, as the most important attribute of an “ideal child.” Chao ( 1994 ) suggested that 
some aspects of Chinese “training” or guan might be interpreted as authoritarian 
control by non-Chinese. For instance, some aspects that might be experienced as 
domination, hostility, and mistrust by Western infants may be understood as con-
cern by Chinese children. Stewart et al. ( 1998 ) tested this hypothesis in relation to 
97 Hong Kong Chinese adolescents and found that parenting characteristics associ-
ated with guan or training showed coherence and correlated signifi cantly with 
parental warmth and predicted well-being. However, and contrary to what is sug-
gested by different authors, restrictive control is related negatively to self-esteem 
and well-being. Maternal control and parental warmth were shown to be primary 
parental variables in relating to adaptation, enhancing self-esteem, and relationship 
harmony. Liu et al. ( 2011 ) assessed the psychometric characteristics of the parental 
bonding instrument (PBI) in China. Normally the PBI is represented by a two-factor 
model (care and overprotection) or a three-factor model (care, overprotection, and 
autonomy); however, the authors suggested that a fourth factor may be needed to 
better represent some aspects of the parenting specifi cs of Chinese culture, which 
tend to value interdependence and group cohesion over independence: indifference. 
For example, the authors reported that participants in their study tended to classify 
items such as “Did not talk with me very much” or “Did not praise me” under indif-
ference, whereas Western cultures have previously classifi ed these as showing a 
lack of care. The authors suggest that Chinese children might not necessarily see 
these parents’ responses as unloving behavior. Instead, they suggest that this might 
refl ect Chinese values that tend to foster collectiveness and view the family as a 
singular unit and then as a priority to the individual. 

 Chen et al. ( 1992 ) suggested that the Chinese often form small well-defi ned 
“cliques” in contrast to Canadians. Chao and Tseng ( 2002 ) reported that Chinese 
mothers and fathers play very different roles in their parent–child relationships. Ho 
( 1987 ) suggested that the difference between paternal and maternal parenting styles 
is well refl ected in a traditional saying “strict father, kind mother.” The role of the 
mother is to provide a secure and warm home environment and to develop a close 
and emotional relationship with children. On the other hand, the role of the father is 
to provide economic support and moral instruction, rather than an emotional rela-
tionship. A “traditional” father would love his child, but he seldom expresses his 
love verbally. However, a recent study by Shek ( 2007 ) found that the situation has 
been reversing – the notion has changed to “strict mother, kind father.” Results also 
showed that the quality of parental control has declined and parent–child relational 
qualities have become poorer in early adolescent years in the contemporary Chinese 
culture of Hong Kong.  

    Project P.A.T.H.S. 

 Project P.A.T.H.S. aims at helping students to build positive and healthy relation-
ships with adults, teachers, and peers (Fig.  1 ).
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   As society changes and evolves, people become more isolated from one another. 
If young people are not provided a supportive environment in which they can grow 
up positively, they are more likely to participate in socially unacceptable behavior 
or activities. Promotion of bonding with adults and peers and living a positive life-
style is crucial for the healthy development of adolescents. 

 The literature indicates that attachment with teachers and schoolmates promotes 
confi dence and better involvement in school (   Noller et al.  2013 ), while a sense of 
trust is an essential element to the establishment of relationships (Berndt  2002 ,  2004 ). 

 Thus, it is essential to teach students ways to enhance family relationships and 
positive communication, especially in their time of growth in a rapidly changing 
society. Otherwise, detached relationships or even confl icts are likely to occur 
within a family. 

 It is intended that family bonding (Fig.  2 ) concerns both quantity and quality of 
the exchange between parents and children. A positive relationship is when parents 
are able to listen, so that children can become gradually more open and trustworthy. 
On the other hand, children who feel accepted and perceive their parents as non-
judgmental may learn to share their distress within the family and ask for parental 
support. They may learn to ask family members, and later they might be more will-
ing to contribute as well, so that the relationship evolves into a more mutual one.

   To reach this goal, it is important that children step into the shoes of their parents 
and understand their perspective, diffi culties, limitations, and efforts. Only with this 
shift of perspective is it possible for a child to critically examine the concept and 
nature of the family as well as the relations among family members. The PYD con-

  Fig. 1    Overview of bonding       
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structs inspiring the P.A.T.H.S. project and the activities implemented aim to 
 promote adolescents thinking in terms of family, rather than selfi sh thinking. 
Adolescents need some help to recognize what characterizes positive and negative 
relationships in their lives. Also, they might need to understand what they may be 
feeling and how their behavior may have been understood by family members. 
Acquiring others’ perspective might help to make relationships more equal and 
reciprocal and might help to create greater interdependence between family 
 members (not just dependence or independence); furthermore, it helps youth to take 
responsibility for their own behavior in relationships. 

 Parents are normally the fi rst signifi cant persons children can relate to. However, 
improving family bonds has some other important consequences for adolescents 
that go beyond their relationship with their parents. For instance, a quality bond 
with family members may help them to face with less anxiety the multiple changes 
of early adolescence, as they might feel supported. Then they might have more 
skills and resources for avoiding or overcoming misunderstandings and confl icts 
(with family members but also with other people); it should be considered that 
 children who feel that they can gain their parents’ attention do not try to gain it in 
disruptive dangerous ways. Nurturing the parent–child relationship might lead to 
quality relations with parental fi gures like teachers as well as relationships with 
romantic partners later. In general, a positive experience within the family of origin 
might leave a better attitude toward the idea of forming one’s own family. 

 Fourteen units are particularly signifi cant to the development of family bonding 
(Table  1 ):

  Fig. 2    Conceptual map for family bonding       
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   There are fi ve units in Secondary One. Unit SE1.3 helps students to manage 
positively parental feedback that threatens self-effi cacy, with the goal of self- 
affi rmation. Unit PN1.1 guides students to defi ne social norms and to realize that as 
well as obeying the law, they have to pay attention to and consider social norms in 
their daily lives. RE1.1 focuses on helping students learn the fact that they can seek 
help from different people in different circumstances and build up a positive attitude 
toward parents’ way of expression. Unit SD1.1 targets at students’ understanding of 
the meaning of self-determination and helps them comprehend the scope of the 
autonomy approved by their parents. Unit ID1.2 guides students to understand the 
infl uence of important people on them and to enhance their self-esteem and per-
sonal identity. 

 There are three units in Secondary Two. Secondary Two focuses mainly on 
bonding with family members. Unit BO2.1 seeks to encourage students to make 
more contribution at home so as to strengthen their relationship with the family, 
while Unit BO2.2 aims to teach the skills leading to better communications with 
parents. Unit EC2.3 aims to encourage youth to step into the shoes of their parents 
and understand the distress and limitations of parents, so that they can utilize oppor-
tunities for communication and help parents understand. It is hoped that the ele-
ments taught will enhance the family relationships of students. 

 As shown in the following conceptual map (Fig.  3 ), students are encouraged to 
refl ect on parental care and learn to distinguish an order from a suggestion, a request, 
or a neglect. As a consequence, they are expected to make more contribution to their 
family and to make more effort to bond with their parents and family members.

   Finally, Secondary Three includes six units. Unit SX3.4 helps students to refl ect 
on the meaning of making a family and how it differs from dating and that a mar-
riage also signifi es the union of two families. Unit SX3.5 helps students to fi nd out 
how one is affected by the marriages of their parents or close family members and 
aims at teaching students that a bad relationship between their parents does not 
necessarily mean that the children will repeat that status again. Unit SC3.3 analyzes 
reasons for confl ict among siblings and provides solutions. Through a simulated 

  Fig. 3    S2 curriculum design       
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radio program, students are asked to play different sibling roles and simulate 
 feelings after confl ict. The goals of this activity are to encourage students to be more 
understanding and unselfi sh, to decrease confl ict, to sensitize students toward the 
importance of positive family relations, and to establish cohesiveness and harmoni-
ous family relationships. Unit RE3.4 focuses on promoting a sense of hope toward 
the future and how to construct a positive vision of one’s future family. Unit SD3.2 
helps students to fi nd the proper way to seek parental support for personal decisions. 
Unit AD3.3 aims at helping students to apply critical-thinking skills and analyze the 
responsibility of parents for a young person’s drug use.     
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      Promotion of Resilience: The P.A.T.H.S. 
Program       

       Tak     Yan     Lee      and     Diego     Busiol   

    Abstract     Project P.A.T.H.S. covers several areas as crucial elements in building 
resilience: bonding, self-effi cacy, spirituality, clear and positive identity, and fi ve 
core individual competencies of cognitive, emotional, moral, behavioral, and social 
competence. Few units of P.A.T.H.S. are expressly dedicated to the development of 
resilience; several others aim at enhancing resilience as part of anti-bullying, anti-
drug use, cognitive competence, and sex education. The Secondary One program 
focuses on enhancing students’ external protective factors (such as establishing a 
sense of belonging toward family) and internal protective factors (including prob-
lem solving, dealing with negative emotions, and confl ict management). In the 
Secondary Two curriculum, the units focus on enhancing the belongingness to fam-
ily and problem- solving skills as well as the competencies of emotional control and 
confl ict management. Finally, units within the Secondary Three curriculum aim to 
promote optimism, cultivate the ability to face and handle crises, as well as promote 
a sense of hope toward the future. Concept maps of the curriculum for each school 
year are also presented.  

        Cultivating Adolescents’ Resilience in Schools 

    There are several ways to foster students’ resilience in schools. First, schools can 
arrange curriculum-based programs (Gillham and Reivich  2004 ; Shek and Ma 
 2012 ; Shek and Sun  2010 ) since many of these programs have been evidenced to 
enhance students’ bonding, core competencies, and optimism through which stu-
dents build up resilience. Project P.A.T.H.S. is a comprehensive program (Shek and 
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Ma  2012 ; Shek and Sun  2010 ) that covers several areas as crucial elements in build-
ing resilience: bonding, self-effi cacy, spirituality, clear and positive identity, and 
fi ve core individual competencies of cognitive, emotional, moral, behavioral, and 
social competence. Moreover, these programs can incorporate positive social norms, 
cultural values and ideologies to cultivate adolescents’ prosocial attitudes, and an 
optimistic outlook toward the future that are crucial for cultivating adolescents’ 
resilience. Second, it has been found that attachment to adults other than a child’s 
parents has positive effects on a child’s resilience to adversity (Werner and Smith 
 1992 ; Dolan et al.  1989 ). Also, bonding with school teachers increases positive 
developmental outcomes (Catalano et al.  2004    ). Therefore, schools can develop a 
culture that promotes two primary and interdependent components of school bond-
ing: (i)  attachment , close affective relationships with teachers at school, and (ii) 
 commitment , an investment in school and doing well in school because students will 
acquire teachers’ values through a socialization process. Subsequently, these values 
will serve as a mediator of the effect of bonding on behavioral outcomes (Catalano 
et al.  2004 ). Third, extracurricular activities can be used to facilitate and maintain 
the healthy development of adolescents, but the effectiveness of these activities 
depends on the type, frequency, and quality of interchanges in the activity context 
(Mahoney et al.  2009 ). Besides, resilience-focused groups can be used for students 
who need more intensive intervention due to the severity of adversity (Greene 
 2008 ). In addition, specialized intervention programs such as adventure-based 
counseling can be used (Wong and Lee  2005 ). Finally, school social workers can 
collaborate with students’ parents to encourage parental involvement and support in 
fostering the development of adolescents’ resilience. Since adverse events affect the 
behavior of family members in terms of family rules, organizational structures, 
communication patterns, and belief systems, the ability to survive and recover from 
disruptive family life challenges is related to the family relationship network (Walsh 
 1999 ). In general, the school can adopt a whole-school approach to involve different 
stakeholders in the school, family, and community to nurture the development of 
adolescents’ resilience.  

    Factors Infl uencing Resilience and Their Relevance 
in Hong Kong 

 Hong Kong is a society with immense pressure and competition. Many children and 
youths have already experienced many challenges and failures. In addition, although 
many students may have high academic performance, the values of the traditional 
Chinese continue to stress not only high academic performance but also an expecta-
tion of obedience toward parents. Often, the communication between family mem-
bers is inadequate and a source of misunderstanding and confl ict. Therefore, it is 
crucial to introduce proactive measures to cultivate resilience among youths. 

 In addition, two factors greatly infl uence the resilience of Hong Kong youth: 
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  Coping Strategies     Coping strategies can be an important protective factor against 
stressors and consequently can enhance resilience. Coping strategies are normally 
divided into emotion focused and problem oriented. The former are centered on 
emotions and are normally considered passive because they aim at reducing psycho-
logical discomfort by simply avoiding the stimulus, whereas the latter are centered 
on problem solving and aim at trying to change the stressful situation. Examples of 
emotion-focused coping strategies are wishful thinking (daydreaming, waiting for a 
miracle to happen), detachment (trying to forget or go along with fate), self-blame 
(criticizing oneself or promising that things would be different next time), tension 
reduction (taking a rest, drinking, or using drugs), and keeping to oneself (avoiding 
people or keep others from knowing how bad things are). Instead, active coping 
strategies include: seeking social support (talking to someone or asking someone 
for advice) and focusing on the positive (trying to look on the bright side, being 
creative). However, variability in the use of coping strategies has been reported, 
depending on age, gender, and cultural differences (Stern and Zevon  1990 ). 
Particularly, the use of avoidant coping strategies and keeping to oneself were found 
to be characteristic of Chinese contexts; Hong Kong Chinese normally consult pro-
fessional help much less than Americans and Europeans, although they are not less 
willing to receive help (for a review, see Busiol  2015 ). This could also undermine 
the overall resilience of adolescents.  

  Impulsivity     Impulsivity was found to be signifi cantly related to several types of 
risky behavior, such as substance abuse, Internet addiction, gambling (Maccallum 
et al.  2007 ), bullying (Jolliffe and Farrington  2011 ), pornography consumption and 
sex-related issues (Park  2007 ), suicide, and materialistic orientation (Pham et al. 
 2012 ); furthermore, impulsivity was found to be stronger particularly at a young age 
(Loxton et al.  2008 ). For instance, it was found to be a predictor for suicide among 
Chinese in rural areas (Zhang et al.  2010 ); previous studies showed that sometimes 
even trivial quarrels and family confl icts could lead youth to behave in an extreme 
way following an impulse of the moment (Wu  2005 ). Finally, it has been suggested 
that in China many suicides are likely more impulsive acts than expression of a 
formal psychiatric diagnosis, as it is conceptualized in Western societies (Phillips 
et al.  2007    ). It may be that in a Chinese context, the weight of triggering life events 
is greater than some internal disposition.  

 In a study among drug users in Hong Kong (Loxton et al.  2008 ), impulsivity was 
signifi cantly related to risky drug-related behavior; instead, there was no association 
between personality traits and preferred drug. Likely, this result indicates that addic-
tive behavior (in general) and resilience might be negatively related; this was con-
fi rmed by other research on 348 secondary school students in China (Li et al.  2010 ), 
which showed that resilience was negatively associated with Internet addiction. Lastly, 
impulsivity is opposite not only to resilience but to positive development and good 
mental health in general. A study attempting to explore the risk and protective factors 
infl uencing the mental health of immigrant and local youth in Hong Kong (Wong 
 2008 ) showed that immigrant youths have better mental health and similar levels of 
stress than local youths. Particularly, it was shown that immigrant youths with a higher 
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level of social competence like empathy, assertiveness, self-control, and self-esteem 
were less impulsive and more understanding of others’ needs and problems.  

    The Conceptual Framework of P.A.T.H.S. 

 Resilience is a complex construct; it expresses the capacity of an individual to cope 
with stressful events (overcoming adversities) in a healthy way (good behavior and 
development). Resilience refers to the internal and external strengths (protective fac-
tors) against stress that an individual possesses. As a reintegration process, resilience 
allows an individual to go back to normal or even exhibit a better psychological 
condition than before (Fig.  1 ). Synonyms of resilience are fl exibility and elasticity. 
Promoting a sense of optimism and giving, a contented heart, enhancing the belong-
ingness toward healthy adults (in terms of psycho-social aspects), learning to solve 
confl icts with signifi cant others, and learning from traditional cultural values can all 
contribute to higher levels of resilience (Choi et al.  2003 ; Wong and Lee  2005 ).

   Resilience can be enhanced by several protective factors (Fig.  2 ), particularly by: 
bonding with peers and family members, cognitive competence, higher optimism 
and belief in the future, higher self-effi cacy, perceived sense of control, and active 
coping strategies (rather than emotion-focused or passive strategies).

   An improved resilience can have both a direct and indirect effect on risky behavior. 
On the one hand, higher resilience can make risky behavior (which often gives immedi-
ate pleasure or relief and might appear as quick and easy solutions at fi rst) less attractive; 
youths with higher resilience have more tools for facing diffi culties, can stand the uncer-
tainties of life, and thus are less in need to fi nd an immediate way out from problems. 

  Fig. 1    Curriculum design for resilience       
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Drug abuse, Internet addiction, anger, confl icts, quarrels, isolation, and depression are 
likely reactions to poor pain (or ambiguity or disappointment) tolerance. 

 On the other hand, higher resilience can help to tackle and reduce those risk factors 
which are also causes of risky behavior. For instance, higher resilience can have posi-
tive effects on social relations; it might refl ect in more effective communication with 
peers, teachers, and family members and fi nally can lead to fi nding more support 
when diffi culties arise. At the same time, resilience is important for reducing impul-
sivity and thus preventing dangerous  acting-out , such as self-harm, suicide, anger 
responses, confl icts, and unsafe sex. Lastly, resilience is essential because it allows 
critical analysis of adversities from different perspectives; it is important to teach the 
youth that what is initially perceived as an adversity can also become an opportunity 
for growth and is not necessarily an obstacle. The way to positive youth development 
(and to prevent risky behavior) is providing the tools that open to different interpreta-
tions of reality. Thus, resilience is essential to make this process possible. 

 Few units of P.A.T.H.S. are expressly dedicated to the development of resilience; 
several others aim at enhancing resilience as part of anti-bullying, anti-drug use, 
cognitive competence, and sex education. When considering specifi cally the units 
on resilience, we see that: 

 The Secondary One program (Fig.  3 ) focuses on enhancing students’ external pro-
tective factors (such as establishing a sense of belonging toward family) and internal 
protective factors (including problem solving, dealing with negative emotions, and 
confl ict management). There are four units in this construct. RE 1.1 focuses on help-
ing students learn the fact that they can seek help from different people in different 

  Fig. 2    Conceptual framework for resilience       

 

Resilience: P.A.T.H.S. Program



226

circumstances and build up a positive attitude toward parents’ way of expression. In 
RE 1.2, students are guided to analyze problems from multiple perspectives and look 
for different solutions. RE 1.3 teaches students to use positive thinking to deal with 
negative emotions. Finally, in RE 1.4, students are guided to fi nd out causes of con-
fl icts by using different strategies and tackle them calmly, thus strengthening their 
resilience. They will also learn to identify what a bystander should do.

   In the Secondary Two curriculum (Fig.  4 ), the units focus on enhancing the 
belongingness to family and problem-solving skills as well as the competencies of 
emotional control and confl ict management. In the Secondary Two curriculum, 
there are four units which all aim to promote optimism. Unit RE 2.1 aims to rebuild 
the understanding of failures and learn from them; Unit RE 2.2 teaches students to 
face adversity with a sense of humor so that students confront diffi culties in life 
optimistically; in Unit RE 2.3, students learn not to fall into avoidance traps when 
facing adversity, as avoidance will only lead to bigger diffi culties, while in Unit RE 
2.4, students learn to take signifi cant life events as learning opportunities, even 
when facing diffi culties and challenges in life.

   There are four units within the Secondary Three curriculum (Fig.  5 ). Unit RE 3.1 
aims to promote optimism through developing a contented heart. Unit RE 3.2 aims 
to cultivate the ability to face and handle crises. In unit RE 3.3, teachings from 
Mencius are introduced so as to enhance students’ resilience. Finally, unit RE 3.4 
focuses on promoting a sense of hope toward the future.

   The following table details the units on resilience along the 3 years (Table  1 ). 
Although resilience alone (RE) is one of the 15 PYD constructs, resilience is also an 
essential component of the anti-drug program (AD), anti-bullying (AB), and sex 
education (SX), and it is signifi cantly related to cognitive competence (CC).

  Fig. 3    S1 curriculum design       
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  Fig. 4    S2 curriculum design       

  Fig. 5    S3 curriculum design       
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      Risk Factors and Protective Factors 
in Substance Abuse in Chinese Adolescents 
in Hong Kong       

       Daniel     T.  L.     Shek      and     Jianqiang     Liang   

    Abstract     This chapter examines the effects of two risk factors (economic disad-
vantage and family non-intactness) and two protective factors (positive youth devel-
opment and family functioning) on substance abuse among Chinese adolescents in 
Hong Kong. Based on four waves of data collected from Secondary 1 to Secondary 
4 students in a longitudinal study (3328 students at Secondary 1), individual growth 
curve models demonstrated a growing trend of adolescents engaging in substance 
abuse across time. Gender, age, and family intactness were signifi cantly related to 
the initial status of adolescent substance abuse, while economic disadvantage and 
family intactness were signifi cantly related to the growth trajectory of substance 
abuse, with adolescents from poor and non-intact families having a higher risk of 
engaging in substance abuse. While positive youth development and family func-
tioning at Wave 4 predicted substance abuse in Wave 4, positive youth development 
and family functioning at Wave 1 only predicted smoking but not overall substance 
abuse at Wave 4.  

        Introduction 

 Adolescent substance abuse is a growing global issue. Teenagers are not only taking 
conventional drugs such as tobacco and alcohol but also abusing other psychotropic 
substances (e.g., ketamine, cannabis, and ecstasy). Worse still, young people have a 
common myth that these substances are nonaddictive, harmless, and trendy (Shek 
et al.  2011 ). In Hong Kong, drinking and smoking were reported as the most fre-
quent substance abuse behaviors among school adolescents (Shek  2007 ; Shek and 
Ma  2011a ). Besides, adolescent substance abusers were getting younger (e.g., with 
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the youngest at the age of 12); they tended to have longer substance abuse history, 
and substance abuse was hidden in nature (such as taking drugs at home). 
Psychotropic substances also become more popular (Narcotics Division  2009 , 
 2014 ). These changing trends bring a warning call for parents, school educators, 
social workers, and policy makers who are concerned about the healthy develop-
ment of adolescents. Hence, it becomes necessary to develop a more accurate 
understanding of adolescent substance abuse in the individual, familial, community, 
and socioeconomic contexts. Against this background, this longitudinal study 
focused on personal and familial predictors of substance addiction among adoles-
cents in the schools in Hong Kong. 

 Shek ( 2007 ) proposed to understand adolescent substance abuse in Hong 
Kong from an ecological perspective. Adolescent substance abuse is not only 
self-driven but also impacted by multiple risk and protective factors (Hemphill 
et al.  2011 ; Shek and Ma  2011a ). On the one hand, adolescent substance abuse 
is correlated with some risk factors, such as familial economic disadvantage 
(Shek  2002 ), parental confl ict and lack of parental care (Chilcoat and Anthony 
 1996 ; Shek  2003 ; Wagner et al.  2010 ), negative peer and social modeling 
(Garham et al.  1991 ), unstable and non-supportive community environment 
(Hemphill et al.  2011 ). On the other hand, assets of positive youth development 
and well family functioning are protective factors which protect adolescents 
from drug addiction. Studies showed that positive youth development programs 
could assist adolescents in preventing problem behaviors (Catalano et al.  2002 ; 
Shek  2010 ). Improvement of intrapersonal and interpersonal competencies 
(e.g., positive and healthy identity, cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and social 
competencies) also lowered the risk of adolescent substance abuse (Shek and 
Ma  2011a ; Shek and Yu  2011a ). Family functioning was also important to pre-
vent adolescent substance abuse (Shek  2003 ; Shek and Ma  2011a ), with mutual 
respect, good communication, and harmony inside the family help to create a 
caring and supportive environment for adolescents to discuss the harm of abus-
ing drugs with their parents. 

 In particular, family attributes make a fundamental impact on adolescent sub-
stance abuse. These attributes can be described in three levels: economic status of 
the family (e.g., families on welfare), parental marital quality (e.g., divorce and 
separation), and parent   –child relationship (e.g., mutual respect and communica-
tion). Adolescents from poor family may lack parental bonding because their par-
ents need to work for a long time. As a result, they may have a higher risk of joining 
street gangs and developing addictive behaviors. Family intactness was also associ-
ated with adolescent substance abuse, with adolescents experiencing parental 
divorce having higher risk of substance abuse than did those who grow up in intact 
families (Shek and Yu  2011a ). Parental modeling and parent–child relationship 
were considered more important than peer infl uence on adolescent’s engagement in 
substance abuse (Feit and Wodarski  2014 ). However, few scholars have systemati-
cally examined the infl uence of multiple family attributes on adolescent substance 
abuse behavior in a single study. 
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 A review of the scientifi c literature on adolescent substance abuse showed that 
most studies are cross-sectional studies, and there are few studies on the overtime 
effects of multiple predictors on substance abuse, especially in middle adoles-
cence. Besides, research examining the infl uence of factors in the individual and 
family systems on adolescent substance abuse is urgently needed. Shek and his 
colleagues are fi lling this research gap through conducting a serious of systematic 
longitudinal studies based on the Project PATHS (Shek and Ma  2011a ,  c ,  2012 ; 
Shek and & Yu  2011a ,  b ,  2012 ). These studies utilized classical longitudinal data 
analyses methods (e.g., cross-sectional and longitudinal regression analyses) and 
multi-level linear modeling methods (e.g., individual growth curves). In this 
study, we continued to use such statistical analyses to explore the developmental 
trajectories as well as the effects of individual and family factors on adolescent 
substance abuse over a period of 4 years.  

    Method 

    Participants and Procedures 

 In 2009/2010 school year, 3328 students (Secondary 1 or Grade 7, mean age = 12.59, 
with 51.7 % males and 47.2 % females) from 28 schools were recruited to a 6-year 
longitudinal research project titled “A Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Development and Their Families in Hong Kong.” Further details of the project can 
be seen elsewhere (Shek et al.  2014 ). The demographic characters of the students 
are shown in Table  1 .

     Table 1    Data profi le across four waves   

 Wave 1  %  Wave 2 a   %  Wave 3 a   %  Wave 4 a   % 

 N (participants)  3328  2905  2858  2682 
  Gender  

 Male  1719  51.7  1445  49.7  1433  50.1  1335  49.8 
 Female  1572  47.2  1419  48.8  1405  49.2  1337  49.9 

  Economic 
disadvantage  

    Not receiving 
CSSA 

 2606  78.3  2377  81.8  2339  81.8  2267  84.5 

 Receiving CSSA  225  6.8  160  5.5  147  5.1  132  4.9 
  Family intactness  

 Intact families  2781  83.6  2415  83.1  2396  83.8  2211  82.4 
 Non-intact families  515  15.5  469  16.1  454  15.9  466  17.4 

   a The numbers were based on the participants whoever participated in Wave 1 assessment as only 
those joining Wave 1 assessment were included in LMM. The numbers of the students who did not 
report the corresponding information were not presented  
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   They were invited to complete a questionnaire on adolescent development and 
the related psychosocial correlates in a self-administrated and voluntary manner. 
Written consent was obtained from all schools, parents, and participants. Enough 
time was given to the students to complete the questionnaire with the assistance of 
a well-trained research team (one research assistant for one class). Data cleaning 
and data matching were executed by well-trained research associates. 

 The present study utilized the data collected from Wave 1 to Wave 4. The attrition 
rates were acceptable, with 12.7 % of Wave 2, 14.1 % of Wave 3, and 19.4 % of Wave 
4. Among those 3328 participants who had completed the questionnaire in Wave 1, 
2682 students completed the questionnaires in all 4 years. Only those students who 
had took Wave 1 ( N  = 3328) were included in the later longitudinal data analyses.  

    Instruments 

  Assessment of Substance Abuse     The substance abuse scale contains eight questions 
which examine the frequency of different adolescent substance behaviors (such as 
tobacco, alcohol, and illicit drugs), on a six-point Likert scale (0 = never, 1 = 1–2 
times, 2 = 3–5 times, 3 = more than 5 times, 4 = several times a month, 5 = several 
times a week, 6 = everyday). Previous study showed that the scale had good 
 psychometric properties (Shek and Ma  2011a ). Table  2  shows eight items of adoles-
cent substance abuse and the frequency of related behavior for each item.

     Table 2    Frequencies of substance abuse in the past 12 months across four waves   

 Wave 1  Wave 2 a   Wave 3 a   Wave 4 a  

 N  %  N  %  N  %  N  % 

  Substance abuse  
 1. Taking tobacco  32  0.96  47  1.62  53  2.03  42  1.71 
 2. Taking alcohol  80  2.42  121  4.19  139  7.90  131  8.38 
 3. Taking ketamine  2  0.06  5  0.17  4  0.15  3  0.12 
 4. Taking cannabis  1  0.03  3  0.10  1  0.04  3  0.12 
 5. Taking cough mixture  1  0.03  3  0.10  1  0.04  2  0.08 
 6. Taking organic solvent  9  0.27  4  0.14  3  0.11  6  0.23 
 7. Taking pills (including 
ecstasy and methaqualone) 

 2  0.06  2  0.07  2  0.07  3  0.12 

 8. Taking or injecting heroin  2  0.06  3  0.10  3  0.11  2  0.08 
  Total number   3328  100  2905  100  2858  100  2682  100 

   Note : All eight items in a six-point Likert scale (0 = never; 1 = 1–2 times; 2 = 3–5 times; 3 = more 
than 5 times; 4 = several times a month; 5 = several times a week; 6 = everyday). N = who chose the 
responses 4–6, which considered as frequently abusing the substances 
  a The numbers were based on the participants whoever participated in Wave 1 assessment as only 
those joining Wave 1 assessment were included in LMM. The numbers of the students who did not 
report the corresponding information were not presented  
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    A composite score was calculated for each wave by combining the scores of all 
items, with a higher score indicating a higher frequency of substance abuse. In 
multi-level modeling, substance abuse (SA) was a new variable which converted the 
measures (the above composite score at each wave) at Wave 1 to Wave 4 into a 
stacked format. In view of the prevalent use of tobacco and alcohol, additional anal-
yses were also carried out by using Item 1 (“smoking”) and Item 2 (“drinking”) as 
separate indicators. 

  Assessment of Positive Youth Development     Positive youth development was 
assessed by the Chinese Positive Youth Development Scale (CPYDS), which 
includes 15 key attributes assessing adolescent’s holistic development. The scale 
was validated with good reliability and validity (Shek et al.  2007 ). In this study, the 
variable “positive youth development” was the mean score of the 15 constructs. 
Except spirituality (SP) which was a seven-point Likert scale, all other constructs 
were assessed on a six-point Likert scale.  

  Economic Disadvantage as a Family Attribute     Economic disadvantage was opera-
tionalized in terms of whether the respondent’s family received Comprehensive 
Social Security Assistance (CSSA), with “yes” as indicating economic diffi culty. 
Missing data were removed from the analyses.  

  Family Intactness as a Family Attribute     Different marital statuses of the parents 
were assessed in the questionnaire (1 = divorced but not remarried, 2 = separated but 
not remarried, 3 = married (fi rst marriage), 4 = married (second or subsequent mar-
riage), 5 = others). “Intact families” referred to those students whose parents were in 
their fi rst marriage (with the response of answer 3), while “non-intact families” 
were defi ned by the rest of the responses.  

  Family Functioning as a Family Attribute     Family functioning was assessed by the 
Chinese Family Assessment Instrument (CFAI) which assesses three major attributes: 
mutuality (mutual support, love, and concerns among family members), communica-
tion (frequency and nature of interaction among family members), and confl icts and 
harmony (the presence of confl icts and harmonious behavior in family). The variable 
“family functioning” was a combined score of the relevant items, with a higher score 
indicating a higher level of family functioning. Previous research showed that CFAI 
was a reliable and valid scale in the Chinese context (Shek and Ma  2010 ).   

    Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 Four observations were revealed in the previous studies. First, gender made a differ-
ence, with more male than female adolescents had substance abuse. Second, posi-
tive youth development constructs were inversely associated with substance abuse. 
Third, adolescents in non-intact families had more substance abuse than did intact 
families. Fourth, economic disadvantage was a risk factor of substance abuse behav-
ior (Shek and Ma  2011a ,  c ,  2012  Shek and Yu  2011a ,  b ,  2012 ). On top of these 
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fi ndings, this study further explored the developmental trajectories and psychoso-
cial predictors of adolescent substance abuse. The following research questions and 
several hypotheses were addressed in this study. 

  Research Question 1: Are Economic Disadvantage and Family Intactness Associated 
with the Initial Level and Growth Rate of Adolescent Substance Abuse?     Based on 
the previous fi ndings, the following hypotheses were proposed:

•    Hypothesis 1: Consistent with the global scientifi c fi ndings, the shape of the 
growth curves of substance abuse would show a rising trend across 4 years.  

•   Hypothesis 2a: Based on the literature on risk factors, adolescents from poor 
families would have a higher initial level and faster growth rate of substance 
abuse than did those from nonpoor families.  

•   Hypothesis 2b: Based on the literature on risk factors, adolescents from non- 
intact families would have a higher initial level and faster growth rate of sub-
stance abuse than did those from intact families.     

  Research Question 2: Do Family Functioning and Positive Youth Development 
Predict Substance Abuse Across Four Waves?   

•     Hypothesis 3a: Family functioning at Wave 4 would have a negative relationship 
with substance abuse at Wave 4.  

•   Hypothesis 3b: Positive youth development at Wave 4 would have a negative 
relationship with substance abuse at Wave 4.  

•   Hypothesis 4a: Family functioning at Wave 1 would predict decline in substance 
abuse across 4 years, particularly for drinking and smoking.  

•   Hypothesis 4b: Positive youth development at Wave 1 would predict decline in 
substance abuse across 4 years, particularly for drinking and smoking.      

    Data Analyses Strategies 

 Descriptive statistical analyses were performed to portrait the sociodemographic 
statuses of the participants from Wave 1 to Wave 4, including percentages of eco-
nomic disadvantage and family intactness (Table  1 ), frequencies of eight single sub-
stance abuse behaviors (Table  2 ), and means, standard deviations, as well as internal 
consistency of the scales (Table  3 ).

   Linear mixed method (LMM) analyses were performed to understand the devel-
opmental trajectories of adolescent substance abuse in Hong Kong. We focused on 
the analyses of individual growth curves (IGC) which were generated by LMM 
through using SPSS 21 (IBM SPSS Statistics, IBM Corp, Somers, NY). The advan-
tage of IGC and details of the method fi tting the project can be found in Shek and 
Ma’s paper ( 2011b ). 

 Four waves of data were analyzed with maximum likelihood (ML) as the esti-
mate method (Shek and Ma  2011b ). A two-level hierarchical model that nested 
time (Level 1) within individuals (Level 2) was tested by using: (a) substance abuse 
(included intercepts and slopes) as the dependent variables (DVs), (b) time (four 

D.T.L. Shek and J. Liang



243

    Ta
bl

e 
3  

  D
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

st
at

is
tic

s 
of

 k
ey

 v
ar

ia
bl

es
 a

nd
 in

te
rn

al
 c

on
si

st
en

cy
 c

oe
ffi

 c
ie

nt
s 

of
 s

ca
le

s 
(W

av
es

 1
–4

)   

 M
ea

n 
 (S

D
) 

 R
el

ia
bi

lit
y 

 W
1 

 W
2 

 W
3 

 W
4 

 W
1 

 W
2 

 W
3 

 W
4 

 Fa
m

ily
 f

un
ct

io
ni

ng
  a   

 3.
73

 (
0.

81
) 

 3.
65

 (
0.

81
) 

 3.
65

 (
0.

79
) 

 3.
66

 (
0.

77
) 

 .9
0 

 .9
0 

 .9
0 

 .9
1 

 Po
si

tiv
e 

yo
ut

h a   d
ev

el
op

m
en

t 
 4.

51
 (

0.
70

) 
 4.

43
 (

0.
69

) 
 4.

44
 (

0.
65

) 
 4.

45
 (

0.
62

) 
 .9

3 
 .9

6 
 .9

6 
 .9

6 
 Su

bs
ta

nc
e 

ab
us

e b   
 0.

09
 (

0.
22

) 
 0.

11
 (

0.
27

) 
 0.

12
 (

0.
26

) 
 0.

13
 (

0.
27

) 
 .8

1 
 .8

9 
 .8

4 
 .9

0 
 M

al
e 

 0.
11

 (
0.

25
) 

 0.
12

 (
0.

21
) 

 0.
13

 (
0.

22
) 

 0.
15

 (
0.

33
) 

 – 
 – 

 – 
 – 

 Fe
m

al
e 

 0.
08

 (
0.

17
) 

 0.
10

 (
0.

26
) 

 0.
11

 (
0.

29
) 

 0.
11

 (
0.

20
) 

 – 
 – 

 – 
 – 

 N
ot

 r
ec

ei
vi

ng
 C

SS
A

 
 0.

09
 (

0.
21

) 
 0.

11
 (

0.
26

) 
 0.

11
 (

0.
21

) 
 0.

12
 (

0.
27

) 
 – 

 – 
 – 

 – 
 R

ec
ei

vi
ng

 C
SS

A
 

 0.
09

 (
0.

20
) 

 0.
10

 (
0.

20
) 

 0.
14

 (
0.

28
) 

 0.
16

 (
0.

31
) 

 – 
 – 

 – 
 – 

 In
ta

ct
 f

am
ili

es
 

 0.
08

 (
0.

18
) 

 0.
11

 (
0.

28
) 

 0.
11

 (
0.

21
) 

 0.
12

 (
0.

27
) 

 – 
 – 

 – 
 – 

 N
on

-i
nt

ac
t f

am
ili

es
 

 0.
14

 (
0.

29
) 

 0.
14

 (
0.

24
) 

 0.
19

 (
0.

38
) 

 0.
16

 (
0.

26
) 

 – 
 – 

 – 
 – 

   W
1  

W
av

e 
1,

  W
2  

W
av

e 
2,

  W
3  

W
av

e 
3,

  W
4  

W
av

e 
4 

  a  M
ea

n 
sc

or
e 

w
as

 u
se

d 
to

 in
di

ca
te

 th
e 

le
ve

l o
f 

fa
m

ily
 f

un
ct

io
ni

ng
 a

nd
 p

os
iti

ve
 y

ou
th

 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t 

  b  M
ea

n 
sc

or
e 

w
as

 u
se

d 
to

 in
di

ca
te

 th
e 

su
bs

ta
nc

e 
ab

us
e 

(r
an

ge
 =

 1
–6

)  

Substance Abuse



244

waves) as the Level 1 predictor, and (c) individual social-demographic characteris-
tics (economic disadvantage and family intactness in Wave 1 as the main predictors, 
while initial age and gender as the control variables) as the Level 2 predictors. The 
fi rst level of analyses were the repeated measures of within-person initial substance 
abuse behavior as well as the rate of change over time without taking account of the 
individual social-demographic characteristics. The second level of analyses exam-
ined the effects of the individual social-demographic characteristics on the initial 
level as well as the developmental patterns of substance abuse. 

 For the Level 1 predictor, “time” was recoded (0 = Wave 1, 1 = Wave 2, 2 = Wave 
3, and 3 = Wave 4). Dummy variables were used for the Level 2 predictors (“gen-
der”: female = −1, male = 1; “economic disadvantage”: not receiving CSSA = −1, 
receiving CSSA = 1; “family intactness”: non-intact family = −1, intact family = 1). 
“Initial age” was grand mean centered in order to simplify the interpretation of 
results (Kwok et al.  2008 ; Shek and Ma  2011b ). Following the strategies suggested 
by other scholars (Singer and Willet  2003 ; Shek and Ma  2011b ), there were three 
steps in the LMM analyses:

•    Step 1: Unconditional mean model (Model 1) was conducted to measure individual 
substance abuse (intercepts only) without adding any level of predictors. It helped 
examine the total variance of substance abuse predicted by intrapersonal differ-
ences, which could indicate the need for further multi-level analyses.  

•   Step 2: Unconditional growth model (Model 2) was performed to examine the 
substance abuse trajectories of the participants by combining the individual tra-
jectories into a collective one. This was a Level 1 model which examined the 
variation (both initial status and rate of change) among individual over time 
without adding the higher level of predictors.  

•   Step 3: Conditional growth model (Model 3) was a Level 2 model which evalu-
ated the effects of interpersonal differences on initial substance abuse behavior 
as well as the rate of change (by adding both Level 1 predictor and Level 2 pre-
dictors). In this study, it focused on examining how the risk factors (economic 
disadvantage and non-intact family) predicted the initial status (intercepts) and 
rate of change (slopes) of adolescent substance abuse with initial age and gender 
controlled.    

 To further examine the longitudinal infl uences of protective factors (family func-
tioning and positive youth development) on adolescent substance abuse, two mul-
tiple regression analyses were conducted. First, for the concurrent relationships 
among the variables, we tested whether Wave 4 family functioning and positive 
youth development would predict Wave 4 substance abuse behavior with gender, 
economic disadvantage, and family intactness controlled. Second, for the overtime 
effects, we tested whether Wave 1 family functioning and positive youth develop-
ment would predict Wave 4 substance abuse behavior with gender, economic disad-
vantage, and family intactness from Wave 1 controlled. For both concurrent and 
overtime effects, we examined the predictions of the above two protective factors as 
a single predictor (Model A and Model B) and their predictions as simultaneous 
predictors (Model C).   

D.T.L. Shek and J. Liang
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    Results 

    Adolescent Substance Abuse Across Time 

 Table  1  shows that percentages of adolescents from impoverished families or non- 
intact families were low, with the rate of receiving CSSA slightly deceased (from 
6.8 % in Wave 1 to 4.9 % in Wave 4) and the rate of living in a non-intact family 
slightly increased (from 15.5 % in Wave 1 to 17.4 % in Wave 4). Table  2  reveals 
the percentages of frequently substance abuse in the past 12 months (for those 
who took the substance equal or more than several times a month) across four 
waves. Although some behaviors increased across time, overall substance abuse 
behavior in adolescents was not high. For example, there was an increasing trend 
of frequent smoking from 0.96 % in Wave 1 to 1.71 % in Wave 4. Similarly, the 
percentage of frequently taking alcohol increased consistently across four waves 
(from 2.42 % to 8.38 %). Drinking and smoking were the two most frequent sub-
stance abuse behaviors in all 4 years. 

 In Table  3 , the mean scores of substance abuse increased consistently from Wave 
1 to Wave 4 (0.09, 0.11, 0.12, 0.13), which indicated an increasing trend of sub-
stance abuse behavior in general over 4 years. 

 Male adolescents had higher mean score of substance abuse than did female 
adolescents (0.11 vs. 0.08, respectively, in Wave 1; 0.15 vs. 0.11, respectively, in 
Wave 4). Adolescents from non-intact families had higher mean abuse behavior 
than did those from intact families (0.14 vs. 0.08, respectively, in Wave 1; 0.16 vs. 
0.12, respectively, in Wave 4). Adolescents who received CSSA (had economic dis-
advantage) had higher mean abuse behavior (0.16) than did those who did not 
receive CSSA (0.12) in Wave 4. 

 Linear mixed method was conducted to examine the developmental trajectories 
of adolescent substance abuse as well as the effects of economic disadvantage and 
family intactness on the initial status and rate of change of substance abuse behav-
ior, while initial age and gender of the adolescents were controlled. The results of 
the three models were shown in Table  4 .

   Firstly, the unconditional mean model (Model 1) was tested to identify the total 
variance of adolescent substance abuse at different levels using intraclass correla-
tion coeffi cient (ICC) as an indicator (Singer and Willet  2003 ). Results showed that 
about 43.02 % of total variance of adolescent substance abuse (ICC = 0.4302) was 
due to interindividual differences. Therefore, the multi-level modeling analyses 
would be meaningful (Shek and Ma  2011b ) to identify how different parameters 
relate to the development of adolescent substance abuse behavior. As we only had 
four points (W1 to W4), a linear trend would be suffi cient. 

 Secondly, results showed that Model 2 had a better fi t than Model 1 (Δχ2 
(3) = 281.48; ΔAIC = 275.48; ΔBIC = 253.42;  p  < .001). In the unconditional growth 
model (Model 2), the initial level of substance abuse was very low (γ00 = .765, 
 p  < .001). From the linear slope, the substance abuse behavior increased linearly by 
an average of 0.147 per year (γ10 = .147,  p  < .001), which supported Hypothesis 1. On 
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average, adolescent substance abuse behavior increased over the years. In addition, 
signifi cance of two between-subject random-effect variances (intercept,  p  < .001; lin-
ear slope,  p  < .01) indicated the potentials of some interpersonal factors (Level 2 pre-
dictors) to explain the developmental patterns of adolescent substance abuse. 

 Finally, when adding the Level 2 predictors, the conditional growth model 
(Model 3) showed a better model fi t than the unconditional growth model (Model 2), 
(Δχ2 (8) = 7562.92; ΔAIC = 7546.92; ΔBIC = 7490.63;  p  < .001   ). For the predic-
tors (of both Level 1 and Level 2) of the intercept of substance abuse, results 
showed that family intactness was negatively associated with the initial level of 
substance abuse (γ04 = −.214,  p  < .001) above and beyond the effects of initial age 
(γ01 = .301,  p  < .001) and gender (γ02 = .069,  p  < .05). In the initial assessment, 
adolescents of non-intact families reported higher frequency of substance abuse; 
adolescents with older age reported a higher level of substance abuse than did 
those in younger age; male adolescents reported a higher level of substance abuse 

   Table 4    Results of individual growth curve of substance abuse for all models   

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 

 Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE 

  Fixed effects  
  Intercept    β   0j   
 Initial status   γ   00    .947***  .028  .765***  .030  .848***  .062 
 Age   γ   01    .301***  .045 
 Gender   γ   02    .069*  .032 
 Economic disadvantage   γ   03    –.059  .064 
 Family intactness   γ   04    –.214***  .048 
  Linear slope    β   1j   
 Initial status   γ   10    .147***  .014  .201***  .031 
 Age   γ   11    –.027  .023 
 Gender   γ   12    .033*  .016 
 Economic disadvantage   γ   13    .094**  .032 
 Family intactness   γ   14    .051*  .024 
  Random effects  
 Level 1(within) 
 Residual   r   ij    2.495***  .041  2.283***  .046  2.357***  .052 
 Level 2 (between) 
 Intercept   u   0j    1.884***  .074  1.293***  .086  1.035***  .091 
 Time   u   1j    .062**  .019  .079**  .021 
  Fit statistics  
 Deviance  47035.13  46753.65  39190.73 
 AIC  47041.13  46765.65  39218.73 
 BIC  47063.13  46809.71  39319.08 
 df  3  6  14 

   Note : Model 1 = unconditional mean model; Model 2 = unconditional growth model; Model 
3 = conditional model 
 * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001  
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than did female adolescents. At the same time, family economic status had no 
signifi cant association with the initial status of adolescent substance abuse. 
Around 20 % (from 1.293 in Model 2 to 1.035 in Model 3) of the variance of 
intercepts could be explained by Level 2 predictors. 

 For the predictors of slope, results of the fi xed effects showed that both family 
intactness (γ14 = .051,  p  < .05) and economic disadvantage (γ13 = .094,  p  < .01) were 
signifi cantly associated with the growth rate of substance abuse above and beyond 
the effects of gender (γ12 = .033,  p  < .05). Adolescents from poor families showed 
faster increasing rate in substance abuse behavior than did those from nonpoor fam-
ilies. Although adolescents from non-intact families reported slower increasing rate 
of their substance abuse behavior than did those from intact families, adolescents 
from non-intact families still had a higher mean of substance abuse (0.16) than did 
those from intact families (0.12) in Wave 4. In terms of gender, male adolescents 
reported a faster growth of substance abuse than did female adolescents. 

 In short, the above fi ndings partly supported Hypothesis 2a (e.g., adolescents 
from poorer families showed a faster growth rate of substance abuse) but fully sup-
port Hypothesis 2b (e.g., adolescents from non-intact families had a higher initial 
level and faster growth rate of substance abuse than did those growing up in intact 
families).  

    Concurrent and Longitudinal Effects of Family Functioning 
and Positive Youth Development on Prevention of Adolescent 
Substance Abuse 

 For the concurrent effects at Wave 4 (Table  5 ), multiple regression analyses showed 
that family functioning and positive youth development were inversely related to 
substance abuse behavior no matter they were examined separately or 
simultaneously.

   Gender was positively related with substance abuse behavior, which echoed with 
the LMM results that male adolescents had a higher risk of substance abuse. 
Supporting Hypothesis 3a and 3b, these fi ndings indicated that adolescents with 
better concurrent family functioning and positive youth development demonstrated 
lower risk of substance abuse. Family functioning and positive youth development 
had unique direct effects on reducing adolescent substance addiction. 

 For the longitudinal effects, when Wave 1 family functioning and positive youth 
development were examined separately, they did not have signifi cant contribution to 
the substance abuse behavior at Wave 4, with their initial levels controlled. Similarly, 
when they were examined simultaneously, family functioning and positive youth 
development at Wave 1 did not signifi cantly predict Wave 4 substance abuse behav-
ior (see Table  6 ) as well as the drinking behavior (see Table     7 ). However, positive 
youth development at Wave 1 predicted smoking at Wave 4 (see Table  8 ). In short, 
there was partial support for Hypotheses 4a and 4b only.
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          Discussion 

 Compared with the previous longitudinal studies in the same research project (Shek 
and Ma  2011a ; Shek and Yu  2011a ), the study applied advanced multi-level analy-
ses to further examine the trend and psychosocial correlates of adolescent substance 
abuse. Consistent with previous practice (Shek and Ma  2011b ,  c ), individual growth 
curve modeling was applied to analyze the longitudinal data. By analyzing different 
models of individual trajectories and change of adolescent substance abuse, key 
constructs of risk factors (economic disadvantage and family intactness) and protec-
tive factors (positive youth development and family functioning) of adolescent sub-
stance abuse could be identifi ed. The study provides rich information on the 
normative profi le of adolescent substance abuse in Hong Kong over time, hence 
expanding our understanding of the objective picture of the developmental patterns 
of substance abuse from early adolescence to mid-adolescence. 

 Consistent with our expectation, adolescent substance abuse behavior increased 
in the adolescent years especially in the areas of smoking and drinking. This phe-
nomenon may be partly associated with the addiction culture in young people and 
the relatively ease in getting tobacco and alcohol. Although the prevalence of 
 adolescent substance abuse was not high, the rising rate of smoking and drinking 

   Table 5    Multiple regression analyses on substance abuse at Wave 4   

 Substance abuse 

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 Predictors  Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2  

  Step 1    .006***    .006***    .006***  
 Gender  a   .066***  .066***  .065*** 
 Economic 
disadvantage  b  

 –.016  .017  .016 

 Family intactness  c   –.005  –.015  –.007 
  Step 2   . 015 *** 
 Family functioning   –.097***  
  Step 2   . 014 *** 
 Positive youth 
development 

  –.074***  

  Step 2   . 018 *** 
 Family functioning   –.066**  
 Positive youth 
development 

  –.062**  

  Model A includes family functioning, Model B includes positive youth development, and Model 
C includes both of them 
 * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001 
  a Male = 1, female = 0 
  b Receiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = 0 
  c Intact = 1, non-intact = 0  
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suggests that there is a need to step up preventive education on adolescence 
 substance abuse. Considering the risk factors of adolescent substance abuse, we 
examined how economic disadvantage and family intactness infl uenced the devel-
opmental patterns of adolescent substance abuse by controlling initial age and gen-
der. We found that adolescents of non-intact families showed a higher risk of having 
substance abuse behavior initially. Although adolescent substance abuse of non-
intact families increased slower than did the adolescents in intact families, they still 
had a higher mean abuse behavior at Wave 4 compared to those with parent staying 
in the fi rst marriage. Consistent with our expectation, substance abuse behavior in 
adolescents from poor families increased faster than did those from nonpoor fami-
lies. These fi ndings echo the previous literature on the negative impacts of economic 
disadvantage and non-intact parental relationship on adolescent substance abuse 
(Feit and Wodarski  2014    ; Shek and Yu  2011a ), and it enriches the related Chinese 
literature. 

 Furthermore, the positive attributes such as positive youth development and 
 family function had positive effects on prevention of adolescent substance abuse. 
Both attributes had signifi cant negative correlation with substance abuse behavior. 
However, the signifi cant long-term effects of these two attributes were not 

   Table 6    Wave 1 variables predict Wave 4 substance abuse   

 Substance abuse 

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 Predictors  Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2  

  Step 1   . 081 ***  .081***  . 081 ** 
 Initial behavior  .277***  .276***  .275*** 
  Step 2   . 086 **  . 084 **  . 086 ** 
 Gender a   .061**  .058**  .059** 
 Economic disadvantage b   .035  .035  .035 
 Family intactness c   .033  .030  .032 
  Step 3   . 084  
 Family functioning  –.029 
  Step 3   . 087  
 Positive youth 
development 

 –.034 

  Step 3   . 087  
 Family functioning  –.016 
 Positive youth 
development 

 –.026 

   Note : Model A includes family functioning, Model B includes positive youth development, and 
Model C includes both of them 
 * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001    
  a Male = 1, female = 0 
  b Receiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = 0 
  c Intact = 1, non-intact = 0  
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 established in this study. There are two possible explanations for these fi ndings. 
First, as high-risk adolescents might dropout after Secondary 3, the sample at Wave 
4 may be less at risk in terms of substance abuse, hence making the spread of scores 
in substance abuse less variable. Second, the infl uence of family functioning and 
 positive youth development on substance abuse may weaken over time. Some 
research has shown that overconfi dence and social maturity at an early age may in 
fact lead to more adolescent risk behavior (Lerner et al.  2005 ). 

 The study is not without limitations. First, the data were based on self-report 
format. Due to social desirability effect, they may not fully refl ect the substance 
abuse situation in early adolescents. Therefore, replication studies with multiple 
methods of assessment (such as assessing the views of parents and teachers) are 
necessary to further examine the interrelationships among adolescent substance 
abuse and family attributes. Second, it will be helpful to explore other important 
potential determinants according to the ecological perspective (Shek  2002 ). Besides 
examination of the family environment, factors from the social environment, school 
environment, and peer environment should be examined in future analyses. In par-
ticular, as peer infl uence is important in early and middle adolescence, there is a 

   Table 7    Wave 1 variables predict Wave 4 substance abuse in drinking   

 Substance abuse in drinking 

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 Predictors  Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2  

  Step 1   . 152 ***  . 152 ***  . 152 *** 
 Initial behavior  .384***  .384***  .383*** 
  Step 2   . 156 *  . 156 *  . 156 * 
 Gender a   .060**  .058**  .058** 
 Economic disadvantage b   .011  .012  .011 
 Family intactness c   .024  .022  .023 
  Step 3   . 156  
 Family Functioning  –.021 
  Step 3   . 156  
 Positive youth development  –.024 
  Step 3   . 156  
 Family Functioning  –.011 
 Positive youth development  –.019 

   Note : Model A includes family functioning, Model B includes positive youth development, and 
Model C includes both of them 
 * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001 
  a Male = 1, female = 0 
  b Receiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = 0 
  c Intact = 1, non-intact = 0  
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   Table 8    Wave 1 variables predict Wave 4 substance abuse in smoking   

 Substance abuse in smoking 

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 Predictors  Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2  

  Step 1   . 114 ***  . 114 ***  . 144 *** 
 Initial behavior  .331***  .329***  .328*** 
  Step 2   . 120 **  . 120 **  . 120 ** 
 Gender a   .013  .009  .010 
 Economic disadvantage b   .084***  .084***  .084*** 
 Family intactness c   .033  .031  .033 
  Step 3   . 121  
 Family functioning  –.032 
  Step 3   . 122 * 
 Positive youth development   –.042*  
  Step 3   . 122  
 Family functioning  –.014 
 Positive youth development  –.034 

   Note : Model A includes family functioning, Model B includes positive youth development, and 
Model C includes both of them 
 * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001 
  a Male = 1, female = 0 
  b Receiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = 0 
  c Intact = 1, non-intact = 0  

need to take into account the related factors. Last but not least, family functioning 
as an important protective factor should be further explored. As parents are the live 
“models” of adolescents, it will be helpful to study the role of parenting style and 
parent–child relationship in the prevention of adolescent substance abuse.     
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      Sexual Behavior and Intention to Engage 
in Sexual Behavior Among Young Adolescents 
in Hong Kong: Findings Based on Four Waves 
of Data       

       Daniel     T.  L.     Shek      and     Hildie     Leung   

    Abstract     This study examined the growth trajectories of sexual behavior and 
intention to engage in sexual behavior among young adolescents in Hong Kong 
across 4 years. Besides, the impact of family structure and economic disadvantage 
on the rate of change in adolescent sexual behavior and intention was studied, and 
the concurrent and longitudinal impact of family functioning and positive youth 
development on adolescent sexual behavior and intention was explored. Four waves 
of data were collected from adolescents ( n  = 3328 at Wave 1) in 28 secondary 
schools in Hong Kong. Individual growth curve models generally showed that ado-
lescents from economically disadvantaged and non-intact families increased their 
sexual behavior at a faster rate than their counterparts, but they did not affect the rate 
of acceleration in intention to engage in sexual behavior. Multiple regression analy-
ses revealed that family functioning and positive youth development infl uenced 
adolescent sexual behavior and intention.  

        Introduction 

 An important milestone of adolescence is sexual maturity. As such, acquisition of 
healthy skills to control the feelings of sexual arousal and manage consequences of 
sexual behavior is an important developmental task for adolescents (Rickert et al. 
 2002 ). This is particularly the case when worrying trends in adolescent sexual 
behavior are reported. A nationwide survey of students in grades 9–12 in the USA 
revealed that 47.4 % of them had had sexual intercourse and 33.7 % were sexually 
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active (Eaton et al.  2012 ). According to the US “National Campaign to Prevent Teen 
Pregnancy,” 2–4 % of adolescent boys and 6–8 % of adolescent girls reported hav-
ing had sexual experience by the age of 12 (Albert et al.  2003 ). Early onset of sexual 
behaviors is a risk factor for HIV or other sexually transmitted diseases and preg-
nancy (Zabin and Hayward  1993 ). Sexual debut at early age is risky as youngsters 
are less likely than adults to use contraception at fi rst sexual intercourse (Pedlow 
and Carey  2004 ). Although the situation appears to be less serious in different 
Chinese communities, startling trends have also been observed. 

 Shek and Leung ( 2013 ) examined problem behaviors among young adolescents 
in Hong Kong and reported worrying trends in adolescent sexual behavior. First, 
rates of premarital sex have increased over the years. From 1991 to 2011, rates of 
premarital sex have increased from 1.2 % to 9.8 % and 0.2 % to 7.4 % for adolescent 
boys and girls, respectively (Family Planning Association of Hong Kong  2012a ). 
Second, 4.4 % adolescent boys and 3.0 % girls reported their fi rst sexual intercourse 
under the age of 15 (Family Planning Association of Hong Kong  2012b ). Third, 
adolescents are adopting more liberal attitudes toward sexual behaviors. For 
instance, 15 % and 11 % of adolescent boys and girls accepted multiple sex part-
ners, respectively. Over 60 % of secondary school students accepted cohabitation 
rather than marriage (Family Planning Association of Hong Kong  2012b ). These 
alarming fi gures indicate that “Hong Kong society will face a number of adolescent 
problems (e.g., teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases) shortly” (Shek 
et al.  2011 , p. 2249). This calls for the need to investigate factors that infl uence 
adolescent sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior which may 
shed insight on possible interventions.  

    Family Infl uence on Adolescent Sexual Behavior 

 Guided by Bronfenbrenner’s ( 1979 ) ecological systems theory, researchers have 
identifi ed self, family, and community factors that contribute to adolescent sexual 
behaviors (Kotchick et al.  2001 ). Family infl uences on adolescent sexual behavior 
may be divided into two categories: (a) contextual and structural features of families 
(e.g., marital status, sibling composition) and (b) family processes or relationships 
(e.g., parental supervision, communication) (Miller  2002 ). Regarding family struc-
ture, it has been well established that adolescents of disrupted families are at a 
higher risk of engaging in sexual intercourse as compared with those from intact 
families (Santelli et al.  2000 ), and youngsters who live with two biological parents 
initiate sexual intercourse at a later stage than those from non-intact families 
(Albrecht and Teachman  2003 ; Moore  2001 ). Non-intact families may have under-
lying dysfunctional characteristics, such as parental mental health problems, marital 
discord, familial confl icts, and diminished quality of parent-child interactions which 
may account for adolescents’ sexual behaviors (Flewelling and Bauman  1990 ). 
Thus, it is also important to examine the impact of family functioning on adolescent 
sexual behaviors. 

D.T.L. Shek and H. Leung



257

 Family functioning refers to “the quality of family life at the systemic and dyadic 
levels and concerns wellness, competence, strengths, and weaknesses of a family” 
(Shek  2002 , p. 497) and may be operationalized in terms of family mutuality, com-
munication, and harmony (Shek  2002 ). Most overseas research showed that per-
ceived quality of parent-adolescent relationships was negatively related to young 
adult sexual risk behavior, such as lowered risk for sexuality transmitted infection 
diagnoses and healthy family interaction served as a promotive factor reducing 
early engagement in risky sexual behavior (Deptula et al.  2010 ). Family connected-
ness was also identifi ed as a strong protective factor on postponing sexual inter-
course among adolescents (Lammers et al.  2000 ). However, in Taris and Semin’s 
( 1997 ) study, positive parent-child relationships were not associated with delayed 
sexual initiation among adolescents. Parents’ strong desire to maintain good rela-
tions with their children may dampen their willingness to clarify expectations of 
conduct and intensifi es their worry that it may stir confl icts. In a comparative study 
of early adolescent sexual initiation in fi ve nations (i.e., Finland, Scotland, France, 
Poland, and the USA), Madkour et al. ( 2010 ) found that respondents who reported 
higher levels of positive parental communication were at 50 % lower odds of sexual 
initiation. However, this was only found among adolescent girls in the USA. 

 Given the mixed fi ndings in the scientifi c literature, it would be meaningful to 
examine the impact of family structure and functioning on adolescent sexual behav-
ior in an Asian context like Hong Kong, where traditional Confucian values are 
eroded by rapid Westernization and modernization. Traditional Confucian values 
such as fi lial piety, self-cultivation of virtues, unequal gender roles, and restrictions 
on sexuality have been associated with less likelihood of premarital sexual inter-
course among adolescents in Hanoi, Shanghai, and Taipei (Gao et al.  2012 ). The 
authors further argued that “different aspects of Confucian culture eroded unevenly 
might have different associations with adolescent and youths’ sexual behaviors” 
and suggested future research to include “the moderating effects of individual 
socioeconomic status and parent-child communication” (p. 517) to gain a better 
understanding of adolescent sexual behaviors in other Asian countries. 

 Similarly, fi ndings on the impact of socioeconomic status on adolescent sexual 
behavior are inconclusive. While some scholars argued that youngsters growing up 
in disadvantaged communities, with high poverty rates or residential instability, are 
more likely to initiate sex as teenagers and less likely to use contraception at fi rst 
sex (Cubbin et al.  2005 ; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn  2000 ), other researchers did 
not fi nd any association between family income and adolescent sexual behaviors 
(Santelli et al.  2000 ). 

 Traditional research on adolescent sexual behavior adopts a risk perspective to 
examine negative infl uences that place youngsters at risk. In contrast, the strengths- 
based or promotion-focused approach has only been embraced recently (Vesely 
et al.  2004 ). Catalano et al. ( 2002 ) identifi ed 15 positive youth development con-
structs, including bonding, resilience, social, cognitive, emotional, behavioral, 
moral competencies, belief in the future, self-effi cacy, clear and positive identity, 
prosocial norms, spirituality, recognition for positive behavior, and self- 
determination. These constructs have been found to be associated with positive 
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 adolescent sexual behaviors. For intrapersonal competencies, more intelligent 
 adolescents postponed the initiation of sexual activities (Halpern et al.  2000 ). 
Adolescents’ cognitive immaturity may limit their ability to reason the conse-
quences of risky sexual behavior. Youths may have diffi culty in predicting or han-
dling emotions associated with sexual activity (Pedlow and Carey  2004 ). Adolescents’ 
self-esteem was negatively correlated with sexual attitudes and premarital inter-
course experience (Miller  1987 ). More impulsive adolescents reported earlier age of 
fi rst sexual intercourse and having more than one lifetime sexual partner (Kahn et al. 
 2002 ). Regarding interpersonal competencies, adolescents were highly susceptible 
to peer pressure to engage in sexual behavior (Berndt  1979 ). Adolescents who had 
confi dence to say “no” to pressure exerted by their partners to have sex were less 
likely to try to engage in sexual behaviors (Guilamo-Ramos et al.  2008 ). 

 There are several limitations of the existing literature on adolescent sexual 
behavior. First, most studies focused on personal factors rather than familial and 
social factors as determinants. Second, little effort has been devoted to integrating 
personal, familial, social, and cultural factors to consider infl uence of multiple sys-
tems on adolescent sexual behaviors (Kotchick et al.  2001 ). Third, cross-sectional 
or short-term longitudinal studies were commonly conducted and few longer term 
longitudinal studies have examined the impact of different psychosocial factors on 
the growth rate of adolescent sexual behavior and intention, thus lacking suffi cient 
basis for studying development (Willett et al.  1998 ). 

 To address the abovementioned gaps in the literature, the present chapter intends 
to integrate ecological and positive youth development theories to gain a better 
understanding of sexual behavior and intention in Chinese adolescents in Hong 
Kong. Particularly, we are interested to investigate: (a) the trajectories of adolescent 
sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior over 4 years, (b) the 
impact of economic disadvantage and family intactness on the rate of change of 
adolescent sexual behavior and intention, and (c) the concurrent and longitudinal 
impact of family functioning and positive youth development on adolescent sexual 
behavior and intention.  

    Method 

    Participants and Procedures 

 The present chapter reports data from the fi rst four waves of a 6-year longitudinal 
study. A total of 3328 secondary 1 students ( M age    = 12.59 ± 0.74 years; 47.2 % 
female) were recruited from 28 local secondary schools in Hong Kong in the 
2009/2010 academic year. Students were then assessed at intervals of 1 year. 
Demographic characteristics of the participants are shown in Table  1 . Consent was 
obtained from schools, parents, and students who were fully informed about the 
study. Students completed the questionnaires in a classroom setting. A trained 
research assistant introduced the purpose of the study and emphasized the confi den-
tiality of the collected data.
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       Instruments 

  Sexual Behavior     Students were asked to indicate on a single item the number of 
times they had sexual intercourse in the past year with 7 options ranging from 0 
( never ) to 6 ( 10 or more times ). A higher score represents more frequent past-year 
sexual intercourse.  

  Sexual Behavior Intention     Sexual behavior intention was measured using one item. 
Students were asked to indicate on a 4-point Likert scale the likelihood of engaging 
in sexual intercourse in the next 2 years, ranging from 1 ( defi nitely will not ) to 4 
( defi nitely will ). Higher scores indicate a greater intention.  

  Family Functioning     A simplifi ed version of the Chinese Family Assessment 
Instrument (CFAI; Shek  2002 ) was administered to assess student perceptions of 
family functioning comprising of 9 items from 3 subscales assessing family mutual-
ity, harmony, and communication. Respondents indicated their agreement to items 
describing their current family situation on a 5-point Likert scale anchored at 1 
( very dissimilar ) to 5 ( very similar ). A higher score indicated more positive family 
functioning. The scale was highly reliable (see Table  1 ).  

  Positive Youth Development     The Chinese Positive Youth Development Scale 
(CPYDS; Shek et al.  2007 ;    Shek and Ma  2010 ) was administered to assess positive 
youth development attributes including bonding, resilience, social competence, rec-
ognition for positive behavior, emotional competence, cognitive competence, 
behavioral competence, moral competence, self-determination, self-effi cacy, clear 
and positive identity, beliefs in the future, prosocial involvement, prosocial norms, 
and spirituality. Students reported their agreement to the items on a 6-point Likert 
scale (with the exception of spirituality which was assessed using a 7-point scale). 

    Table 1    Data profi le across four waves   

 Wave 1  %  Wave 2 a   %  Wave 3 a   %  Wave 4 a   % 

 N (participants)  3328  2905  2858  2682 
  Gender  

 Male  1719  51.7  1445  49.7  1433  50.1  1335  49.8 
 Female  1572  47.2  1419  48.8  1405  49.2  1337  49.9 

  Economic disadvantage  
    NOT receiving CSSA  2606  78.3  2377  81.8  2339  81.8  2267  84.5 
 Receiving CSSA  225  6.8  160  5.5  147  5.1  132  4.9 

  Family intactness  
 Intact families  2781  83.6  2415  83.1  2396  83.8  2211  82.4 
 Non-intact families  515  15.5  469  16.1  454  15.9  466  17.4 

   a The numbers were based on the participants who ever participated in Wave 1 assessment as only 
those joining Wave 1 assessment were included in LMM. The numbers of the students who did not 
report the corresponding information were not presented  
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Higher score indicates better positive youth development. A composite score was 
calculated by averaging the scores across the 15 subscales.  

  Assessment of Family Attributes     Family economic status was assessed by whether 
participants’ family was receiving Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (i.e., 
a fi nancial aid provided by the Hong Kong Government for low-income families) at 
the time of assessment. Family intactness was indexed by the respondents’ parental 
marital status. Intact families are families in which parents of respondents are 
legally married husband and wife in their fi rst marriage at the time of study.    

    Data Analytic Plan 

 Latent growth curve analysis was used to systematically model intra- and interindi-
vidual differences in adolescent sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual 
behavior over a period of 4 years. Advantages of latent growth curve analysis are well 
documented (Willett and Bub  2005 ; Shek and Ma  2011 ). Linear mixed model (LMM) 
with maximum likelihood (ML) as estimation method was conducted in SPSS22.0 
(IBM SPSS Statistics, IBM Corp, Somers, NY). Three models were fi tted for adoles-
cent sexual behavior and intention, respectively. We fi rst fi tted the unconditional 
mean model (Model 1) to explore whether interindividual differences in change were 
present over time. Then, the unconditional linear growth curve model (Model 2) was 
fi tted to examine the developmental trajectories. Third, the conditional growth curve 
model with gender, age, economic disadvantage, and family intactness as predictors 
was fi tted (Model 3). Categorical variables were dummy coded (gender: female =−1, 
male = 1; economic disadvantage: not receiving CSSA =−1, receiving CSSA = 1; fam-
ily intactness: non-intact family =−1, intact family = 1) and continuous variable (i.e., 
initial age) was grand mean centered in order to simplify the interpretation of the 
results. Three indices were used for model evaluation including -2log likelihood (i.e., 
likelihood ratio test), Akaike information criterion (AIC), and Bayesian information 
criterion (BIC) (Shek and Ma  2011 ; Shek and Yu  2012 ) where lower values indicate 
better model fi t. Multiple regression analyses were also conducted to examine the 
concurrent and longitudinal impact of family functioning and positive youth develop-
ment on adolescent sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior.  

    Results 

 The prevalence rates of sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior 
among Hong Kong junior secondary school students across four waves are presented 
in Tables  2  and  3 . The majority of participants had never had sexual intercourse at all 
four waves (ranging from 98.6 % to 99.3 %), nor do they have the intention to engage 
in sexual intercourse in the next 2 years (84.8–93.5 %). However, an increasing trend 
of sexual behavior and behavioral intention was observed over the 4 years.
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   Table 2    Prevalence of sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior across four waves   

 Wave 1  Wave 2  Wave 3  Wave 4 

 N  %  N  %  N  %  N  % 

  Sexual contacts in the preceding year  
 Never  3293  99.3  2862  98.9  2730  98.9  2546  98.6 
 1–2 times  18  0.5  13  0.4  13  0.5  10  0.4 
 3–4 times  2  0.1  6  0.2  3  0.1  7  0.3 
 5–6 times  0  0.0  6  0.2  2  0.1  1  0.0 
 7–8 times  0  0.0  0  0.0  2  0.1  1  0.0 
 9–10 times  0  0.0  1  0.0  1  0.0  1  0.0 
 Over 10 times  2  0.1  7  0.2  8  0.3  17  0.7 

  Intention to engage in sexual behaviors in the next 2 years  
 Absolutely no  3104  93.5  2612  90.2  2436  88.5  2185  84.8 
 Probably no  137  4.1  176  6.1  167  6.1  194  7.5 
 Probably yes  59  1.8  89  3.1  122  4.4  164  6.4 
 Absolutely yes  19  0.6  20  0.7  29  1.1  33  1.3 

   Note:  One school ( N  = 124) declined to report sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual 
behavior since Wave 3  

   Table 3    Descriptive statistics of key variables and internal consistency coeffi cients of scales 
(Waves 1–4)   

 Mean (SD)  Cronbach’s α 

 W1  W2  W3  W4  W1  W2  W3  W4 

 Family functioning a   3.73 (.81)  3.65 (.81)  3.65 (.79)  3.66 (.77)  .90  .90  .90  .91 
 Positive youth 
development 

 4.51 (.70)  4.43 (.69)  4.44 (.65)  4.45 (.62)  .93  .96  .96  .96 

 Sexual behavior 
 Male  .00 (.08)  .01 (.20)  .04 (.41)  .05 (.50)  –  –  –  – 
 Female  .01 (.10)  .04 (.37)  .02 (.28)  .05 (.53)  –  –  –  – 
 NOT receiving CSSA  .01 (.08)  .02 (.30)  .03 (.36)  .04 (.45)  –  –  –  – 
 Receiving CSSA  .02 (.14)  .04 (.35)  .01 (.12)  .27 (1.2)  –  –  –  – 
 Intact families  .00 (.07)  .02 (.28)  .02 (.32)  .03 (.40)  –  –  –  – 
 Non-Intact families  .01 (.14)  .04 (.40)  .05 (.48)  .16 (.91)  –  –  –  – 

 Intention to engage in 
sexual behavior 

 –  –  –  – 

 Male  1.12 (.44)  1.18 (.52)  1.24 (.63)  1.36 (.73)  –  –  –  – 
 Female  1.06 (.31)  1.09 (.39)  1.10 (.42)  1.11 (.44)  –  –  –  – 
 NOT receiving CSSA  1.09 (.38)  1.13 (.45)  1.17 (.54)  1.23 (.60)  –  –  –  – 
 Receiving CSSA  1.09 (.37)  1.21 (.60)  1.18 (.52)  1.34 (.75)  –  –  –  – 
 Intact families  1.08 (.36)  1.13 (.44)  1.16 (.53)  1.21 (.59)  –  –  –  – 
 Non-Intact families  1.13 (.47)  1.20 (.56)  1.22 (.59)  1.34 (71)  –  –  –  – 

   W1  Wave 1,  W2  Wave 2,  W3  Wave 3,  W4  Wave 4 
  a Mean score was used to indicate the level of family functioning and positive youth development  
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   Table 4    Results of individual growth curve of past sexual behavior   

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 

 Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE 

  Fixed effects  
  Intercept    β   0j   

 Initial status   γ   00    .031***  .004  .011**  .004  .004  .008 
 Age   γ   01    .008  .006 
 Gender   γ   02    −.004  .004 
 Economic disadvantage   γ   03    −.000  .009 
 Family intactness   γ   04    .005  .006 

  Linear slope    β   1j   
 Initial status   γ   10    .016***  .003  .040***  .007 
 Age   γ   11    .003  .005 
 Gender   γ   12    .003  .004 
 Economic disadvantage   γ   13    .017*  .007 
 Family intactness   γ   14    −.013*  .006 

  Random effects  
 Level 1 (within) 

 Residual   r   ij    .109***  .002  .076***  .001  .066***  .001 
 Level 2 (between) 

 Intercept   u   0j    .025***  .002  .00  .00  .00  .00 
 Time   u   1j    .016***  .001  .018***  .001 

  Fit statistics  
 Deviance  9157.90  7500.13  4905.35 
 AIC  9163.90  7512.13  4933.35 
 BIC  9185.96  7556.26  5033.84 
 df  3  6  14 

   Note : Model 1 = unconditional mean model; Model 2 = unconditional growth model; Model 
3 =  conditional model (with age, gender, economic disadvantage, and family intactness as predictors) 
  *  p  < .05;  **  p  < .01;  ***  p  < .001  

    To examine the trajectories of adolescent sexual behavior and intention to engage 
in sexual behavior, as well as the impact of economic disadvantage and family 
intactness on the initial status and rate of change of the two variables, individual 
growth curve analyses were conducted (see Tables  4  and  5 ).

    Results from Model 1 (i.e., the unconditional mean model) yielded ICCs of 
0.187 for sexual behavior and 0.832 for intention to engage in sexual behavior, indi-
cating that 18.7 % and 83.2 % of the total variance were attributed to differences 
between individuals. Thus, individual growth curve analysis was employed to 
explore these other interindividual factors. 

 Model 2 (i.e., the unconditional linear growth curve model) examined the indi-
vidual rate of change over time. Signifi cant values were yielded for both the inter-
cept and linear slope parameters for sexual behavior and intention to engage in 
sexual behavior, indicating that the initial status and linear growth rate were not 
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constant over time. For sexual behavior, Model 2 showed a better model fi t than 
Model 1 (∆ χ  2  (3)  = 1657.77; ∆AIC = 1651.77; ∆BIC = 1629.70). The mean estimated 
initial status of sexual behavior was .011 (SE = .004,  p  < .01) and had a signifi cant 
linear increase by .016 unit per year ( β  = .016,  SE  = .003,  p  < .001). Furthermore, the 
random error term associated with the linear effect was signifi cant ( p  < .001), indi-
cating that the variability could be explained by between-factor individual predic-
tors. For intention to engage in sexual behavior, Model 2 was also a better fi t than 
Model 1 (∆ χ  2  (3)  = 1030.83; ∆AIC = 1024.83; ∆BIC = 1002.76). The mean estimated 
initial status of sexual behavior was 1.092 ( SE  = .007,  p  < .001) and had a signifi cant 
linear increase by .055 unit per year ( β  = .055,  SE  = .004,  p  < .001). 

 Model 3 (i.e., the conditional growth curve model with age, gender, economic 
disadvantage, and family intactness as predictors) of the intercepts and slopes was 

   Table 5    Results of individual growth curve of intention to engage in sexual behavior   

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 

 Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE 

  Fixed effects  
  Intercept    β   0j   

 Initial status   γ   00    1.164***  .007  1.092***  .007  1.097***  .014 
 Age   γ   01    .048***  .010 
 Gender   γ   02    .017*  .007 
 Economic 
disadvantage 

  γ   03    −.005  .014 

 Family intactness   γ   04    −.020  .011 
  Linear slope    β   1j   

 Initial status   γ   10    .055***  .004  .069***  .009 
 Age   γ   11    .017**  .006 
 Gender   γ   12    .033***  .004 
 Economic 
disadvantage 

  γ   13    .007  .009 

 Family intactness   γ   14    −.009  .007 
  Random effects  

 Level 1(within) 
 Residual   r   ij    .177***  .003  .143***  .003  .138***  .003 

 Level 2 (between) 
 Intercept   u   0j    .088***  .004  .037***  .004  .031***  .004 
 Time   u   1j    .018***  .001  .017***  .001 

  Fit statistics  
 Deviance  16027.75  14996.92  12125.71 
 AIC  16033.75  15008.92  12153.71 
 BIC  16055.81  15053.05  12254.19 
 df  3  6  14 

   Note : Model 1 = unconditional mean model; Model 2 = unconditional growth model; Model 
3 =  conditional model (with age, gender, economic disadvantage, and family intactness as predictors) 
  *  p  < .05;  **  p  < .01;  ***  p  < .001  

Adolescent Sexual Behavior and Intention



264

tested. Regarding sexual behavior, Model 3 resulted in a better fi t than Model 2 
(∆ χ  2  (8)  = 2594.78; ∆AIC = 2578.78; ∆BIC = 2522.42). For the intercepts, age, gen-
der, economic disadvantage, and family intactness were non-signifi cant predictors. 
This means that whether adolescents received CSSA or lived in non-intact families 
did not impact on their initial assessment of sexual behavior. However, for the linear 
slopes of past sexual behavior, both economic disadvantage and family intactness 
were associated with the growth rate of sexual behavior. Particularly, adolescents 
receiving CSSA ( β  = .017,  SE  = .007,  p  < .01) increased their sexual behaviors at a 
faster rate than their counterparts without receiving CSSA. Adolescents from intact 
families ( β  =−.013,  SE  = .006,  p  < .01) increased their sexual behaviors at a slower 
rate than those from non-intact families. 

 Regarding intention to engage in sexual behavior, Model 3 also resulted in a bet-
ter fi t than Model 2 (∆ χ  2  (8)  = 2871.21; ∆AIC = 2855.21; ∆BIC = 2798.86). For the 
intercepts, age and gender were signifi cant predictors of initial status of intention to 
engage in sexual behavior, with older ( β  = .048,  SE  = .010,  p  < .001) and male 
( β  = .017,  SE  = .007,  p  < .05) adolescents reporting higher intention. Yet, both eco-
nomic disadvantage and family intactness were non-signifi cant predictors. 

 Similarly, for the linear slopes of sexual behavior, both age and gender were 
signifi cant predictors. Older adolescents increased their intention of sexual behavior 
at a faster rate than younger adolescents ( β  = .017,  SE  = .006,  p  < .01). Male adoles-
cents ( β  = .033,  SE  = .004,  p  < .001) also accelerated intention at a faster rate than 
females. Yet, neither economic disadvantage nor family intactness was a signifi cant 
predictor, implying that economic and family background of the adolescent did not 
impact on the rate of growth in adolescents’ intention to engage in sexual behavior. 

 To investigate the concurrent impact of family functioning and positive youth 
development on sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior at 
Secondary 4, hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted as reported 
in Table  6 .

   For sexual behaviors, results revealed that beyond demographic factors, family 
functioning ( p  < .01) and positive youth development ( p  < .01) were signifi cant pre-
dictors of adolescent sexual behaviors when examined in separate models. 
Adolescents with better family functioning and positive youth development reported 
lower levels of sexual behaviors. However, family functioning and positive youth 
development did not predict sexual behaviors in the simultaneous model. Regarding 
intention to engage in sexual behavior, results showed that family functioning and 
positive youth development were both signifi cant predictors of sexual behavior 
intention in separate ( p  < .001) and simultaneous models ( p  < .01). Specifi cally, ado-
lescents from    better functioning families and high positive youth development had 
lower intention to engage in sexual behavior. 

 Table  7  shows results from hierarchical multiple regression analyses examining 
the longitudinal impact of family functioning and positive youth development on 
adolescent past sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior.

   Regarding sexual behavior, when examining the predictors in separate models, 
both family functioning and positive youth development were signifi cant predictors 
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( p  < .001). In the simultaneous model, however, only family functioning ( p  < .05) 
signifi cantly impacted past sexual behavior among youngsters, where those from 
healthier families reported lower intention. In terms of sexual behavior intention, 
both family functioning and positive youth development at Wave 1 predicted sexual 
behavior intention at Wave 4 in both the separate ( p  < .001) and simultaneous mod-
els ( p  < .05). Similar patterns were yielded for longitudinal effects when controlling 
initial assessment of past sexual behavior and intention to engage in sexual behavior 
(see Table  8 ).

       Discussion 

 Our study was the fi rst to describe the trajectories of sexual behavior and intention 
among young adolescents in Hong Kong. Over the course of 4 years, we examined 
the infl uence of economic disadvantage and family intactness on adolescent initial 
levels and trajectories of change in sexual behavior and intention and the infl uence 
of family functioning and positive youth development on adolescent sexual behav-
ior and intention. 

 In line with earlier studies (Shek  2013 ), results showed that adolescent sexual 
behavior and intention increased with time. However, novel fi ndings regarding the 
factors that impact on their growth rates were revealed. First, gender and age had 
no infl uence on the rate of increase in sexual behaviors. Similar fi ndings have been 
reported in previous studies in that growth rates in problem behaviors are quite 
similar for boys and girls (Deković et al.  2004 ). However, older and male adoles-
cents tended to accelerate their sexual behavior intention at a faster rate than their 
counterparts. An explanation may operate in terms of change in perception of risk. 
Steinberg ( 2004 ) reported that young adolescents (aged 11–13) were more likely 
than other age groups to rate risk behaviors such as unprotected sex as risky, scary, 
dangerous, and harmful, whereas adolescents over the age of 14 perceived the 
same amount of risk as young adults would. A decrease in perceived risks associ-
ated with sexual behaviors may contribute to its increasing intention among older 
adolescents. 

 Second, economic disadvantage and family intactness had no infl uence on the 
rate of change in the intention to engage in sexual behavior. These fi ndings suggest 
that factors that affecting the development of adolescents’ sexual intention are not 
primarily family factors. One’s intentions are infl uenced by subjective norms, i.e., 
the perceived social pressure to engage in certain behaviors (Ajzen  1991 ). Therefore, 
it is likely that peer infl uence may impact the growth of adolescent sexual behav-
ioral intention more so than family factors. 

 However, adolescents from disadvantaged and non-intact families increased their 
sexual behaviors at a faster rate. This observation is in line with overseas studies. 
Scholars in the USA and UK reported that poorer adolescent girls were more likely to 
initiate sexual activity before the age of 20, as compared to more well-off counterparts 
(Singh et al.  2001 ). Higher socioeconomic status was associated with postponing 
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sexual intercourse in adolescents (Lammers et al.  2000 ). Several factors may account 
for these fi ndings, including limited access to social services and support, lack of 
positive role models, risky environments, lowered personal competence, skills, and 
motivation (Singh et al.  2001 ), and diffi culties in providing on-site and off-site super-
vision to children (Hogan and Kitagawa  1985 ). In a study of parenting characteristics 
of economically disadvantaged parents in Hong Kong, Leung and Shek ( 2013 ) found 
that low educational standards, physically demanding nature of jobs, and nonstandard 
working hours may pose diffi culties on parenting. Indeed, poorer parents are often 
preoccupied with the adverse effect of economic disadvantage and may be less sensi-
tive to the problem behavior of their children or lack parenting skills (Conger et al. 
 2000 ; Shek  2005 ) which are likely to impact on adolescents’ sexual behavior. 

 Our fi ndings also converge with earlier research showing the impact of family 
structure on adolescent sexual behaviors. Adolescents growing up in non-intact 
families often reported higher risks of ever having had sex (Cubbin et al.  2005 ), 
earlier sexual activity, and higher number of sexual partners (Feldman and Brown 
 1993 ) than those who live with both biological parents. The different sexual behav-
ior trajectories of adolescents from non-intact families may be due to the lack of 
protective factors on the familial level. Specifi cally, restrictive parenting (Wight 
et al.  2006 ), family connectedness, and parent-adolescent communication reduce 
risky sexual behavior, early sexual debut, and frequency of sex in adolescents 
(Markham et al.  2010 ), yet these are often lacking in non-intact families. For 
instance, James and colleagues ( 2012 ) reported that father absence in disrupted 
families had a signifi cant indirect effect on earlier sexual debut through lower 
quality of family relationships.    Young et al. ( 1991 ) reasoned that intact families 
have two adult role models to provide guidance and emotional support which lack 
in disrupted families. Moreover, adult models of nonmarital sexual behavior are 
more common or salient for teenagers from single-parent homes. 

 The present study also shows concurrent and longitudinal impact of family func-
tioning and positive youth development on adolescent sexual behavior and inten-
tion. The present fi ndings coincide with overseas studies and support the importance 
of family functioning on healthy adolescent development universally. Specifi cally, 
scholars found that adolescents who perceived their parents to be warm reported 
less risky sexual behavior and had lower odds of adolescent onset of sexual inter-
course or having multiple sexual partners (Rodgers and McGuire  2012 ). Adolescents 
who perceived their parents to be friendly in communication reported lower levels 
of sexual activity (Mueller and Powers  1990 ). 

 A survey of existing research reveals that while sexual behavior among youth is 
consistently framed as being problematic, little empirical attention is put on investi-
gating the developmental processes involved in becoming a healthy sexual adult 
(Kotchick et al.  2001 ). Our fi ndings contribute to the literature by adopting a more 
positive approach in identifying positive youth development as a protective factor 
for adolescent sexual behavior and intention. Our results coincide with the fi ndings 
showing that adolescent developmental assets (e.g., future aspirations, participation 
in religious activities, ability to make responsible choices, positive peer role models, 
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emotional control, self-esteem) can help to avoid potentially harmful sexual behav-
iors (Miller  1987 ; Mueller et al.  2010 ; Pedlow and Carey  2004 ). 

 The present study has both theoretical and practical implications. “Developmental 
theories are extremely vague about what produces change, and efforts to explain 
stability or to predict change in problem behavior have not been particularly success-
ful” (Deković et al.  2004 , p. 11). Theoretically, our fi ndings contribute to the existing 
literature in identifying family structure and economic disadvantage as factors that 
impact change in adolescent sexual behavior and intention. Furthermore, our fi nd-
ings provide support to the protective role of family functioning and positive youth 
development for delaying sexual behavior and lessening intention, particularly in the 
Chinese context. Practically, the trajectories of sexual behavior may guide practitio-
ners to intervene earlier to provide enhanced intervention to slow the rate of growth 
in sexual risk behavior among adolescents from disrupted or economically disadvan-
taged families. Positive youth development programs may be developed to provide a 
more holistic set of skills, motivations, and confi dence needed to complement the 
skills taught in traditional sexuality education (Gavin et al.  2010 ). Also, as pointed 
out by Santelli et al. ( 2000 ), “increasing life opportunities and fostering aspirations 
for young adolescents may contribute to delaying the onset of intercourse” (p. 1587). 

 Despite the pioneer nature of the study, it has several limitations. First, measures 
are of self-report nature and studies have found that males tended to overreport 
sexual behaviors whereas females underreport (Stevenson et al.  2007 ). However, 
taking into consideration ethical and practical concerns and the sensitivity of the 
topic especially for young adolescents, self-report measures are most appropriate. 
Second, as this study was conducted in Hong Kong, the fi ndings may not be gener-
alizable to other Chinese communities such as China or Taiwan. Future studies 
should be conducted to further examine the growth patterns of older adolescents and 
those in other Chinese contexts. Third, as sexual behavior and intention were mea-
sured using two single items in this study, subsequent research should include addi-
tional items to measure students’ attitudes, beliefs, perceived risks, or norms related 
to sexual behavior which may further shed light on the issue.     
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Family Attributes, Family Functioning, 
and Positive Youth Development as Predictors 
of Adolescent Self-Harm: A Longitudinal 
Study in Hong Kong

Daniel T.L. Shek and Li Lin

Abstract Utilizing four waves of longitudinal data (N = 3,328 at Wave 1), the pres-
ent study examined the influence of family attributes (family intactness and eco-
nomic disadvantage), family functioning, and positive youth development on 
self-harm and suicidal behavior of Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong. While 17.1–
24.7 % of students had deliberately harmed themselves at least once, there were 
decreasing trends of deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs over 4 years. 
For sociodemographic correlates, family intactness but not economic disadvantage 
was related to initial deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior. Besides, suicidal 
behaviors in adolescents from non-intact families decreased faster than those from 
intact families. At Wave 4, family functioning and positive youth development nega-
tively predicted deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal behavior. While Wave 1 
positive youth development predicted Wave 4 deliberate self-harm without control-
ling the initial level of deliberated self-harm, Wave 1 family functioning predicted 
Wave 4 suicidal signs even after controlling the initial level of suicidal signs.

 Introduction

Adolescent self-harm, including both suicidal behavior and deliberate self-harm 
without suicidal intent, has become a global concern (Hawton et al. 2012). For 
young people aged from 10 to 24, self-inflicted injury has become the second most 
common cause of death globally (Patton et al. 2009). The prevalence rate of suicidal 
attempt among Hong Kong nonclinical adolescents ranged from 3.3 % to 8.4 % 
(Cheung et al. 2013; Lee et al. 2005; Shek and Yu 2012; Stewart et al. 2006; Wan 
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and Leung 2010; Yip et al. 2004). Though it is comparatively lower than the preva-
lence rate among Western adolescents (see Shek et al. 2005; Stewart et al. 2006; Yip 
et al. 2004), suicide has become a leading cause of death for youth in Hong Kong 
(Yip et al. 2004).

Deliberate self-harm (i.e., non-suicidal self-injury) is a distinct form of self-harm 
which refers to the purposeful, self-inflicted, socially unsanctioned destruction or 
alteration of body tissue without conscious suicidal intent (Nock and Favazza 2009). 
On the one hand, deliberate self-harm can co-occur with suicidal attempts (Cheung 
et al. 2013). On the other hand, deliberate self-harm is differentiated from suicidal 
behavior in function (Andover et al. 2012). While adolescents attempting suicide 
hold a purpose to end their lives, adolescents with a history of deliberate self-harm 
often report to use this approach to regulate negative affect such as relieving anxiety 
or elicit other’s attention (Jacobson and Gould 2007; Messer and Fremouw 2008).

In Hong Kong, 1-year prevalence among adolescents was around 14 % when five 
primary forms of deliberate self-harm behavior (i.e., self-cutting, self-burning, punch-
ing, reckless and risky behavior, and others) were assessed (Cheung et al. 2013). If 
more behaviors were included, the rate was even higher, with 24.9 % in You et al.’s 
(2012) study (11 forms) and 23.5 % in Law and Shek’s (2013) study (17 forms).

Several observations can be highlighted from previous studies on adolescent 
deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior. First, although some studies have been 
conducted to understand the prevalence of adolescent deliberate self-harm and 
suicide (e.g., Cheung et al. 2013; Law and Shek 2013; Skegg 2005), there are few 
studies on the changes of such behavior across the adolescent years (for an exception 
about deliberate self-harm over two late-adolescent years, see Barrocas et al. 2014). 
Some research suggests that self-harm behavior increases in adolescence because 
puberty and challenge of developmental tasks render adolescents more vulnerable 
to negative life events (see Conner and Goldston 2007; Shek et al. 2005). In Lee and 
Tsang’s (2004) research, the 1-year prevalence of suicidal behavior of 15–19 age 
group was higher than that of the 10–14 age group. Yet, dissimilar patterns were 
observed in other studies (Lee et al. 2009; You and Leung 2012). As such, it is nec-
essary to directly examine the developmental course of adolescent self-harm, which 
possibly helps to identify the critical period for prevention and intervention.

Second, although some studies have examined the impact of family adversity on 
adolescent self-harm (see Greydanus and Shek 2009; Skegg 2005), few studies have 
studied how it influences the developmental trend of self-harm over adolescent 
years. For example, although broken families may increase the risk of adolescent 
self-harm (e.g., Laye-Gindhu and Schonert-Reichl 2005; Shek and Yu 2012) and 
adolescents living in families with financial difficulties are more likely to report 
self-harm (e.g., Baetens et al. 2014; Shek and Yu 2012), their influences on the 
developmental trends are not clear.

Third, compared to risk factors, protective factors in adolescent self-harm and 
suicidal behavior are not well understood. Family functioning and positive youth 
development as protective factors have been considered to be relevant in previous 
literature (Law and Shek 2013, 2014; Shek and Yu 2012). Adolescents without self- 
harm often experienced better family relationship and family climate than those 
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with self-harm (Lai and McBride‐Chang 2001; Wan and Leung 2010; Wong et al. 
2007; Yip et al. 2004). In addition to the direct link between family functioning and 
adolescent self-harm, Law and Shek (2014) found that Year 1 family functioning 
influenced Year 3 deliberate self-harm and suicide through Year 2 positive youth 
development among Hong Kong adolescents.

Positive youth development perspective posits that optimizing adolescent positive 
youth development would help to diminish their problems (Benson et al. 2006; Lerner 
et al. 2012). Nevertheless, whether this argument is valid in the case of deliberate self-
harm and suicide is far from clear, since the majority of the research on adolescent 
problems includes externalizing problems like delinquent behavior and substance use 
as well as internalizing problems like depression (Arbeit et al. 2014; Geldhof et al. 
2014; Shek and Lin 2014) without inclusion of self-harm thoughts and behavior. The 
only exception was the study conducted by Shek and colleagues who found that posi-
tive youth development was associated with these self-harm behaviors concurrently in 
Secondary 1 (Shek and Yu 2012) and Secondary 2 students (Law and Shek 2013) and 
longitudinally with one year interval (Law and Shek 2014).

Against this background, we examined deliberate self-harm and suicidal behav-
ior with a large sample of Hong Kong adolescents using four waves of data. Three 
research questions were addressed in this study as follows:

• Research question 1: What are the developmental trajectories of deliberate self- 
harm behavior and suicidal signs during adolescence?

• Research question 2: Do adverse family attributes (family non-intactness and 
economic disadvantage) affect the initial levels and developmental patterns of 
self-harm and suicidal behavior?

 – Hypothesis 1a: Adolescents in non-intact families would show higher initial 
levels of deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs than those in intact 
families.

 – Hypothesis 1b: Adolescents in poor families would show higher initial levels 
of deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs than those in nonpoor 
families.

• Research question 3: What are the concurrent and longitudinal relationships of fam-
ily functioning and positive youth development with self-harm behavior and suicidal 
behavior? Based on the previous literature (e.g., Greydanus and Shek 2009; Law and 
Shek 2013, 2014; Skegg 2005), the following hypotheses were tested:

 – Hypothesis 2a: Family functioning would be negatively associated with delib-
erate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs at Wave 4.

 – Hypothesis 2b: Positive youth development would be negatively associated 
with deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs at Wave 4.

 – Hypothesis 3a: Family functioning at Wave 1 predicted lower levels of delib-
erate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs at Wave 4.

 – Hypothesis 3b: Positive youth development at Wave 1 predicted lower levels 
of deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs at Wave 4.
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 Method

 Participants and Procedure

A total of 3,328 Secondary 1 students (Mage = 12.59 ± 0.74 years; 47.2 % female) 
from 28 local secondary schools were recruited to join our ongoing 6-year longitu-
dinal study. They were assessed approximately annually on multiple domains of 
adjustment and family processes. This study included four waves of data with 
acceptable attrition rates: 12.7 % (Wave 2), 14.1 % (Wave 3), and 19.4 % (Wave 4). 
The characteristics of participants were presented in Table 1.

During regular school hours, students completed a battery of questionnaires. 
Study purpose was explained and the confidentiality of the data was emphasized to 
all the participating students before the administration.

 Instruments

Students responded to items and questions assessing deliberate self-harm behavior, 
suicidal signs, positive youth development, family functioning, and demographic 
information on four occasions. The scales have good psychometric properties in 
previous studies (Law and Shek 2013; Shek and Lin 2014; Shek and Tsui 2012) and 
this study (see Table 2).

Self-Harm Adolescents reported on whether they had engaged in 17 forms of 
deliberate self- harm behavior without suicidal ideation using a checklist (0 = no; 
1 = yes). The forms of deliberate self-harm behavior were presented in Table 3. A 

Table 1 Data profile across four waves

Wave 1 % Wave 2a % Wave 3a % Wave 4a %

N (participants) 3,328 2,905 2,858 2,682
Gender

Male 1,719 51.7 1,445 49.7 1,433 50.1 1,335 49.8
Female 1,572 47.2 1,419 48.8 1,405 49.2 1,337 49.9

Economic disadvantage

Not receiving CSSA 2,606 78.3 2,377 81.8 2,339 81.8 2,267 84.5
Receiving CSSA 225 6.8 160 5.5 147 5.1 132 4.9

Family intactness

Intact families 2,781 83.6 2,415 83.1 2,396 83.8 2,211 82.4
Non-intact families 515 15.5 469 16.1 454 15.9 466 17.4

aThe numbers were based on the participants who participated in the Wave 1 assessment as only 
those joining Wave 1 assessment were included in LMM. The numbers of the students who did not 
report the corresponding information were not presented
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sum score was taken with higher numbers indicating more serious deliberate self-
harm. Suicidal signs were assessed by suicidal ideation, plan, and attempt using a 
checklist (0 = no; 1 = yes). A sum score was adopted with higher numbers indicating 
stronger suicidal signs.

Table 2 Descriptive statistics of key variables and internal consistency coefficients of scales

Mean (SD) Reliability

W1 W2 W3 W4 W1 W2 W3 W4

Family 
functioninga

3.73 
(0.81)

3.65 
(0.81)

3.65 
(0.79)

3.66 
(0.77)

0.90 0.90 0.90 0.91

Positive youth 
developmenta

4.51 
(0.70)

4.43 
(0.69)

4.44 
(0.65)

4.45 
(0.62)

0.93 0.96 0.96 0.96

Deliberate 
self-harm 
behaviorb

0.65 
(1.66)

0.65 
(1.67)

0.51 
(1.37)

0.36 
(1.08)

0.83 0.83 0.79 0.75

Male 0.59 
(1.67)

0.46 
(1.50)

0.37 
(1.20)

0.28 
(0.87)

– – – –

Female 0.73 
(1.64)

0.84 
(1.81)

0.67 
(1.52)

0.45 
(1.25)

– – – –

Not receiving 
CSSA

0.62 
(1.53)

0.64 
(1.66)

0.51 
(1.36)

0.34 
(1.03)

– – – –

Receiving 
CSSA

0.66 
(1.69)

1.08 
(2.26)

0.68 
(2.26)

0.50 
(1.19)

– – – –

Intact families 0.60 
(1.56)

0.61 
(1.62)

0.50 
(1.37)

0.34 
(1.05)

– – – –

Non-intact 
families

0.95 
(2.10)

0.89 
(1.92)

0.61 
(1.42)

0.53 
(1.24)

– – – –

Suicidal signsb 0.23 
(0.62)

0.22 
(0.61)

0.19 
(0.55)

0.14 
(0.47)

0.68 0.69 0.66 0.63

Male 0.17 
(0.54)

0.15 
(0.52)

0.12 
(0.45)

0.10 
(0.41)

– – – –

Female 0.29 
(0.69)

0.29 
(0.69)

0.25 
(0.64)

0.17 
(0.52)

– – – –

Not receiving 
CSSA

0.22 
(0.60)

0.22 
(0.60)

0.19 
(0.55)

0.13 
(0.44)

– – – –

Receiving 
CSSA

0.33 
(0.73)

0.32 
(0.74)

0.30 
(0.71)

0.22 
(0.64)

– – – –

Intact families 0.21 
(0.59)

0.21 
(0.60)

0.17 
(0.53)

0.13 
(0.46)

– – – –

Non-intact 
families

0.35 
(0.76)

0.28 
(0.67)

0.29 
(0.69)

0.14 
(0.49)

– – – –

W1 Wave 1, W2 Wave 2, W3 Wave 3, W4 Wave 4
aMean scores were used for indicate the levels of family functioning and positive youth development
bSum scores were used to indicate the levels of deliberate self-harm behavior (range = 1–17) and 
suicidal behavior (range = 1–3) for easy interpretation
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Family Functioning Family functioning was assessed by the simplified version of 
the Chinese family assessment instrument (Shek 2002). Mutuality (mutual support, 
love, and concern among family members), communication (frequency and nature 
of interaction among family members), conflicts, and harmony (presence of con-
flicts and harmonious behavior in the family) were assessed with three items each in 
a 5-point scale. After reversing the appropriate items, nine items were averaged with 
higher scores indicating better family functioning.

Table 3 Percentages of students with deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs in the past 
12 months across 4 waves

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

N % N % N % N %

Deliberate self-harm 
behavior

1. Wrist cutting 277 8.3 254 8.7 188 6.8 118 4.6
2. Burn with cigarette 26 0.8 27 0.9 20 0.7 5 0.2
3. Burn with fire 42 1.3 35 1.2 22 0.8 9 0.3
4. Carving word on body 161 4.8 143 4.9 97 3.5 63 2.4
5. Carving marks on body 169 5.1 127 4.4 98 3.5 70 2.7
6. Self-scratching 343 10.3 310 10.7 243 8.8 160 6.2
7. Biting 244 7.3 200 6.9 160 5.8 97 3.7
8. Rubbing sandpaper 30 0.9 20 0.7 8 0.3 7 0.3
9. Acid dripping 10 0.3 9 0.3 6 0.2 3 0.1
10. Bleach scrubbing 16 0.5 15 0.5 4 0.1 6 0.2
11. Sharp objects into body 103 3.1 70 2.4 40 1.4 25 1.0
12. Rub glass into skin 52 1.6 36 1.2 16 0.6 9 0.3
13. Break bones 20 0.6 13 0.4 8 0.3 4 0.2
14. Head banging 138 4.1 101 3.5 68 2.5 46 1.8
15. Self-punching 184 5.5 150 5.2 120 4.3 72 2.8
16. Prevent wound from 
healing

272 8.2 276 9.6 261 9.4 213 8.2

17. Other forms of 
self-harm

148 4.4 98 3.4 78 2.8 48 1.9

At least one self-harm 
behavior

830 24.7 686 23.6 605 21.9 433 17.1

Suicidal signs

1. Suicidal thoughts 446 13.4 385 13.3 316 11.4 230 8.9
2. Suicidal plans 158 4.7 145 5.0 111 4.0 76 2.9
3. Suicidal attempts 152 4.6 118 4.1 95 3.4 49 1.9
Total number 3,328 100 2,905 100 2,764 100 2,588 100

Note: One school (N = 124) declined to report deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs 
since Wave 3, and thus its students were recovered from calculating prevalence on Wave 3 and 4
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Positive Youth Development Positive youth development was evaluated with the 
trimmed version of the Chinese positive youth development scale (CPYDS; Shek 
et al. 2007; Sun and Shek 2013), which covered the 15 developmental assets pro-
posed by Catalano et al. (2004). Two to three items were made to measure these 
developmental assets in a 6-point scale except spirituality (7-point scale). All items 
were averaged to yield a positive youth development variable.

Family Attributes (Economic Disadvantage and Family Intactness) Economic dis-
advantage was categorized in terms of receiving comprehensive social security 
assistance (CSSA) or not. In Hong Kong, families receiving CSSA were considered 
to have financial difficulties (Wong 2005). Therefore, adolescents who reported 
receiving CSSA were categorized as poor group while those who reported not 
receiving CSSA were categorized as nonpoor group (see Table 1). This way of 
defining families experiencing economic disadvantage has been used in the prior 
studies (Shek and Lin 2014; Shek and Tsui 2012). For family intactness, we referred 
to the marital status of adolescents’ parents. Only adolescents with parents in the 
first marriage were regarded as living in intact families, while those with parents 
separated, divorced, remarried, or in other marital status were identified as living in 
non-intact families (see Table 1). Adolescents who did not report the information of 
family attributes were excluded from the corresponding analyses.

 Data Analysis Plan

In order to understand the developmental patterns of deliberate self-harm behavior 
and suicidal signs, two-level individual growth curve modeling was performed with 
time (Level 1) being nested within individual (Level 2). We coded time as 0 = Wave 
1, 1 = Wave 2, 2 = Wave 3, and 3 = Wave 4. The first level describes the aggregated 
developmental trajectory, which includes the average within-person initial level and 
rate of change over time without other predictors. The second level tests how indi-
vidual characteristics influence the initial status and the rate of change. We primar-
ily examined the effects of economic disadvantage (i.e., receiving CSSA or not) and 
family intactness while controlling gender and initial age.

Individual growth curve was conducted by using the linear mixed model (LMM) 
in SPSS 22.0 statistical software (IBM SPSS Statistics, IBM Corp, Somers, NY) 
with maximum likelihood (ML) as estimation method. Three steps were taken for 
LMM. Firstly, we estimated an unconditional mean model (Model 1) to identify the 
proportion of between-person variance of self-harm over the sum of the variances 
(i.e., intraclass correlation coefficient or ICC; Singer and Willett 2003). Secondly, 
we estimated an unconditional growth model (Model 2), in which the aggregated 
developmental trajectories of these participants were investigated. Lastly, we esti-
mated a conditional model with economic disadvantage and family intactness  
as major level 2 predictors while controlling for initial age and gender (Model 3). 
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For the level 2 predictors, dummy codes were given to categorical variables (gender, 
female = −1, male = 1; economic disadvantage, not receiving CSSA = −1, receiving 
CSSA = 1; family intactness, non-intact family = −1, intact family = 1), while grand 
mean centering was taken for continuous variable (i.e., initial age) for the simplifi-
cation in interpreting results (Shek and Ma 2011). Three indexes that have been 
commonly used in previous research were used to evaluate models: −2log likeli-
hood (i.e., likelihood ratio test), Akaike information criterion (AIC), and Bayesian 
information criterion (BIC) (Shek and Ma 2011; Kwok et al. 2008) with smaller 
numbers representing better model fit. The proposed final models for self-harm, 
denoted by the term, Ytj, were as follows:

 
Level Time1 0 1: Y rtj j j tj= + ( ) +β β

 

where β0j is the initial level of self-harm for jth individual, β1j is the rate of change 
for jth individual, rtj is the within-person random error in the self-harm for jth 
 individual at time t, and Ytj is the repeated measure of self-harm for jth individual 
at time t.

 

Level age gender economicdisadvantag2 0 00 01 02 03: β γ γ γ γj = + ( )+ ( )+ ee

family intactness

age gender

( )
+ ( ) +

= + ( )+ ( )
γ

β γ γ γ
04 0

1 10 11 12

u j

j ++ ( )
+ ( ) +

γ
γ

13

14 1

economicdisadvantage

family intactness u j  

where γ01, γ02, γ03, and γ04 represent whether the demographic factors (i.e., age, gen-
der, economic disadvantage, and family intactness) are associated with the initial 
level of self-harm; γ11, γ12, γ13, and γ14 represent the extent to which demographic 
factors influence developmental change of self-harm; γ00 is the initial level of self- 
harm for the whole sample; γ10 is the linear slope of change relating to the self-harm 
for the whole sample; and u0j and u1j are the between-person random error that are 
not explained by level 2 predictors for the intercept and slope, respectively.

For concurrent effects, we used the Wave 4 data to examine whether family func-
tioning and positive youth development were associated with deliberate self-harm 
behavior and suicidal signs, respectively, above and beyond the effects of demo-
graphic predictors (i.e., gender, economic disadvantage, and family intactness). For 
overtime effects, we used Wave 1 family functioning and positive youth development 
to predict Wave 4 deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal behavior,  respectively. 
We examined their overtime effects in two regression models, including one with 
initial levels controlled and the other without inclusion of initial levels.

 Results

While the prevalence of each deliberate self-harm behavior was not high, the pro-
portion of students who ever conducted at least one deliberate self-harm behavior 
was notably high across four waves of assessment (17.1–24.7 %; Table 3). In 
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particular, quite a significant proportion of students engaged in self-scratching (6.2–
10.7 %), preventing wound from healing (8.2–9.6 %), and wrist cutting (4.6–8.7 %). 
Meanwhile, while suicidal plans and attempts were not prevalent, the proportion of 
adolescents who had suicidal ideation was quite remarkable (8.9–13 %). However, 
decreasing trends of deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal behavior over 4 
years were also observed.

The results of individual growth curve models are presented in Table 4. Firstly, 
unconditional mean models (Model 1) of deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal 
behavior showed that about 42.1 % (ICC = 0.421) and 39.2 % (ICC = 0.392) of the 
total variation were due to interindividual differences, which indicated a need for 
further multilevel analyses (Lee 2000; Shek and Ma 2011).

Secondly, the unconditional growth model (Model 2) of deliberate self-harm 
behavior fitted the data better than Model 1 (Δχ2

(3) = 430.89, p < 0.001; ΔAIC = 424.89; 
ΔBIC = 402.98). According to Model 2, the initial level of deliberate self-harm 
behavior was not high, and it decreased linearly by an average of 0.092 unit per 
year. The unconditional growth model (Model 2) of suicidal behavior also improved 
the model fit as compared to Model 1 (Δχ2

(3) = 263.10, p < 0.001; ΔAIC = 257.10; 
ΔBIC = 235.06). According to Model 2, the initial level of suicidal signs was not 
strong, and it decreased linearly by an average of 0.028 unit per year.

Finally, as significant between-person random errors were found in the intercepts 
and slopes for deliberate self-harm behavior and suicidal signs, economic disadvan-
tage and family intactness were added as level 2 predictors of the intercepts and the 
slopes with gender and initial age as covariates. The conditional models (Model 3) 
of deliberate self-harm behavior (Δχ2

(8) = 6,458.75, p < 0.001; ΔAIC = 6,442.75; 
ΔBIC = 6,386.78) and suicidal behavior (Δχ2

(8) = 3,306.14, p < 0.001; 
ΔAIC = 3,284.14; ΔBIC = 3,205.82) fitted the data better than corresponding Model 
2. For the predictors of the intercept of deliberate self-harm, results showed that the 
effect of family intactness was significant above and beyond the effects of initial age 
and gender. Specifically, as compared to adolescents from intact families, adoles-
cents from non-intact families reported more deliberate self-harm behavior at the 
initial assessment. However, no significant association was detected between eco-
nomic disadvantage and the initial level of deliberate self-harm behavior, which 
indicates initial deliberate self-harm behavior did not differ by receiving CSSA or 
not. Level 2 predictors explained 14.2 % of the intercept variance of deliberate 
 self- harm behavior. For the predictors of the intercept of suicidal signs, the effect of 
family intactness was significant above and beyond the effects of initial age and 
gender. Similar to the case of deliberate self-harm behavior, adolescents from non- 
intact families demonstrated more suicidal signs than those from intact families at 
the initial assessment.

For the predictors of slopes, results revealed that neither family intactness nor 
economic disadvantage was associated with the change rate of deliberate self-harm 
behavior above and beyond the effects of initial age and gender. Level 2 predictors 
explained 57.0 % of the slope variance in deliberate self-harm behavior, which was 
possibly owing to the age effect. In the model of suicidal signs, family intactness 
was associated with the change rate above and beyond the effects of initial age and 
gender, with adolescents from non-intact families decreasing faster than those from 
intact families. Level 2 predictors explained 20 % of the slope variance of suicidal 
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signs. However, suggested by the gamma coefficients, the faster decrease rate in the 
adolescents from non-intact families did not offset the higher initial levels of sui-
cidal signs. Therefore, those from non-intact families (vs. intact families) had higher 
overall levels of suicidal signs throughout the course of study.

For concurrent effects at Wave 4 (see Table 5), multiple regression analyses dem-
onstrated that beyond the effects of demographic factors, family functioning and 
positive youth development were inversely related with deliberate self-harm behav-
ior and suicidal signs, which accounted for additional 4.4 % and 5.4 % of the vari-
ances, respectively.

For the longitudinal effects of deliberate self-harm behavior, Wave 1 positive 
youth development predicted Wave 4 deliberate self-harm behavior. However, when 
the initial level was controlled, neither family functioning nor positive youth devel-
opment had longitudinal effects on Wave 4 deliberate self-harm (see Table 6). 
Additionally, Wave 1 family functioning predicted Wave 4 suicidal behavior even 
after the initial level was controlled.

 Discussion

Our findings showed that the prevalence rate of having at least one deliberate self- 
harm behavior was quite high across 4 years of investigation. Although prevalence 
rates of suicidal plan and attempt were not high, quite a proportion of students 
reported having suicidal thoughts. Together with previous research examining the 
prevalence rate among Hong Kong adolescents (e.g., Cheung et al. 2013; You et al. 
2012), these results underscore the importance of investigating Hong Kong 
adolescents’ self-harm with a goal of facilitating prevention and intervention. 
Our investigation on developmental courses of deliberate self-harm and suicidal 
behavior could suggest a critical period for prevention and intervention. Also, our 

Table 5 Predictors of deliberate self-harm and suicidal signs at Wave 4

Deliberate self-harm behavior Suicidal signs

Predictors Beta ∆R2 Beta ∆R2

Step 1 0.008** 0.006*

Gendera −0.077*** −0.073**

Economic disadvantageb −0.015 0.011
Family intactnessc −0.032 0.008

Step 2 0.044*** 0.054***

Family functioning −0.093*** −0.137***

Positive youth development −0.152*** −0.141***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
aMale = 1, female = 0
bReceiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = 0
cIntact = 1, non-intact = 0
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investigation on family attributes, family functioning, and positive youth develop-
ment as predictors of self-harm also suggests risk and protective factors for deliber-
ate self-harm and suicidal behavior.

To our best knowledge, the present study is the first study to track the develop-
mental course of adolescent self-harm in a community sample over 4 years. We 
found that there were declining trends in both deliberate self-harm and suicidal 
behavior. Transition into secondary school typically coincides with pyramid changes 
and challenges in individual, school, peer, and family contexts (Eccles and Midgley 
1989). A wealth of research has indicated this period as a vulnerable time for the 
onset of multiple psychological difficulties, such as increased depression and psy-
chological distress (e.g., Chung et al. 1998; Hankin et al. 1998), which are associ-
ated with engagement in self-harm (Conner and Goldston 2007; Wong et al. 2007). 
With adjustment to secondary school life, self-harm problem becomes less severe, 
which is consistent with a decreasing trend of anxiety over secondary school year in 
the extant literature (e.g., Benner and Graham 2009). These findings indicate that 
transition into secondary school may be a critical period for prevention and inter-
vention, while more investigation is needed over the transition process from pri-
mary school to secondary school for a better understanding of the changes of 
adolescents’ related mental states.

While extant literature suggests that family attributes were related to adolescent 
engagement in self-harm (Greydanus and Shek 2009; Skegg 2005), this study only 
found the effects of family intactness. Consistent with some previous research (e.g., 
Laye-Gindhu and Schonert-Reichl 2005; Wan and Leung 2010; Yip et al. 2004), 
adolescents living in non-intact families (vs. intact families) reported higher initial 
levels of deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior. Fortunately, over the 4 years, 
they reduced suicidal signs faster than those from intact families, which is in line 
with the previous finding that the negative impact of family disruption might be 
minimized over time (Malone et al. 2004). Nevertheless, it should be noted that the 
overall levels of both deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior among adolescents 
from non-intact families were consistently higher than their counterparts from intact 
families, as the higher decrease rate in adolescents from non-intact families cannot 
offset their higher initial levels. In contrast, the absence of poverty effects in this 
study and previous studies (e.g., Shek and Lin 2014) implies a need to investigate the 
resilience of poor adolescents in Hong Kong (e.g., positive self-concept, parental 
support, positive peer relationship; Everall et al. 2006).

Positive youth development was linked to deliberate self-harm while family 
functioning was linked to suicidal signs 3 years later. In particular, the effect of fam-
ily functioning on suicidal behavior was significant even after using a stringent 
approach by controlling the initial level of suicidal behavior. On the one hand, these 
results suggest that promoting positive youth development and improving family 
functioning may be helpful to prevent adolescents from self-harm. In particular, this 
study goes beyond previous research documenting the concurrent relations of fam-
ily functioning and positive youth development attributes, including social compe-
tence (Baetens et al. 2012), self-esteem (Hawton et al. 2002), and parental bonding 
(Hsu and Chen 2013), with adolescent self-harm by investigating their overtime 
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associations. Results suggest that positive youth development and adaptive family 
functioning are protective antecedents of adolescent deliberate self-harm and 
suicidal signs, respectively. On the other hand, given that the effect sizes of positive 
youth development and family functioning were small, other influential proactive 
factors probably take a role in reducing adolescent self-harm, such as peer support 
(e.g., Kerr et al. 2006).

This study has several limitations. First, this study did not regard family attri-
butes as dynamic variables but families might experience changes of economic sta-
tus and family structure during the 4 years. Previous studies also have suggested that 
fluctuation of family economic status rather than family poverty itself makes a dif-
ference in adolescent problem (Pagani et al. 1999), and the negative impact of fam-
ily disruption might fade out with time (Malone et al. 2004). It is thus necessary to 
consider duration when relating family poverty and family disruption to adolescent 
self-harm. Moreover, we examined the severity of self-harm in terms of the number 
of self-harm behavior. However, the severity could be manifested in the frequency 
and recurrence of self-harm as well (Lloyd-Richardson et al. 2007; You and Leung 
2012), which should be examined in future studies. Besides, the findings are con-
fined to adolescents in Hong Kong only. Hence, replications of the findings in other 
adolescent populations are necessary. Finally, we only used self-report without the 
involvement of any other informants for all the variables. Admittedly, self-harm is a 
private or even hidden behavior (Greydanus and Shek 2009), which is thus often 
examined by self-report. Nonetheless, parents and teachers may be helpful to pro-
vide other information like positive youth development and family functioning.

References

Andover, M. S., Morris, B. W., Wren, A., & Bruzzese, M. E. (2012). The co-occurrence of non- 
suicidal self-injury and attempted suicide among adolescents: Distinguishing risk factors and 
psychosocial correlates. Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, 6(11). 
doi:10.1186/1753-2000-6-11

Arbeit, M. R., Johnson, S. K., Champine, R. B., Greenman, K. N., Lerner, J. V., & Lerner, R. M. 
(2014). Profiles of problematic behaviors across adolescence: Covariations with indicators of 
positive youth development. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 43(6), 971–990.

Baetens, I., Claes, L., Muehlenkamp, J., Grietens, H., & Onghena, P. (2012). Differences in psy-
chological symptoms and self-competencies in non-suicidal self-injurious Flemish adoles-
cents. Journal of Adolescence, 35(3), 753–759.

Baetens, I., Claes, L., Martin, G., Onghena, P., Grietens, H., Van Leeuwen, K., & Griffith, J. W. 
(2014). Is nonsuicidal self-injury associated with parenting and family factors? The Journal of 
Early Adolescence, 34(3), 387–405.

Barrocas, A. L., Giletta, M., Hankin, B. L., Prinstein, M. J., & Abela, J. R. (2014). Nonsuicidal 
self-injury in adolescence: Longitudinal course, trajectories, and intrapersonal predictors. 
Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 43(2), 369–380.

Benner, A. D., & Graham, S. (2009). The transition to high school as a developmental process 
among multiethnic urban youth. Child Development, 80(2), 356–376.

Benson, P. L., Scales, P. C., Hamilton, S. F., & Sesma, A. (2006). Positive youth development: 
Theory, research, and applications. In R. M. Lerner (Ed.), & W. Damon & R. M. Lerner 

Self-Harm and Suicide

http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1753-2000-6-11


290

(Editors-in-chief), Handbook of child psychology: Theoretical models of human development 
(Vol. 1, pp. 894–941). Hoboken: Wiley.

Catalano, R. F., Berglund, M. L., Ryan, J. A. M., Lonczak, H. S., & Hawkins, J. D. (2004). Positive 
youth development in the United States: Research findings on evaluations of positive youth 
development programs. The Annals of the American Academy of Political Social Science, 591, 
98–124.

Cheung, Y. T. D., Wong, P. W. C., Lee, A. M., Lam, T. H., Fan, Y. S. S., & Yip, P. S. F. (2013). Non-
suicidal self-injury and suicidal behavior: Prevalence, co-occurrence, and correlates of suicide 
among adolescents in Hong Kong. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 48(7), 
1133–1144.

Chung, H., Elias, M., & Schneider, K. (1998). Patterns of individual adjustment changes during 
middle school transition. Journal of School Psychology, 36(1), 83–101.

Conner, K. R., & Goldston, D. B. (2007). Rates of suicide among males increase steadily from age 
11 to 21: Developmental framework and outline for prevention. Aggression and Violent 
Behavior, 12(2), 193–207.

Eccles, J. S., & Midgley, C. (1989). Stage-environment fit: Developmentally appropriate class-
rooms for young adolescents. In R. E. Ames & C. Ames (Eds.), Research on motivation in 
education (Vol. 3, pp. 139–186). San Diego: Academic.

Everall, R. D., Altrows, K. J., & Paulson, B. L. (2006). Creating a future: A study of resilience in 
suicidal female adolescents. Journal of Counseling & Development, 84(4), 461–470.

Geldhof, G. G., Bowers, E., Mueller, M., Napolitano, C., Callina, K., & Lerner, R. (2014). 
Longitudinal analysis of a very short measure of positive youth development. Journal of Youth 
and Adolescence, 43(6), 933–949.

Greydanus, D. E., & Shek, D. (2009). Deliberate self-harm and suicide in adolescents. The Keio 
Journal of Medicine, 58(3), 144–151.

Hankin, B. L., Abramson, L. Y., Moffitt, T. E., Silva, P. A., McGee, R., & Angell, K. E. (1998). 
Development of depression from preadolescence to young adulthood: Emerging gender differ-
ences in a 10-year longitudinal study. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 107(1), 128–140.

Hawton, K., Rodham, K., Evans, E., & Weatherall, R. (2002). Deliberate self harm in adolescents: 
Self report survey in schools in England. BMJ, 325(7374), 1207–1211.

Hawton, K., Saunders, K. E., & O’Connor, R. C. (2012). Self-harm and suicide in adolescents.  
The Lancet, 379(9834), 2373–2382.

Hsu, Y. F., & Chen, P. F. (2013). Parental bonding and personality characteristics of first episode 
intention to suicide or deliberate self-harm without a history of mental disorders. BMC Public 
Health, 13, 421. doi:10.1186/1471-2458-13-421.

Jacobson, C. M., & Gould, M. (2007). The epidemiology and phenomenology of non-suicidal self- 
injurious behavior among adolescents: A critical review of the literature. Archives of Suicide 
Research, 11, 129–147.

Kerr, D. C., Preuss, L. J., & King, C. A. (2006). Suicidal adolescents’ social support from family 
and peers: Gender-specific associations with psychopathology. Journal of Abnormal Child 
Psychology, 34(1), 99–110.

Kwok, O. M., Underhill, A. T., Berry, J. W., Luo, W., Elliott, T. R., & Yoon, M. (2008). Analyzing 
longitudinal data with multilevel models: An example with individuals living with lower 
extremity intra-articular fractures. Rehabilitation Psychology, 53(3), 370–386.

Lai, K. W., & McBride‐Chang, C. (2001). Suicidal ideation, parenting style, and family climate 
among Hong Kong adolescents. International Journal of Psychology, 36(2), 81–87.

Law, B. M. F., & Shek, D. T. L. (2013). Self-harm and suicide attempts among young Chinese 
adolescents in Hong Kong: Prevalence, correlates, and changes. Journal of Pediatric and 
Adolescent Gynecology, 26(3), 26–32.

Law, B. M., & Shek, D. T. (2014). A longitudinal study on deliberate self-harm and suicidal  
behaviors among Chinese adolescents. In D. T. L. Shek, R. C. F. Sun, & C. M. S. Ma (Eds.), 
Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong – Family life, psychological well-being and risk behavior 
(pp. 155–172). Singapore: Springer.

D.T.L. Shek and L. Lin

http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-421


291

Laye-Gindhu, A., & Schonert-Reichl, K. A. (2005). Nonsuicidal self-harm among community ado-
lescents: Understanding the “whats” and “whys” of self-harm. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence, 34(5), 447–457.

Lee, V. E. (2000). Using hierarchical linear modeling to study social contexts: The case of school 
effects. Educational Psychologist, 35(2), 125–141.

Lee, A., & Tsang, C. K. K. (2004). Youth risk behaviour in a Chinese population: A territory-wide 
youth risk behavioural surveillance in Hong Kong. Public Health, 118(2), 88–95.

Lee, A., Lee, N., Tsang, C. K. K., Wong, W. C. W., Cheng, K. F. F., Wong, S. Y. S., et al. (2005). 
Youth risk behaviour survey, Hong Kong (2003/04). Journal of Primary Care and Health 
Promotion. Retrieved from http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/med/hep/research/pdf/reports/YRBS%20
2003.pdf

Lee, A., Wong, S. Y. S., Tsang, K. K., Ho, G. S. M., Wong, C. W., & Cheng, F. (2009). Understanding 
suicidality and correlates among Chinese secondary school students in Hong Kong. Health 
Promotion International, 24(2), 156–165.

Lerner, J. V., Bowers, E. P., Minor, K., Lewin-Bizan, S., Boyd, M. J., Mueller, M. K., … & Lerner, 
R. M. (2012). Positive youth development: Processes, philosophies, and programs. In R. M. 
Lerner, M. A. Easterbrooks & J. Mistry (Eds.), & I. B. Weiner (Editor-in-Chief), Comprehensive 
handbook of psychology: Developmental psychology (Vol. 6, pp. 365–392). New York: Wiley.

Lloyd-Richardson, E. E., Perrine, N., Dierker, L., & Kelley, M. L. (2007). Characteristics and func-
tions of non-suicidal self-injury in a community sample of adolescents. Psychological 
Medicine, 37(08), 1183–1192.

Malone, P. S., Lansford, J. E., Castellino, D. R., Berlin, L. J., Dodge, K. A., Bates, J. E., & Pettit, 
G. S. (2004). Divorce and child behavior problems: Applying latent change score models to life 
event data. Structural Equation Modeling, 11(3), 401–423.

Messer, J. M., & Fremouw, W. J. (2008). A critical review of explanatory models for self- mutilating 
behaviors in adolescents. Clinical Psychology Review, 28(1), 162–178.

Nock, M. K., & Favazza, A. R. (2009). Nonsuicidal self-injury: Definition and classification. In 
M. K. Nock (Ed.), Understanding nonsuicidal self-injury: Origins, assessment, and treatment. 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Pagani, L., Boulerice, B., Vitaro, F., & Tremblay, R. E. (1999). Effects of poverty on academic 
failure and delinquency in boys: A change and process model approach. Journal of Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry, 40(8), 1209–1219.

Patton, G. C., Coffey, C., Sawyer, S. M., Viner, R. M., Haller, D. M., Bose, K., & Mathers, C. D. 
(2009). Global patterns of mortality in young people: A systematic analysis of population 
health data. The Lancet, 374(9693), 881–892.

Shek, D. T. L. (2002). Assessment of family functioning in Chinese adolescents: The Chinese 
Family Assessment Instrument. International Perspectives on Child and Adolescent Mental 
Health, 2, 297–316.

Shek, D. T. L., & Lin, L. (2014). Development of delinquent behavior in early adolescents in Hong 
Kong. In D. T. L. Shek, R. C. F. Sun, & C. M. S. Ma (Eds.), Chinese adolescents in Hong 
Kong – Family life, psychological well-being and risk behavior (pp. 111–132). Singapore: 
Springer.

Shek, D. T. L., & Ma, C. M. S (2011). Longitudinal data analyses using linear mixed models in 
SPSS: Concepts, procedures and illustrations. The Scientific World Journal, 11, 42–76.

Shek, D. T. L., & Tsui, P. F. (2012). Family and personal adjustment of economically disadvan-
taged Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong. The Scientific World Journal. doi:10.1100/2012/142689.

Shek, D. T. L., & Yu, L. (2012). Self-harm and suicidal behaviors in Hong Kong adolescents: 
Prevalence and psychosocial correlates. The Scientific World Journal. doi:10.1100/2012/932540.

Shek, D. T. L., Lee, B. M., & Chow, J. (2005). Trends in adolescent suicide in Hong Kong for the 
period 1980 to 2003. The Scientific World Journal, 5, 702–723.

Shek, D. T. L., Siu, A. M. H., & Lee, T. Y. (2007). The Chinese positive youth development scale: 
A validation study. Research on Social Work Practice, 17(3), 380–391.

Self-Harm and Suicide

http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/med/hep/research/pdf/reports/YRBS 2003.pdf
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/med/hep/research/pdf/reports/YRBS 2003.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1100/2012/142689
http://dx.doi.org/10.1100/2012/932540


292

Singer, J. D., & Willett, J. B. (2003). Applied longitudinal data analysis: Modeling change and 
event occurrence. London: Oxford University Press.

Skegg, K. (2005). Self-harm. The Lancet, 366(9495), 1471–1483.
Stewart, S. M., Felice, E., Claassen, C., Kennard, B. D., Lee, P. W., & Emslie, G. J. (2006). 

Adolescent suicide attempters in Hong Kong and the United States. Social Science & Medicine, 
63(2), 296–306.

Sun, R. C., & Shek, D. T. L. (2013). Longitudinal influences of positive youth development and life 
satisfaction on problem behaviour among adolescents in Hong Kong. Social Indicators 
Research, 114(3), 1171–1197.

Wan, G. W., & Leung, P. W. (2010). Factors accounting for youth suicide attempt in Hong Kong: 
A model building. Journal of Adolescence, 33(5), 575–582.

Wong, H. (2005). The quality of life of Hong Kong’s poor households in the 1990s: Levels of 
expenditure, income security and poverty. Social Indicators Research, 71(1–3), 411–440.

Wong, J. P., Stewart, S. M., Ho, S. Y., & Lam, T. H. (2007). Risk factors associated with suicide 
attempts and other self – Injury among Hong Kong adolescents. Suicide and Life-Threatening 
Behavior, 37(4), 453–466.

Yip, P. S., Liu, K. Y., Lam, T. H., Stewart, S. M., Chen, E., & Fan, S. (2004). Suicidality among 
high school students in Hong Kong, SAR. Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior, 34(3), 
284–297.

You, J., & Leung, F. (2012). The role of depressive symptoms, family invalidation and behavioral 
impulsivity in the occurrence and repetition of non-suicidal self-injury in Chinese adolescents: 
A 2-year follow-up study. Journal of Adolescence, 35(2), 389–395.

You, J., Leung, F., & Fu, K. (2012). Exploring the reciprocal relations between nonsuicidal self- 
injury, negative emotions and relationship problems in Chinese adolescents: A longitudinal 
cross-lag study. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 40(5), 829–836.

D.T.L. Shek and L. Lin



293© Springer Science+Business Media Singapore 2015 
T.Y. Lee et al. (eds.), Student Well-Being in Chinese Adolescents in Hong Kong, 
Quality of Life in Asia 7, DOI 10.1007/978-981-287-582-2_22

      Internet Addiction in Hong Kong Adolescents 
Based on Four Waves of Longitudinal Data       

       Daniel     T.  L.     Shek     ,     Xinli     Chi    , and     Lu     Yu   

    Abstract     Using longitudinal data with four waves from Secondary 1 to Secondary 
4, the study investigated Internet addiction and its related psychosocial correlates 
(economic disadvantage, family intactness, family functioning, and positive youth 
development) among adolescents in Hong Kong. Results showed that although 
Internet addiction generally declined throughout the adolescent years, around one- 
fourth to one-fi fth of students were classifi ed as Internet addicts in this period. 
Adolescents from non-intact families reported higher initial levels of Internet addic-
tion, and those from non-intact and nonpoor families reported faster decreasing rate 
in Internet addiction. Concurrently, family functioning and positive youth develop-
ment negatively predicted Internet addictive behavior at Wave 4. Longitudinally, 
economic disadvantage experience and low positive youth development at Wave 1 
positively predicted Internet addictive behavior at Wave 4. Findings suggest that 
while economic disadvantage and family non-intactness are risk factors, family 
functioning and positive youth development are protective factors in the develop-
ment of adolescent Internet addiction.  

        Introduction 

 Internet addiction has been conceived as an individual’s unregulated use of the 
Internet which leads to the development of symptoms such as cognitive and behav-
ioral preoccupation with the Internet (Shek et al.  2012 ; Van den Eijnden et al.  2008 ). 
A vast literature has found that adolescent addiction to the Internet has resulted in 
academic failure, impaired social functioning, emotional problems, and psychiatric 
problems (Beard  2005 ; Kaltiala-Heino et al.  2004 ; Kuss et al.  2014 ; Yen et al. 
 2007a ). Although adolescent Internet addition has become a signifi cant public 
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health concern, longitudinal studies on Internet addiction are sparse, especially in 
the Asian context. As such, this study attempted to investigate Internet addiction in 
Hong Kong adolescents over a period of 4 years. 

 Many studies have been conducted to examine Internet addiction among adoles-
cents around the world. In a study involving 11,956 adolescents in 11 European 
countries, the overall prevalence of Internet addiction was 4.4 % (Durkee et al. 
 2012 ). Based on a systematic review on 18 empirical studies of problematic Internet 
use among US youth, prevalence rates reported ranged from 0 % to 26.3 % (Moreno 
et al.  2011 ). A more recent study in Iran showed that 2.1 % of the participants were 
at risk and 5.2 % were Internet addicted (Salehi et al.  2014 ). 

 In the Asian contexts, some important prevalence studies have been carried out. 
Based on 1573 high school students in Korea, Kim et al. ( 2006 ) reported that 1.6 % 
of the participants were diagnosed as Internet addicts, while 38.0 % were classifi ed 
as possible Internet addicts. In another study using nationally representative sample 
of college students in Taiwan ( N  = 3616), 15.3 % of the students were diagnosed as 
having Internet addiction (Lin et al.  2011 ). A more recent study based on 755 ado-
lescents in Wuhan, China, revealed that the prevalence rate of Internet addiction was 
6.0 % among adolescent Internet users (Tang et al.  2014 ). In a nationally representa-
tive sample study based on middle school students recruited from 100 counties in 31 
provinces in China, it was found the percentage of Internet addicts was 11.9 % (Li 
et al.  2014 ). Regarding Hong Kong, one study based on 3328 secondary school 
students found that 26.4 % of the participants may be classifi ed as Internet addicts 
(Shek and Yu  2012a ). Using longitudinal data in the same project, Yu and Shek 
( 2013 ) further tracked the development of Internet addiction in this group of stu-
dents and found that the prevalence rates of Internet addiction were 26.7 % and 
22.5 % at Wave 2 (1 year after the fi rst survey) and Wave 3 (2 years after the fi rst 
survey), respectively. 

 Although these studies provide valuable information, most of them are cross- 
sectional studies in nature and there is a dearth of study on how Internet addiction 
develops as a function of time or age. Investigating the developmental pattern of 
Internet addiction over time can help develop theoretical models and intervention 
strategies on Internet addiction (Kraut et al.  1998 ; Yellowless and Marks  2007 ). 
Based on longitudinal data collected in 4 years, the present study intended to 
investigate the developmental trajectory of Internet addiction among Hong Kong 
adolescents. 

 Adolescents who are addicted to the Internet often displayed various psychoso-
cial problems such as suicide ideation, depression, loneliness, and substance depen-
dence (Muusses et al.  2014 ; Van den Eijnden et al.  2008 ), which negatively affected 
their personal development, academic performance, daily life, as well as relation-
ship with others (Muusses et al.  2014 ). With regard to risk factors associated with 
Internet addiction, economic disadvantage and family non-intactness deserve our 
attention. According to Lempers et al. ( 1989 )’s research, family fi nancial diffi cul-
ties infl uenced parents’ parenting that eventually created distress in adolescents. 
Similarly, based on the model of family stress, fi nancial diffi culties lead to parents’ 
pressure, which reduces their marital relationship, psychological well-being, and 
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effective child-rearing (Conger and Conger  2008 ). The maladaptive family environ-
ment, especially negative child-rearing styles, further put poor adolescents at greater 
risk of problem behavior involvement, such as problematic Internet use. Hur ( 2006 ) 
showed that disadvantaged socioeconomic status surrounding the teenagers pre-
dicted higher prevalence of Internet addiction disorder. As such, it was hypothesized 
that family economic disadvantage would predict higher prevalence of Internet 
addiction concurrently and longitudinally in adolescents. 

 Apart from economic disadvantage, family non-intactness is considered another 
potential risk factor contributing to Internet addiction. Compared to adolescents in 
intact families, adolescents from non-intact families are more likely to lack physical 
and psychological regulations from parents and experience interparental confl ict 
which predisposes them to risk behavior (Lansford  2009 ). Empirical research has 
demonstrated that family structure (e.g., divorce, separation, or remarriage) corre-
lated with adolescents’ Internet addiction (Shek and Yu  2012a ). A more recent study 
conducted on 5122 high school adolescents in Shanghai, China, found that parental 
separation and family structure of “left-behind adolescents” were signifi cantly cor-
related with some symptoms of Internet addiction (Xu et al.  2014 ). In the present 
study, we speculated that family non-intactness (e.g., divorce or separation) would 
be related to higher level of Internet addiction concurrently and longitudinally. 

 On the other hand, protective factors related to Internet addiction have been 
examined by researchers (Kuss et al.  2013 ; Liu et al.  2013 ; Shek and Yu  2012a ; Yu 
and Shek  2013 ). Among them, healthy family functioning and positive youth 
development are two essential factors preventing or reducing adolescent Internet 
addiction. Healthy family functioning is defi ned by strong bonding, mutuality, 
open communication, interpersonal harmony, absence of confl icts, as well as good 
parent–child relationship (Quatman  1997 ; Shek  2002 ). Previous research consis-
tently showed that healthy family functioning predicted less likelihood of having 
Internet addiction among adolescents (Park et al.  2008 ; Yen et al.  2007b ). For 
example, data from 3662 middle school students in Taiwan suggested that lower 
parent–adolescent confl ict was related to less Internet addictive behavior (Yen    et al. 
 2007b ). A recent survey on 1744 adolescents aged between 14 and 17 years in 
Germany showed that self-perceived positive family functioning (e.g., good family 
involvement, open affective expression and communication in family) signifi cantly 
predicted lower occurrence of problematic Internet use (Wartberg et al.  2014 ). 
Hence, it was predicted that family functioning would have negative concurrent 
and longitudinal relationships with Internet addictive behavior among adolescents 
in Hong Kong. 

 Concerning positive youth development, many researchers have argued that the 
related attributes reduce the likelihood of risk behavior (Catalano et al.  2012 ; Shek 
and Yu  2012b ) and contribute to psychological well-being among adolescents (Flay 
 2002 ; Rutter  1987 ). Despite the importance of positive youth development in reduc-
ing adolescent problem behavior, scientifi c literature on the relationship between 
these attributes and Internet addiction is not abundant. Among the few related 
 studies conducted, some studies showed that positive youth development indicators 
signifi cantly predicted pathological use of the Internet concurrently and over time 
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(Shek and Yu  2012a ; Yu and Shek  2013 ). Based on the existing literature, it was 
hypothesized that positive youth development would have negative concurrent and 
longitudinal predictive relations with Internet addictive behavior among adolescents 
in Hong Kong. 

 Against the research background, the present study was designed to explore the 
profi les of Internet addictive behaviors and the changes in a period of 4 years 
among Hong Kong adolescents. The study also examined four psychosocial cor-
relates (family economic disadvantage, family intactness, family functioning, and 
positive youth development) of Internet addictive behaviors concurrently and 
longitudinally.  

    Method 

    Participants and Procedure 

 The present study is part of an ongoing 6-year longitudinal project. A total of 3328 
Secondary 1 students (52.7 % male and 47.2 % female; age = 12.59 ± 0.74 years) 
from 28 local secondary schools in Hong Kong were recruited in the longitudinal 
project. The participants were evaluated on multiple aspects of adolescent develop-
ment (i.e., family process, positive youth development attributes, and risk behav-
iors) every year. The study included four waves of data with acceptable attrition 
rates: 12.7 %, 14.1 %, and 19.4 % at Wave 2, Wave 3, and Wave 4, respectively. The 
demographic profi les of participants are presented in Table     1 . All participants were 
repeatedly informed that the personal information would be kept in strict confi den-
tiality. Researchers were present throughout the assessment process to answer 
questions.

     Table 1    Demographic profi les of the participants across four waves   

 Wave 1  %  Wave 2 a   %  Wave 3 a   %  Wave 4 a   % 

 N (participants)  3328  2905  2858  2682 
  Gender  

 Male  1719  51.7  1445  49.7  1433  50.1  1335  49.8 
 Female  1572  47.2  1419  48.8  1405  49.2  1337  49.9 

  Economic disadvantage  
    Not receiving CSSA  2606  78.3  2377  81.8  2339  81.8  2267  84.5 
 Receiving CSSA  225  6.8  160  5.5  147  5.1  132  4.9 

  Family intactness  
 Intact families  2781  83.6  2415  83.1  2396  83.8  2211  82.4 
 Non-intact families  515  15.5  469  16.1  454  15.9  466  17.4 

   a The numbers were based on the participants who ever participated in Wave 1 assessment as only 
those joining Wave 1 assessment were included in LMM. The numbers of the students who did not 
report the corresponding information were not presented  
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       Instruments 

  Internet Addiction     The Chinese version of Young’s 10-item Internet Addiction Test 
(IAT) validated by Shek and colleagues ( 2008 ) was used to measure participants’ 
Internet addiction. The 10-item IAT asks respondent to answer “Yes” or “No” as to 
whether they had the listed Internet addictive behaviors in the past 1 year. A person 
is classifi ed as “Internet addicted” if he/she shows four or more of the listed behav-
iors. Cronbach’s alpha of IAT for the present sample was 0.79, 0.79, 0.80, and 0.79 
at Wave 1, Wave 2, Wave 3, and Wave 4, respectively (see Table  2 ).

     Family Functioning     Family functioning was investigated by the refi ned version of 
the Chinese Family Assessment Instrument (CFAI; Shek and Ma  2010 ) with nine 
items assessing mutuality, communication, as well as confl icts and harmony. Means 
of the nine items were computed and higher scores indicated healthier family func-
tioning, after reversing the appropriate items. Previous research has showed that the 
CFAI has good psychometric properties (Shek and Lin  2014 ; Shek and Yu  2012a ). 
In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha coeffi cients for the CFAI at each wave are 
presented in Table  2 .  

  Positive Youth Development     Positive youth development attributes identifi ed by 
Catalano et al. ( 2004 ) were assessed by the refi ned version of the Chinese Positive 
Youth Development Scale (CPYDS; Shek et al.  2007 ; Sun and Shek  2010 ). Global 
positive youth development was refl ected by the mean scores across the different 

     Table 2    Descriptive statistics of key variables and internal consistency coeffi cients of scales 
(Waves 1–4)   

 Mean  (SD)  Reliability 

 W1  W2  W3  W4  W1  W2  W3  W4 

 Family functioning a   3.73 (.81)  3.65 (.81)  3.65 (.79)  3.66 (.77)  .90  .90  .90  .91 
 Positive youth a  
development 

 4.51 (.70)  4.43 (.69)  4.44 (.65)  4.45 (.62)  .93  .96  .96  .96 

 Internet addictive 
behavior b  

 2.31 (2.40)  2.36 (2.40)  2.08 (2.32)  1.94 (2.22)  .79  .79  .80  .79 

 Male  2.43 (2.49)  2.47 (2.53)  2.21 (2.51)  2.18 (2.43)  –  –  –  – 

 Female  2.19 (2.29)  2.26 (2.27)  1.95 (2.10)  1.72 (1.97)  –  –  –  – 
  Not  receiving 
CSSA 

 2.24 (2.37)  2.36 (2.38)  2.03 (2.26)  1.95 (2.21)  –  –  –  – 

 Receiving CSSA  2.56 (2.31)  2.37 (2.33)  2.19 (2.26)  2.11 (2.12)  –  –  –  – 
 Intact families  2.23 (2.38)  2.33 (2.39)  2.08 (2.32)  1.93 (2.22)  –  –  –  – 
 Non-intact families  2.74 (2.48)  2.45 (2.41)  2.12 (2.29)  2.02 (2.26)  –  –  –  – 

   W1  Wave 1,  W2  Wave 2,  W3  Wave 3,  W4  Wave 4 
  a Mean score was used to indicate the level of family functioning and positive youth development 
  b Sum scores were used to indicate the levels of Internet addictive behaviors (range = 0–10) for easy 
interpretation  
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subscales. The CPYDS has been widely used in previous studies with good psycho-
metric properties (Shek and Lin  2014 ; Shek and Tsui  2012 ). Cronbach’s alpha coef-
fi cients for the CPYDS in this study at each wave are presented in Table  2 .  

  Family Economic Disadvantage     Economic disadvantage was measured in terms of 
whether the participant family receives Comprehensive Social Security Assistance 
(CSSA) or not. Families receiving CSSA were regarded fi nancially diffi cult in Hong 
Kong (Shek and Lin  2014 ; Shek and Tsui  2012 ). At the initial assessment, 78.3 % 
of all respondents reported not receiving CSSA and 6.8 % reported receiving CSSA 
(see Table  1 ). The rest of the cases with no response to this question (14.9 %) were 
removed from the corresponding analyses.  

  Family Intactness     Family intactness was defi ned based on the marital status of par-
ticipants’ parents ( 1 = divorced but not remarried, 2 = separated but not remarried, 
3 = married (fi rst marriage), 4 = married (second or above marriage), 5 = others ). 
Only respondents with parents who are married in the fi rst marriage were regarded 
as living in intact families. At the initial survey, among all respondents, 83.6 % of 
students reported living in intact families and 15.5 % of students reported living in 
non-intact families. Those participants who did not report this information (0.9 %) 
were not included in the study (see Table  1 ).   

    Data Analytic Plan 

 There were three parts in the analyses. First, frequency analyses were carried out to 
look at the profi les of students’ Internet addictive behaviors in four waves. Second, 
in order to understand the developmental patterns of Internet addiction, individual 
growth curve modeling was performed by using linear mixed model (LMM) in 
SPSS 22.0 statistical software with maximum likelihood (ML) as estimation 
method. Hierarchical model with two levels that nested time (Level 1) within indi-
vidual (Level 2) was created. Time was coded as 0 = Wave 1, 1 = Wave 2, 2 = Wave 
3, and 3 = Wave 4. Level 1 described the normative developmental patterns of ado-
lescent Internet addiction, which included the average within-person initial level 
and changing rate in a long term without other predictor variables. Level 2 tested 
how demographic factors infl uenced the initial levels and the changing rate. The 
effects of economic disadvantage and family intactness were mainly examined with 
initial age and gender controlled. Three steps were taken for LMM. Firstly, to iden-
tify the variance of Internet addiction over time, Model 1 (unconditional mean 
model) was estimated (i.e., intraclass correlation coeffi cient or ICC; Singer and 
Willett  2003 ). Secondly, Model 2 (unconditional growth model) was estimated in 
which the developmental patterns of the participants were examined. Lastly, Model 
3 (conditional model) was estimated with economic disadvantage and family intact-
ness as predictors at Level 2 after controlling the effects of initial age and gender. 
The specifi c procedure of LMM can be seen elsewhere (Shek and Ma  2011 ; Shek 
and Yu  2012b ). Third, multiple regression analyses were conducted to explore 
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concurrent and over-time effects of positive youth development and family func-
tioning on Internet addiction after controlling the predictions of demographic pre-
dictors (i.e., gender, family intactness, and economic disadvantage).   

    Results 

 Several observations can be highlighted from the frequencies and percentages of 
participants showing Internet addictive behaviors across the four waves of data 
(Table  3 ).

   First, Internet addictive behaviors were quite common among Hong Kong ado-
lescents across 4 years (7.0–48.9 %). For example, nearly half of the students agreed 
that they “stay online longer than originally intended” in 4 years (42.4 % in Wave 1, 
46.9 % in Wave 2, 47.8 % in Wave 3, and 48.9 % in Wave 4). Second, according to 
Young’s criterion, nearly one-fourth to one-fi fth of the students can be classifi ed as 
having Internet addiction (26.2 % in Wave 1, 25.5 % in Wave 2, 22.3 % in Wave 3, 
and 19.4 % in Wave 4) in 4 years. Third, 19.2 %, 19.7 %, 20.8 %, and 20.1 % of the 
students reported “go online to escape problems or relieve feelings, such as help-
lessness, guilt, anxiety, or depression” in Wave 1, Wave 2, Wave 3, and Wave 4, 
respectively, which indicated the possible psychological problems over time. 

 Individual growth curve analyses were conducted to explore the developmental 
patterns of Internet addiction of adolescents and the predictions of economic disad-
vantage and family intactness on the initial level and changing rate of Internet 
addiction after controlling the predictions of initial age and gender. Table  4  presents 
the results of models.

   First, Model 1 of Internet addiction indicated that around 48.5 % (ICC = .485) of 
the total variation were because of interindividual differences, indicating further 
multilevel analyses were needed (Shek and Ma  2011 ; Shek and Yu  2012b ). Second, 
Model 2 of Internet addiction demonstrated a better model fi t than Model 1 (Δ χ  2  
 (3)  = 248.056; ΔAIC = 242.056; ΔBIC = 219.938;  ps  < .001). Specifi cally, the initial 
level of Internet addiction was close to the medium level and it decreased linearly 
by an average of .117 units per year. The signifi cance of two random-effect vari-
ances (intercepts and linear slopes) indicated that some potential interindividual 
factors may be able to explain the variances of the intercepts and linear slopes of 
Internet addiction. On average, the adolescents showed less Internet addictive 
behavior over time. 

 Finally, economic disadvantage and family intactness were included as Level 2 
predictors of the intercepts and the slopes after controlling the effects of initial age 
and gender, since signifi cant interindividual differences were revealed in the inter-
cepts and slopes for Internet addiction. Model 3 of Internet addiction (Δχ 2  
 (8)  = 8589.771; ΔAIC = 8573.771; ΔBIC = 8517.268;  ps  < .001) showed better model 
fi t than Model 2. In terms of the predictors of the intercept of Internet addiction, it 
was showed that the prediction of family intactness was signifi cant with the predic-
tion of initial age controlled. Specifi cally, older adolescents reported higher levels 
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of Internet addictive behaviors than younger adolescents, and adolescents living in 
non-intact families displayed more Internet addictive behaviors than those adoles-
cents living in intact families at the initial assessment. However, gender and eco-
nomic disadvantage did not link to the initial level of Internet addictive behaviors. 
Predictors at Level 2 explained 4.3 % of the intercept variance of Internet addictive 
behaviors. 

 As to the predictors of slopes, it was showed that economic disadvantage and 
family intactness were both related to the decreasing rate of Internet addiction after 
controlling the effects of initial age and gender. Students from non-intact families 

   Table 3    Frequencies of Internet addictive behaviors in the past 1 year across four waves   

 Internet addictive behavior 

 Wave 1 (Yes)  Wave 2 (Yes)  Wave 3 (Yes)  Wave 4 (Yes) 

 N  %  N  %  N  %  N  % 

 1. Feeling preoccupied with the 
Internet or online services and 
thinking about it while off-line 

 1324  39.9  1179  40.6  933  32.7  715  26.7 

 2. Feeling a need to spend more 
and more time online to achieve 
satisfaction 

 1072  32.3  882  30.4  677  23.7  546  20.4 

 3. Unable to control your 
online use 

 752  22.7  669  23.1  533  18.7  513  19.1 

 4. Feeling restless or irritable 
when attempting to cut down or 
stop online use 

 484  14.6  398  13.7  304  10.7  264  9.9 

 5. Staying online longer than 
originally intended 

 1404  42.4  1360  46.9  1365  47.8  1310  48.9 

 6. Risking the loss of a 
signifi cant relationship, job, or 
educational or career opportunity 
because of online use 

 644  19.5  609  21.0  590  20.7  561  20.9 

 7. Lying to family members 
or friends to conceal excessive 
Internet use 

 651  19.7  541  18.7  469  16.4  346  12.9 

 8. Going online to escape 
problems or relieve feelings, 
such as helplessness, guilt, 
anxiety, or depression 

 633  19.2  572  19.7  594  20.8  538  20.1 

 9. Showing withdrawal when 
off-line, such as increased 
depression, moodiness, or 
irritability 

 395  12.0  364  12.6  267  9.4  233  8.7 

 10. Keep on using Internet even 
after spending too much money 
on online fees 

 331  10.1  282   9.8  222  7.8  189  7.0 

 Participants can be classifi ed as 
having Internet addiction 
(Young’s criteria) 

 871  26.2  830  25.5  638  22.3  621  19.4 

D.T.L. Shek et al.



301

and experiencing economic advantage decreased faster in Internet addictive behaviors. 
Initial age and gender were also associated with the slope, with older and female 
adolescents decreasing faster. Level 2 predictors explained 12.2 % of the slope vari-
ance in Internet addictive behaviors. 

 For Wave 4 cross-sectional effects (see Table  5 ), it was revealed after controlling 
the effects of individual characteristics, family functioning and positive youth 
development were both negatively correlated with Internet addiction as predicted. 
Specifi cally, adolescents with better family functioning ( β  = −.100,  p  < .000) and 
more positive youth development attributes ( β  = −.191,  p  < .000) reported lower 
levels of Internet addictive behaviors.

   Table 4    Results of individual growth curve of Internet addictive behavior for all models   

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 

 Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE  Estimate  SE 

  Fixed effects  
  Intercept    β   0j   

 Initial status   γ   00    2.223  ***    .033  2.381  ***    .401  2.483  ***    .084 
 Age   γ   01    .149  *    .061 
 Gender a    γ   02    .056  .043 
 Economic disadvantage b    γ   03    .010  .087 
 Family intactness c    γ   04    −.203  **    .065 

  Linear slope    β   1j   
 Initial status   γ   10    −.117  ***    .016  −.104  **   
 Age   γ   11    −.069  **    .024 
 Gender a    γ   12    .051  **    .017 
 Economic disadvantage b    γ   13    .100  **    .035 
 Family intactness c    γ   14    .107  ***    .026 

  Random effects  
 Level 1 (within) 

 Residual   r   ij    2.871  ***    .044  2.410  ***    .046  2.339  ***    .049 
 Level 2 (between) 

 Intercept   u   0j    2.707  ***    .090  3.571  ***    .136  3.417  ***    .144 
 Time   u   1j    .270  ***    .023  .237  ***    .024 

  Fit statistics  
 Deviance  50,602.185  50,354.129  41,764.358 
 AIC  50,608.185  50,366.129  41,792.358 
 BIC  50,630.305  50,410.367  41,893.099 
 df  3  6  14 

   Model 1  unconditional mean model,  model 2  unconditional growth model,  model 3  conditional 
model 
   *   p  < .05;   **   p  < .01;   ***   p  < .001 
  a Male = 1, female = −1 
  b Receiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = −1 
  c Intact = 1, non-intact = −1  
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   In terms of the over-time effects (see Table  6 ), it was found that students with 
Wave 1 Internet addictive behaviors more tended to show Internet addictive behav-
iors at Wave 4 ( β  = .349,  p  < .001). Those students who were male ( β  = .106,  p  < .001) 
and were from economic disadvantage ( β  = .067,  p  < .01) at Wave 1 were more likely 
to have Internet addictive behaviors. Positive youth development ( β  = −.053,  p  < .05) 
at Wave 1 negatively predicted Internet addiction at Wave 4, although the prediction 
was not strong when controlling initial behavior status and the effects of demo-
graphic factors. Concerning the effect of family functioning, family functioning at 
Wave 1 did not signifi cantly predict Internet addiction at Wave 4.

   Table 5    Multiple regression analyses on Internet addictive behavior at Wave 4   

 Model A  Model B 

 Predictors  Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2  

  Step 1    .011   ***     .010   ***   
 Gender a   .108  ***    .096  ***   
 Economic disadvantage b   .019  .023 
 Family intactness c   −.003  .002 

  Step 2    .064   ***   
 Family functioning  −.098  ***   
 Positive youth development  −.195  ***   

    ***   p  < .001 
  a Male = 1, female = 0 
  b Receiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = 0 
  c Intact = 1, non-intact = 0  

   Table 6    Wave 1 variables predict Wave 4 Internet addictive behavior   

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 Predictors  Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2   Beta  ΔR 2  

  Step 1    .113   ***     .125   ***     .127   ***   
 Initial behavior  .337  ***    .354  ***    .357  ***   

  Step 2    .013   ***     .015   ***   
 Gender a   .101  ***    .106  ***   
 Economic disadvantage b   .061  **    .067  **   
 Family intactness c   .041  .042 

  Step 3    .002  
 Family functioning  .019 
 Positive youth development  −.053  *   

    *   p  < .05;   **   p  < .01;   ***   p  < .001 
  a Male = 1, female = 0 
  b Receiving CSSA = 1, not receiving CSSA = 0 
  c Intact = 1, non-intact = 0  
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       Discussion 

 The present study attempted to examine the profi les of Internet addictive behaviors 
and the changes in a period of 4 years among Hong Kong adolescents. The study 
also examined several psychosocial correlates of Internet addictive behaviors con-
currently and longitudinally. The results showed that Internet addiction among 
Hong Kong adolescents generally declined over time, which is in line with previous 
studies (Grohol  2005 ; Kraut et al.  1998 ; Young  1998 ; Yu and Shek  2013 ). According 
to Young ( 1998 ) and Kraut et al. ( 1998 )’s views, excessive Internet use was some-
thing that could wear off over the long term in the majority of individuals. However, 
Grohol ( 2005 ) argued that although some people could change to be normal Internet 
users who used Internet with proper time over time, a small number of people would 
be stuck in Internet addiction and needed assistance. Our fi ndings also echo the 
argument while the rate of adolescent Internet addiction generally reduced, around 
one-fourth to one-fi fth of the participants were still classifi ed as Internet addicts 
over a 4-year period. This suggests that such adolescents have become stable in 
Internet addiction and should be given special attention. The fi ndings also imply the 
importance of early prevention of Internet addiction. 

 Regarding risk factors associated with Internet addiction, we found adolescents 
in poor families reported slower rate of decrease in Internet addiction than those 
adolescents in nonpoor families. We also found that adolescents experiencing eco-
nomic disadvantage at Wave 1 were more likely to involve in Internet addictive 
behaviors at Wave 4, which is in line with the results of Yu and Shek ( 2013 ) who 
found that Wave 1 economic disadvantage positively predicted Wave 3 Internet 
addictive behaviors. The fi nding suggests that economic disadvantage as a risk 
 factor hinders the decline of Internet addiction over time. This can be explained by 
the possibility that poor adolescents without suffi cient resource, support, and expe-
rience from family in real life would keep seeking excitement, social support (e.g., 
chatting), and successful experience (e.g., games) from Internet in a virtual world. 
This fi nding demonstrates that family economic status plays a risk role in develop-
mental trajectory of Internet addiction in adolescents. It is suggested that educators, 
social workers, and policy makers should pay more attention to Internet addiction 
issues in adolescents experiencing economic disadvantage. However, it is worth 
noting that economic disadvantage did not predict the initial status of Internet addic-
tion and did also not predict Internet addiction at Wave 4 concurrently. The fi nding 
echoes previous research showing that family economic status was not related to 
Internet addiction at a single time point (Mashhor and Saad  2014 ; Shek and Yu 
 2012a ; Yen et al.  2007b ). In conjunction with the previous and present fi ndings, it is 
conjectured that economic disadvantage may play a dynamic role in contributing to 
Internet addiction in adolescents. Hence, future studies in this area are warranted. 

 Consistent with our expectation, adolescents living in non-intact families 
reported higher initial level of Internet addictive behaviors, which is similar to 
 previous fi ndings (Shek and Yu  2012a ; Xu et al.  2014 ). Researchers have pointed 
out that children living with divorced or separated parents tend to have high 
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parent–child confl icts and low levels of parent–child involvement (Nelson et al. 
 1999 ), which may make them easier to suffer from emotional or behavioral 
 problems. Lacking support (e.g., warmth and connectedness) from parents, adoles-
cents living with divorced or separated parents may seek social support and 
 connectedness on the Internet. However, adolescent excessive use of the Internet 
may further exacerbate their confl ict or separation with parents, which forms a 
vicious circle between poor parent–child relationship and Internet addiction and 
makes the problem of Internet addiction more diffi cult to solve (Yen et al.  2007b ; 
Yu and Shek  2013 ). 

 Out of our expectation, adolescents living in non-intact families reported faster 
rate of decrease in Internet addictive behaviors than those living in intact families 
did. It might be explained in terms of two possibilities. First, as parental separation 
or divorce is adversity which triggers resilience, some adolescents might have with-
drawn from Internet addictive behaviors because of the growth experience involved 
(Kelly and Emery  2003 ). This may be the case when they receive extra support from 
the signifi cant others around them. Second, some adolescents might turn to engage 
in more serious addictive behaviors, such as substance use due to adverse family 
environment and the absence of one or two of biological parents (Blankenhorn 
 1995 ). Obviously, future research is necessary to further understand the mecha-
nisms involved. However, while adolescents in non-intact families reported faster 
decreasing rate of Internet addiction, the overall mean scores of Internet addictive 
behaviors adolescents in intact families reported were lower than adolescents in 
non-intact families did across 4 years. Such fi ndings indicate that family non- 
intactness may serve as a risk factor in the development of adolescent Internet 
addiction. 

 As predicted, the study showed that adolescents with better family functioning 
reported lower level of Internet addictive behaviors concurrently. The fi ndings are 
consistent with previous reports (Ary et al.  1999 ; Wartberg et al.  2014 ; Yen et al. 
 2007b ). However, their longitudinal effects on Internet addictive behaviors were not 
signifi cant in the study. In conjunction with the fi ndings in the previous study (Yu 
and Shek  2013 ) that Wave 1 family functioning negatively predicted Wave 2 and 
Wave 3 adolescent Internet addictive behaviors, it might be that the longitudinal 
effect of family functioning was minimized in a long term. Many other factors 
which have played important role in life of adolescents (i.e., school environment 
and relationship with peers) may mediate the long-term effect of family functioning 
in the process (Dishion et al.  1991 ). Furthermore, positive youth development pre-
dicted lower level of adolescents’ Internet addiction both concurrently and longitu-
dinally, which is in agreement with the fi ndings of Yu and Shek ( 2013 ). In other 
words, a high level of positive youth development contributes to the prevention of 
Internet addiction. As such, the present and previous fi ndings provide strong support 
for the use of positive youth development approach for adolescent problem behavior 
prevention, including Internet addiction (Catalano et al.  2004 ). 

 In terms of the relatively weak longitudinal prediction of family functioning and 
positive youth development on Internet addictive behaviors, two other possible 
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explanations in terms of the methodology should be considered. One possibility is 
that many adolescents dropped out in Wave 4 which may reduce the longitudinal 
effects. Since youths in Hong Kong are allowed to work when they reach the age of 
15, students who cannot perform well in schools may leave school to work. For 
those who remain staying in the present study, they are likely to be students with 
relatively better school performance and less problem behaviors as compared to 
those who drop out. Another possible explanation is that we adopted a stringent 
longitudinal approach in the present study in which the initial level of Internet 
addictive behaviors of participants was controlled. 

 There are several strengths of this study. First, a large sample size was adopted 
and the developmental patterns obtained in the present study may be considered as 
a normative description of Internet addiction through adolescence for Hong Kong 
adolescents. Second, the study generates a longitudinal profi le on adolescent 
Internet addiction in Hong Kong. While the majority of the adolescents showed 
declined Internet addiction over time, nearly one-fi fth to one-fourth of the partici-
pants displayed a stable pattern of Internet addiction (26.2–19.4 %). Third, results 
showed that risk factors (family economic disadvantage and family non-intactness) 
did not only infl uence adolescent development at a single time point but also over 
time. Meanwhile, family functioning and positive youth development are well sug-
gested as important protective factors to prevent and treat problem behaviors includ-
ing Internet addiction among adolescents. 

 There are several limitations of this study. First, the researchers only collected 
quantitative data. As the developmental features of Internet addicts are unknown, it 
would be illuminating if qualitative methods such as case study and in-depth inter-
view can be conducted. Second, Internet addiction was investigated at four time 
points over four school years. To understand the over-time developmental features 
of Internet addictive behaviors in individuals, multiple waves of data in a longer 
term may be included. Third, only four predictive factors relating to Internet 
 addiction were examined. Other important indicators such as peer infl uence should 
be included in the future. Fourth, a self-reported questionnaire was used to assess 
Internet addiction. As adolescent respondents may underreport their Internet addic-
tive behaviors because of social desirability, it would be useful to include parent, 
teacher, and/or peer report in future studies. 

 In short, although Internet addiction among Hong Kong adolescents tended to 
decline in a period of 4 years, the overall prevalence rate remained high. While 
economic disadvantage and family non-intactness were risk factors, family func-
tioning and positive youth development were protective factors in the development 
of adolescent Internet addiction. Based on the present fi ndings, it is suggested that 
more attention from the public and academia should be given to the phenomenon of 
Internet addiction in Hong Kong and that promotion of family functioning and posi-
tive youth development attributes in adolescents could be promising directions in 
preventing adolescent Internet addiction.     
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    Abstract     In this study, prevalence and psychosocial correlates of consumption of 
pornographic materials in Chinese adolescents were examined over 4 years. Results 
showed that adolescent consumption of pornographic materials generally increased 
throughout the junior secondary school years. Compared with that of traditional 
pornographic materials, adolescent consumption of pornographic materials on the 
Internet was higher. Growth curve analyses showed that age was related to initial 
level of pornography consumption and gender was related to growth trajectory of 
the consumption; family intactness also infl uenced growth rate in consumption of 
pornography on the Internet. Initial level of pornography consumption in early ado-
lescence, gender, positive youth development qualities, and family functioning also 
predicted consumption of pornographic materials in middle adolescence. The pres-
ent fi ndings suggested that positive youth development and family functioning are 
protective factors for adolescent consumption of pornographic materials.  

        Introduction 

 Adolescents’ sexual curiosity is increasingly aroused during puberty. As commented 
by Ponton ( 2000 ), all adolescents have sex lives, although some of the related 
behavior is not conspicuous, such as consumption of pornographic materials via the 
Internet. The Internet makes pornography exposed more often because of its acces-
sibility, affordability, and anonymity (Peter and Valkenburg  2006 ). Additionally, the 
Internet gives rise to unwanted pornography exposure through websites that come 
up in response to searching, misspelling of Web addresses or links within websites, 
pop-up windows, and spam emails (Wolak et al.  2007 ). 
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 Researchers have explored the prevalence of pornography consumption among 
adolescents. In a survey in around 1500 adolescents in the USA between the fall of 
1999 and spring of 2000, the proportion of 12–18-year-old adolescents who reported 
wanted or unwanted exposure to sexual materials in the past 1 year was 15 %, with 
8 % of them exposing to the materials from the Internet (Ybarra and Mitchell  2005 ). 
In a similar survey conducted in the USA in 2005, the proportion of those exposed 
to online pornography rose to 42 %, but the majority of these teenagers (66 %) 
reported accidental exposure (Wolak et al.  2007 ). Jones et al. ( 2012 ) study showed 
that 25 % of 10–17-year-olds reported unwanted online pornography exposure in 
2000; this proportion rose to 34 % in 2005 and fell back to 23 % in 2010. Similar 
surveys were also conducted in some European countries. For example, an earlier 
large-scale survey conducted in Netherlands among 13–18-year-olds showed that 
around 55 % adolescents had viewed any type of pornography in the past 6 months 
(Peter and Valkenburg  2006 ), whereas a recent survey indicated that this fi gure 
declined to 25 % among 12–17-year-olds (Peter and Valkenburg  2011 ). The propor-
tion of young people who have ever viewed pornography during adolescence remain 
high in some Western countries, with above 90 % among males and above 60 % 
among females in the USA and Sweden (Sabina et al.  2008 ; Svedin et al.  2011 ). 
Some research additionally highlighted unwanted exposure to pornography. In 
Australia and Britain, over half of the adolescents had visited pornographic web-
sites, yet a substantial proportion of them did this involuntarily (Flood  2007 ; 
Livingstone and Bober  2004 ). 

 Researchers also found ethnic differences in the consumption of sexual materials 
(Hennessy et al.  2009 ; Ybarra and Mitchell  2005 ). For example, Ybarra and Mitchell 
( 2005 ) noticed that Hispanic adolescents were more likely to seek pornography 
online rather than offl ine, compared with non-Hispanic adolescents. Hence, the 
fi ndings on adolescent pornography consumption obtained from one ethnic group 
may not be generalizable to other ethnic groups. Several surveys have been con-
ducted in Asia. In an earlier survey conducted in South Korea, 43 % of adolescents 
had ever watched pornographic movies (Kim  2001 ). A study conducted in Taiwan 
showed that around 42 % of the teenagers aged above 14 years had consumed online 
pornography (Lo et al.  2010 ). In Dong et al.’s ( 2013 ) study conducted in Shandong 
Province of mainland China, 6.4 % of the 12–18-year-old respondents consumed 
pornography. In Hong Kong, proportion of early adolescents (Secondary One) who 
accessed to online pornography in the past 12 months was lower than 10 % in Shek 
and Ma’s ( 2012a ) study and rose to around 12 % one year later (Shek and Ma 
 2012b ) and a little more than 15 % in the third year (Ma and Shek  2013 ). These 
fi ndings showed that the rate of pornography consumption among Hong Kong ado-
lescents was lower than those in Western countries (Ma and Shek  2013 ). In addition, 
Shek and Ma ( 2012a , b) also found that mainland Chinese migrant adolescents in 
Hong Kong were more likely to expose to pornographic materials than did Hong 
Kong local adolescents. 

 Although some scholars argued that exposure to sexual materials is a normative 
experience for adolescents following the development about sexual curiosity (Sabina 
et al.  2008 ; Svedin et al.  2011 ), high frequency of consumption of pornography could 
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be regarded as problem behavior that needs parents’ and teachers’ attention (Svedin 
et al.  2011 ). A number of studies showed that the access to pornography materials 
through the Internet may adversely affect adolescents in numerous aspects, such as 
sexual attitudes and behavior, self-concept and body image, problem behavior, and 
psychological and social development (Owens et al.  2012 ; Svedin et al.  2011 ). For 
example, several researchers found that more exposure to sexual materials was 
related to more casual and permissive sexual attitudes and behaviors (Brown and 
L’Engle  2009 ; Lo and Wei  2005 ; Peter and Valkenburg  2006 ). Adolescent exposure 
to pornography was also found to be associated with conduct problems (Svedin 
et al.  2011 ; Tsitsika et al.  2009 ; Ybarra and Mitchell  2005 ). Löfgren-Mårtenson and 
Månsson’s ( 2010 ) study showed that consumption of sexual materials was likely to 
lead to boys’ concern about their sexual ability and girls’ concern about their body 
image. Kim ( 2001 ) found that the consumption of pornographic materials was 
related to low self-esteem. Mesch ( 2009 ) reported that adolescents who accessed to 
pornography more frequently tended to have lower level of social interaction and 
bonding. Furthermore, some research also suggested that viewing pornography 
online was more likely to associate with negative consequences than viewing por-
nography through other means (Lo and Wei  2005 ; Lo et al.  2010 ; Ybarra and 
Mitchell  2005 ). For example, Lo and Wei ( 2005 ) reported that access to porno-
graphic materials online exerted more infl uence on permissive sexual attitude. 
Ybarra and Mitchell ( 2005 ) found that compared with adolescents who viewed tra-
ditional pornographic material, those who viewed pornography through the Internet 
were more likely to display clinical features of depression. 

 Adolescent consumption of pornographic materials was associated with some 
demographic factors, especially gender and age. Adolescent boys are much more 
likely than girls to consume pornographic materials (Shek and Ma  2012a ,  b ; Mattebo 
et al.  2014 ; Tsitsika et al.  2009 ). In addition, boys are more likely to seek porno-
graphic materials intentionally, whereas a substantial proportion of girl pornogra-
phy consumers are Internet victims who view pornographic materials accidentally 
(Sabina et al.  2008 ; Ybarra and Mitchell  2005 ). Mattebo et al.’s ( 2014 ) study also 
showed that a higher proportion of boys than girls viewed pornography more than 
they really wanted and a higher proportion of girls than boys viewed pornography 
less than they really wanted. Older adolescents were more inclined than those in 
early adolescence to consume pornography, and the access prior to age 14 was rela-
tively rare (Sabina et al.  2008 ; Ybarra and Mitchell  2005 ). Longitudinal investiga-
tions further showed age effect on the access to sexual materials. Shek and Ma’s 
( 2012b ) study showed an increasing trend over 1 year of early adolescent consump-
tion of pornography. Hennessy et al. ( 2009 ) conducted a 3-year longitudinal study 
regarding adolescent exposure to sexual content through television, music, maga-
zines, and video games. They found that 14-year-olds exposed to media sexual con-
tent less than their older counterparts (16 years old) and higher exposure at the 
initial level were associated with slower increase of exposure. 

 Research also showed that adolescent consumption of pornography was related 
to family functioning, family commitment, emotional bond with caregivers, and 
caregiver monitoring and discipline (Ma and Shek  2013 ; Mesch  2009 ; Shek and Ma 
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 2012a ,  b ,  2014 ; Ybarra and Mitchell  2005 ). In addition, Ybarra and Mitchell ( 2005 ) 
reported that online pornography seekers reported lower lever of coercive discipline 
and poorer emotional bonding with caregivers than did offl ine seekers. Ma and Shek 
( 2013 ) reported that family functioning predicted pornography consumption among 
early adolescents 2 years later. Weber et al. ( 2012 ) found that adolescents who were 
less independent of their surroundings, in particular their parents, consumed por-
nography more often. Furthermore, adolescent consumption of pornographic mate-
rials was negatively related to positive youth development (Ma and Shek  2013 ; 
Shek and Ma  2012b ). 

 Literature review shows that there are few longitudinal studies in pornography 
consumption among adolescents. In this study, longitudinal data collected in four 
waves were used to understand pornography consumption in Chinese adolescents in 
Hong Kong. The following research questions were raised. (1) What is the preva-
lence of pornography consumption in Secondary 1 to Secondary 4 secondary school 
students in Hong Kong? (2) What demographic factors affect the initial level and 
growth trajectory of pornography consumption in adolescents from Secondary 1 to 
Secondary 4 years? (3) Do family functioning and positive youth development qual-
ities affect pornography consumption in Secondary 4 students? 

 Based on the scientifi c literature, several hypotheses were proposed. First, con-
sistent with the maturation hypothesis, the proportion of secondary students who 
consumed pornographic materials would increase from early adolescence to middle 
adolescence (Hypothesis 1; Ma and Shek  2013 ; Shek and Ma  2012a ,  b ). Being 
male, higher age, and non-intact family status would be associated with higher ini-
tial level and higher growth rate in pornography consumption (Hypotheses 2a to 2c; 
Ma and Shek  2013 ; Shek and Ma  2012a ,  b ). Finally, family functioning and positive 
youth development qualities would negatively predict pornography consumption in 
middle adolescents (Hypothesis 3a and 3b; Shek and Ma  2012a ,  b ).  

    Methods 

    Participants 

 This study was part of the extension phase of the Positive Adolescent Training 
through Holistic Social Program (Project PATHS) in Hong Kong that tracked ado-
lescent development from their Secondary 1 to Secondary 6. Four waves of data 
were used in this study. In Wave 1, 3328 Secondary 1 students with the mean age of 
12.59 years (SD = .74) participated in this study, and among these students, 2617 of 
them also participated in Wave 4 when these students were in their Secondary 4 with 
the mean age of 15.50 years (SD = .66). These students were from 28 government 
and aided schools that covered all districts of Hong Kong. The details of demo-
graphic background of these students are presented in Table  1 . Prior to data collec-
tion, ethnical approval was obtained from The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
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and written consent was obtained from schools and parents. Before data collection, 
students’ written consent was obtained and anonymity and confi dentiality was 
emphasized.

       Instruments 

  Consumption of Pornographic Materials     Six items were used to assess consump-
tion of six different types of online pornographic materials, and another six items 
were used to assess the access to pornographic materials via six different traditional 
mass media. Adolescents’ responses were scored from 1 to 6 indicating their fre-
quency of accessing these materials (1 = never, 2 = less than once a month, 3 = once 
to three times a month, 4 = once a week, 5 = several times a week, and 6 = daily). 
Previous studies reported good internal consistency reliability of this questionnaire 
(Ma and Shek  2013 ; Shek and Ma  2012a ,  b ).  

  Family Functioning     The Chinese Family Assessment Instrument was used to assess 
family functioning (Shek  2002 ). Nine items of the original instrument were used in 
this study with three each examining family functioning on each of the three dimen-
sions: mutuality, confl icts, and communication. The quality of family functioning 
was indicated by averaging the scores on the mutuality and communicating and the 
reversed mean score on confl ict. The shortened nine-item CFAI has good psycho-
metric properties (Shek and Ma  2010a ).  

  Positive Youth Development     The Chinese Positive Youth Development Scale 
(CPYDS: Shek et al.  2007 ) was used to assess positive youth development among 
Chinese adolescents. It has 15 subscales corresponding to 15 positive youth devel-
opment attributes: bonding, resilience, social competence, recognition for positive 
behavior, emotional competence, cognitive competence, behavioral competence, 
moral competence, self-determination, self-effi cacy, clear and positive identity, 
beliefs in the future, prosocial involvement, prosocial norms, and spirituality. 
General positive youth development qualities were scored by averaging the scores 
on each subscale. This measure has good reliability and validity (Shek et al.  2007 ; 
Shek and Ma  2010b ).    

    Results 

 Tables  1 ,  2 , and  3  present the descriptive statistics about participants’ demographic 
background and patterns of consumption of pornographic materials. As can be seen 
from Table  2 , the proportion of adolescents who consumed any type of pornographic 
materials from the Internet was generally below 7.0 % in Wave 1 and rose across the 
4 years sharply to almost 14.0 % in Wave 4.
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    The respondents consumed more pornographic pictures and videos as well as 
videos of sexual intercourse than the other three types of materials, whereas web-
sites of real people performing in porn were least consumed across 4 years. In con-
trast, the percentage of adolescents who consumed traditional pornographic 
materials was far smaller. Except for pornographic comics, consumption rates of 
traditional materials were 1.7 % or below in Wave 1 and grew to 3.3 % or below in 
Wave 4. More students consumed pornographic comics than other traditional mate-
rials: the proportion was 2.9 % in Wave 1 which increased to 4.6 % in Wave 4. 

 Linear mixed models were tested to investigate individual growth curves of 
adolescent consumption of pornographic materials from the Internet (Table  4 ).

   The unconditional mean models (Model 1) were fi rstly conducted, which esti-
mated the initial status and the extent to which interindividual differences accounted 
for the total variance. Results showed that 24.8 % of the variance could be explained 
by within-subject factors, whereas 14.6 % of the variance could be explained by 
between-subject factors (i.e., interindividual predictors). Thus, results indicated that 
approximately 37.1 % (ICC = .371) of the total variance could be accounted for by 
interindividual differences. The unconditional growth model (Model 2) additionally 
showed that there was an annual increase by .086 units ( p  < .001) in the four con-
secutive years. This model fi tted the data better than Model 1 (Δ χ  2   (3)  = 1925.00; 
ΔAIC = 1919.00; ΔBIC = 1896.96;  ps  < .001). The model also showed that second- 
level analysis was needed to further explain the interindividual factors. The condi-
tional model (Model 3) was built to analyze the effects of age, gender, family 
economic status, and family intactness on the initial level and growth of consumption 

    Table 2    Frequencies of exposure to pornographic materials across four waves   

 Wave 1  Wave 2  Wave 3  Wave 4 

 n  %  n  %  n  %  n  % 

  From the Internet  
 1. Pornographic stories  197  5.9  271  9.3  323  11.7  380  14.7 
 2. Pornographic pictures  233  7.0  308  10.6  365  13.2  418  16.2 
 3. Pornographic videos  208  6.3  298  10.3  380  13.8  478  18.5 
 4. Pictures of sexual intercourse  213  6.4  255  8.8  329  11.9  363  14.0 
 5. Videos of sexual intercourse  221  6.7  265  9.2  325  11.8  392  15.2 
 6. Websites of real people performing 
in porn 

 160  4.8  213  7.4  290  10.5  359  13.9 

  From traditional materials  
 1. Pornographic movies  25  0.8  36  1.2  38  1.4  45  1.7 
 2. Pornographic videos 
(through renting) 

 15  0.5  32  1.1  34  1.2  30  1.2 

 3. Pornographic videos on TV  56  1.7  49  1.7  59  2.1  60  2.3 
 4. Pornographic magazines  42  1.3  51  1.8  53  1.9  51  2.0 
 5. Pornographic books  45  1.4  79  2.7  77  2.8  84  3.3 
 6. Pornographic comics  96  2.9  128  4.4  125  4.5  119  4.6 
  Total (N)   3328  100  2905  100  2764  100  2588  100 

   Note:  % indicates valid percentage  
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of online sexual materials. Results showed that the effects of age and gender were 
signifi cant at the initial level, with male and older adolescents consuming more 
online pornographic materials than did their female and younger counterparts at 
Wave 1. Gender and family intactness affected the growth trajectory. Specifi cally, 
boys increased the access to online pornographic materials much more than girls, 
and adolescents from non-intact families (not living with both married biological 
parents) increased more than those from intact families. Model 3 fi tted the data 
much better than Model 2 (Δ χ  2   (8)  = 3164.92; ΔAIC = 3148.92; ΔBIC = 3092.61; 
 p  < .001). 

 Regarding the models on adolescent consumption of traditional pornographic 
materials, the unconditional mean model (Model 1) indicated that some 14.6 % 
(ICC = .146) of the total variance could be interpreted by interindividual differences 
(Table  4 ). The unconditional growth model (Model 2) showed signifi cant annual 
growth of adolescent consumption of traditional pornography materials by .011 unit 
( p  < .001) across the four waves and provided better fi t of the data than did Model 1 
(Δ χ  2   (2)  = 364.23; ΔAIC = 360.23; ΔBIC = 345.54;  p  < .001). The conditional model 
(Model 3) revealed that only age was related to the initial level of consuming tradi-
tional sexual materials and that gender was the only factor affecting the growth. 
Specifi cally, older adolescents accessed to traditional pornographic materials more 
than younger adolescents in Wave 1, and boys increased the access more than girls. 
Model 3 fi tted our data better than Model 2 (Δ χ  2   (8)  = 582.34; ΔAIC = 566.342; 
ΔBIC = 509.854;  p  < .001). 

 Hierarchical multiple regressions were used to assess the prediction of exposure 
to online and traditional pornographic materials in Wave 4 by demographic factors, 
family functioning, and positive youth development (Table  5 ).

   Demographic factors (i.e., gender, family economic status, and family intact-
ness) were introduced to the regression models fi rst as independent variables. 

   Table 5    Hierarchical multiple regression analyses on consumption of pornographic materials at 
Wave 4   

 Exposure to sexual 
materials (Internet) 

 Exposure to sexual materials 
(traditional mass media) 

 Predictors  Beta  R 2   Beta  R 2  

  Step 1    .090    .006  
 Gender a   .296 ***   .074 ***  
 Economic disadvantage b   .002  .007 
 Family intactness c   .051 *   .010 

  Step 2    .020    .008  
 Family functioning  − .061   *    − .040  
 Positive youth development  − .104   ***    − .068   **   

    *   p  < .05;   **   p  < .01;   ***   p  < .001 
  a Female = 0, male = 1 
  b Receiving CSSA = 0, not receiving CSSA = 1 
  c Non-intact = 0, intact = 1  
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Results showed that gender was a strong predictor of both online and traditional 
pornographic material consumption. Boys consumed these materials more than 
girls. Family intactness was also a predictor of online pornographic material con-
sumption. Adolescents in intact families consumed the materials more than those in 
non-intact families. These demographic variables accounted for around 9 % vari-
ance in online sexual material consumption and 0.6 % variance in traditional sexual 
material consumption. Family functioning and positive youth development were 
introduced as the second block of independent factors. Positive youth development 
negatively predicted exposure to both online and traditional pornographic materials, 
while better family functioning also negatively predicted exposure to online porno-
graphic materials. These two factors additionally accounted for about 2 % of the 
variance in consuming online sexual materials and about 0.8 % variance in consum-
ing traditional sexual materials. 

 Two more hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted by addition-
ally considering adolescent initial levels of sexual material consumption (Table  6 ).

   Adolescent scores on sexual material consumption in Wave 1 entered the model 
fi rst. These initial scores were signifi cant predictors of their respective scores in the 
fourth year and respectively accounted for around 12.0 % and 1.3 % variance in 
online and traditional pornographic material exposure. Gender, family economic 
status, and family intactness were introduced as the second block of the predictors, 
while family functioning and positive youth development were introduced as the 
third block. The contribution of these factors were comparable to those in the above 
two regressions (without controlling for the initial scores). Gender, family economic 
status, and family intactness explained about 7.6 % variance in online sexual material 
consumption and 0.5% variance in traditional sexual materials access, after initial 
scores were controlled for. Family functioning and positive youth development 

   Table 6    Hierarchical multiple regression analyses on consumption of pornographic materials at 
Wave 4 after controlling the initial levels at Wave 1   

 Exposure to sexual 
materials (Internet) 

 Exposure to sexual materials 
(traditional mass media) 

 Predictors  Beta  R 2   Beta  R 2  

  Step 1    .120    .013  
 Initial score  .347 ***   .112 ***  

  Step 2    .076    .005  
 Gender a   .274 ***   .072 **  
 Economic disadvantage b   −.015  .002 
 Family intactness c   .037  .002 

  Step 3    .011    .007  
 Family functioning  − .045   *    − .036  
 Positive youth development  − .077   **    − .061*  

    *   p  < .05;   **   p  < .01;   ***   p  < .001 
  a Female = 0, male = 1 
  b Receiving CSSA = 0, not receiving CSSA = 1 
  c Non-intact = 0, intact = 1  
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additionally accounted for some 1.1 % and 0.7 % variance respectively in online 
and traditional sexual material consumption. These analyses strongly suggested that 
positive youth development and family functioning negatively predicted adolescent 
consumption of online pornographic materials.  

    Discussion 

 The current study was the fi rst to explore pornography consumption prevalence and 
growth trajectories as well as the predictors of pornography consumption among 
secondary students from early adolescence to middle adolescence in a Chinese con-
text. This longitudinal study was based on the data collected from a large sample 
which was representative of Hong Kong adolescents. Besides, validated measures 
were used to assess pornography consumption and the related psychosocial 
correlates. 

 Results showed that the proportion of the students who consumed online por-
nography was less than 10 % in Secondary 1 (i.e., early adolescence) which rose 
steadily to less than 20 % in Secondary 4 (i.e., middle adolescence). This observa-
tion gives support for Hypothesis 1. As the corresponding fi gures in Western studies 
were usually above 20 % (e.g., Peter and Valkenburg  2006 ,  2011 ), these fi ndings 
additionally support Ma and Shek’s ( 2013 ) observation that pornography consump-
tion rate among Hong Kong adolescents was lower than those among Western ado-
lescents. This is potentially due to the conservative attitudes toward sex in traditional 
Chinese culture (Ma and Shek  2013 ) as well as the heavy study load and intensive 
competition for university admission in Hong Kong that may transfer adolescent 
sexual curiosity to study. The results are also in line with previous fi ndings suggest-
ing that older adolescents are more likely than early adolescents to consume por-
nography (Mattebo et al.  2014 ; Sabina et al.  2008 ; Tsitsika et al.  2009 ; Ybarra and 
Mitchell  2005 ). In addition, online pornography was far more consumed by adoles-
cents relative to traditional pornography. In view of the easy accessibility and ano-
nymity of consuming pornography on the Internet, it is reasonable to expect that the 
odds of online pornography consumption is higher than traditional pornography 
consumption. 

 Consistent with the predictions, results of linear mixed models showed gender 
and age effects on the initial level and growth trajectories of pornography 
 consumption among adolescents. At Wave 1, boys consumed more online pornog-
raphy than did girls and older adolescents consumed more online and traditional 
pornography than did younger adolescents; boys also increasingly consumed more 
pornography materials than did girls. These results are consistent with the existing 
fi ndings (Sabina et al.  2008 ; Ybarra and Mitchell  2005 ) and support Hypotheses 2a 
and 2b. In addition, adolescents in non-intact families increasingly consumed more 
online pornography than did those in intact families, thus supporting Hypothesis 2c. 

 Multiple regression analyses results showed that initial level of pornography 
consumption affected the consumption 3 years later: the more adolescents consumed 
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online pornography in Wave 1, the more that they consumed pornography in Wave 
4. It is possible that those who initially consumed more online pornographic materi-
als were more likely to be addicted to pornography and thereby more increasingly 
consumed these materials. Hence, early consumption of pornographic material can 
be regarded as a risk factor for future consumption. Besides, multiple regression 
analyses indicated that gender strongly infl uenced pornography consumption 
among middle adolescents at Wave 4. 

 Finally, family functioning and positive youth development also predicted por-
nography consumption. Better family functioning and higher level of positive 
youth development predicted less consumption of pornographic materials on the 
Internet. These fi ndings support Hypotheses 3a and 3b, and they are consistent with 
the previous fi ndings obtained among early adolescents in Hong Kong (Shek and 
Ma  2012a ,  b ; Ma and Shek  2013 ) and suggest the importance of family functioning 
and positive youth development quality in reducing adolescent pornography 
consumption. 

 The present study has practical implications. As excessive exposure to pornogra-
phy has been regarded as problem behavior and is related to negative behavioral 
outcomes (Owens et al.  2012 ; Svedin et al.  2011 ), intervention should be considered 
for adolescents who view pornography frequently. This study indicated that those 
who consumed more pornography in early adolescence also consumed more por-
nography at later years. This suggests that frequent adolescent pornography viewers 
should be identifi ed and corresponding intervention should be taken as early as pos-
sible. Furthermore, this study suggests that the Internet is the major channel for 
adolescents to consume pornography. Hence, parents should be advised to limit 
online time for their children and block the known pornography websites at home. 
In addition, as boys are more likely than girls to be frequent pornography consum-
ers, we should pay more attention to boys’ online behavior and consumption of 
pornography. As better family functioning and high positive youth development 
qualities predict less pornography consumption among adolescents, developing par-
enting programs to improve family functioning and launching youth development 
program to improve positive youth development qualities can help to reduce adoles-
cent pornography consumption. 

 This study also has several limitations. First, the measures of family functioning 
and positive youth development qualities were based on students’ self-reports. 
Hence, the results may only refl ect their “perceived” rather than “real” family func-
tioning and positive youth development qualities. Second, students were not asked 
to indicate whether their exposure to pornographic materials was wanted or 
unwanted. Knowing the proportion of intentional pornography exposure as opposed 
to that of accidental exposure can provide more accurate understanding of adoles-
cent pornography consumption. Third, only family functioning and positive youth 
development qualities as the predictors of adolescent pornography consumption 
were examined in this study. Hence, other factors that are likely to affect adolescent 
pornography consumption are not suggested in the current study and should be 
examined in the future. This can be done by a series of quantitative studies to cor-
relate adolescent pornography consumption with other seemingly related factors 
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such as peer relationship and school support. Besides, qualitative studies should be 
conducted to understand the subjective experiences of adolescents in consuming 
pornographic materials.     
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      Positive Youth Development (PYD) 
and Adolescent Development: Refl ection 
on Related Research Findings and Programs       

       Daniel     T.  L.     Shek      and     Rachel     C.  F.     Sun   

    Abstract     There are growing research fi ndings showing that positive youth develop-
ment (PYD) attributes (such as resilience) is negatively linked to adolescent risk 
behavior (such as substance abuse). In this chapter, studies on the relationships 
between PYD attributes and adolescent risk behavior are reviewed. First, research 
studies on the relationship between PYD and problem adolescent sexual behavior 
such as having early sex are reviewed. Second, the link between PYD and adoles-
cent self-harm as well as suicidal behavior is examined. Third, Chinese research on 
the link between PYD and adolescent problem behavior with life satisfaction as a 
mediator is reviewed. Gaps in the existing research and possible future research 
directions are discussed. Besides, PYD programs designed to reduce adolescent risk 
behavior (particularly risky sexual behavior, self-harm, and suicidal behavior) and 
promote positive development are examined. Problems on the existing PYD pro-
grams and future directions for the development of PYD programs are discussed.  

        Introduction 

 In contrast to the “defi cient” models focusing on adolescent problems, positive 
youth development approach (PYD) emphasizes the strengths and positive attri-
butes of young people (Damon  2004 ). The basic argument of the PYD approach is 
that by strengthening the psychosocial competencies of young people, their holistic 
development will be fostered and risk behavior will be reduced. Obviously, research 
fi ndings supporting this basic assertion are indispensable. Besides, how PYD 
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concepts can be applied in the real world is another question to be considered. 
Against this background, there are two main purposes of this chapter. First, it exam-
ines the relationship between PYD and adolescent development with reference to 
three examples – problem adolescent sexual behavior, adolescent self-harm and sui-
cidal behavior, and mediational models on the link between PYD and adolescent 
problem behavior. Based on the review, research gaps and future directions of 
research are outlined. Second, examples of PYD programs are described and gaps 
as well as future directions regarding designs of PYD programs are discussed.  

    Positive Youth Development and Adolescent Risk Behavior 

 The fi rst example on the relationship between PYD and adolescent risk behavior is 
risky sexual behavior. Reviews of the literature showed that positive youth develop-
ment attributes were negatively related to risky sexual behavior. Primarily, cognitive 
competence determines the engagement of adolescents in sexual behavior. 
Holmbeck et al. ( 1994 ) reasoned that different cognitive factors, including reason-
ing ability, probabilistic thinking, and cognitive functions such as the ability to 
evaluate alternatives and perceptions of risk, infl uence sexual postponement. There 
is evidence showing that higher intelligence was negatively related to the onset of 
sexual activities (Halpern et al.  2000 ; Hardy et al.  1998 ). Sexually abstinent adoles-
cents also reported higher GPAs than did their high-risk counterparts (Luster and 
Small  1994 ). 

 Positive self-representation is also conducive to healthy adolescent sexual behav-
ior. Studies showed that low global self-worth and poor self-image were risk factors 
for adolescent girls to engage in risky sexual behaviors, such as having more sexual 
partners (Ethier et al.  2006 ; Wild et al.  2004a ). Similarly, low self-esteem might 
predispose adolescents to use risky sexual behavior as a way to cope with negative 
emotions (Baumeister  1990 ), and they were more susceptible to peer pressure 
(McGee and Williams  2000 ). However, the literature on the relationship between 
adolescent self-esteem and adolescent sexuality is not entirely consistent in the lit-
erature. For example, Goodson et al. ( 2006 ) showed that while around 26 % of the 
reviewed studies reported inverse relationships between self-esteem and adolescent 
sexual behaviors, attitudes, and intentions, around 60 % of studies showed no rela-
tionship involved. Some researchers even found that excessive high self-esteem 
would create egocentric and self-centered attitudes which would in turn promote 
experimentation of sexual activity (Baumeister et al.  2003 ). 

 Intrapersonal and interpersonal attributes are also associated with adolescent 
sexual behavior and intention. At the intrapersonal level, spirituality was negatively 
related to initiation of sexual activity (Holder et al.  2000 ). Moral values are also 
related to adolescent sexual behavior. While identifi cation with positive moral 
 values and attitudes was negatively related to sexual risk behaviors (   Hubbs-Tait and 
Garmon  1995 ; Kotchick et al.  2001 ), liberal sexual attitudes were positively related 
to adolescent sexual risk taking (Jemmott and Jemmott  1990 ). Poor emotional com-
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petence also predisposes adolescents to underestimate the effect of emotion on 
sexual behavior (Loewenstein  1996 ). 

 Regarding interpersonal competence, social competence such as communication 
with peers and social assertiveness has impact on adolescent sexual behavior. For 
instance, the ability to show different opinions was associated with lower sexual risk 
behavior (Magnani et al.  2001 ). Besides, students who had a strong bondage with 
their school or family reported lower levels of sexual behavior (Catalano et al. 
 2004b ; Magnani et al.  2001 ). 

 Social norms are also important for reducing sexual risk taking among adoles-
cents. Kirby ( 2001a ) reviewed several education programs on sexuality and HIV 
and found that focus on clear norms about avoiding unprotected sex is an important 
element. Adolescents who are involved in prosocial activities are more likely to 
interact with positive role models who embrace conventional values such as delayed 
pregnancy and higher career aspirations. 

 The second example is about the relationship between positive youth develop-
ment and adolescent self-harm and suicidal behavior. Research fi ndings showed that 
good bonding with healthy peers and adults are protective factors against self-harm. 
There is evidence showing that bonding or connectedness in the family (e.g., 
Borowsky et al.  2001 ; Tatnell et al.  2013 ), peers (e.g., Rubenstein et al.  1989 ), 
school (e.g., Pisani et al.  2013 ; Sun and Hui  2007 ), and community (Pisani et al. 
 2013 ) contexts was negatively related to adolescent self-harm behavior. Kaminski 
and colleagues ( 2010 ) examined the role of connectedness in adolescent self-harm 
and suicidal behavior in secondary school students in a high-risk community char-
acterized by high-rate poverty, unemployment, single-parent households, and seri-
ous crimes. They showed that different types of connectedness were negatively 
related to self-harm and suicidal behavior – family connectedness was the strongest 
predictor of deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior; school connectedness pre-
dicted deliberate self-harm and suicidal signs except suicidal injury; connectedness 
with adults at school predicted deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior; peer con-
nectedness predicted suicidal attempt. 

 Resilience was also negatively related to self-harm. Conceiving resilience in 
terms of personal competence, social competence, and structured living style, von 
Soest et al. ( 2010 ) showed that these three factors of resilience were associated with 
a lower level of suicidal ideation and suicidal attempts in 9,085 Norway late adoles-
cents. Besides, resilience helps high-risk adolescents to deal with the negative 
impact of adversity on suicidal attempt.    For example, Nrugham et al. ( 2010 ) found 
the inverse link of resilience and suicidal attempt in adolescents experiencing 
depression and violent life events. However, there is no known scientifi c study on 
resilience and deliberate self-harm. 

 In addition, adolescents who display self-harm often have poor social-emotional 
control and maladaptive coping strategies (Lloyd-Richardson et al.  2007 ; 
Muehlenkamp et al.  2013 ). From the positive youth development literature, it can be 
conjectured that high emotional and social competences are protective factors. 
Baetens et al. ( 2012 ) found that adolescents with deliberate self-harm history 
reported a lower level of social competence than did those without such history. 
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Mikolajczak et al. ( 2009 ) similarly found that emotional intelligence and maladap-
tive coping strategies were inversely related to adolescent self-harm and suicide 
through maladaptive coping strategies. According to Cha and Nock ( 2009 ), emo-
tional intelligence served as a buffer to attenuate the harmful impact of child abuse 
on suicidal ideation and attempt. 

 Furthermore, negative identity and low self-esteem were related to adolescent 
self-harm. Based on the responses of 455 Norway adolescents, Grøholt et al. ( 2005 ) 
showed that non-suicidal attempters reported higher levels of self-concept, global 
self-worth, and self-concept stability than did suicidal attempters. Wild et al. 
( 2004b ) similarly showed that self-esteem differentiated adolescents with suicidal 
ideation and suicidal attempts from those without suicidal behavior. Based on a 
survey of 6,020 adolescents, Hawton et al. ( 2002 ) showed that adolescents with 
deliberate self-harm and those without self-harm history were different in self- 
esteem, with higher self-esteem predicting lower deliberate self-harm. 

 Adolescents who possess positive beliefs in the future are also less likely to 
engage in self-harm behavior. There are research fi ndings showing the positive link 
between adolescent hopelessness and self-harm (Lee et al.  2009 ; McLaughlin et al. 
 1996 ; Taliaferro et al.  2012 ). For example, O’Connor et al. ( 2009 ) showed that 
optimism defi ned in terms of generalized positive expectations for the future was 
negatively related to deliberate self-harm in girls. 

 Finally, spirituality has been proposed to be negatively related to adolescent 
developmental problems (Shek  2010 ) and lack of purpose in life can be regarded as 
a warning sign for adolescent suicide (Rudd et al.  2006 ). Wang and colleagues 
( 2007 ) showed that purpose in life was negatively associated with suicidal ideation 
and attempt and it predicted lower level of suicidal ideation and attempt through 
decreased depression. However, there is paucity of research examining the role of 
purpose in life in preventing deliberate self-harm. 

 With specifi c reference to the Hong Kong context, there are several studies show-
ing that PYD attributes are related to adolescent self-harm and suicidal behavior. 
Shek and Yu ( 2012 ) examined the infl uence of cognitive-behavioral competence, 
positive identity, prosocial attributes, and general positive youth development on 
self-harm. Results showed that general positive youth development predicted lower 
occurrence of suicidal behavior and deliberate self-harm. Contrary to the expecta-
tion, cognitive-behavioral competence was positively associated with suicidal 
behavior and deliberate self-harm. The above fi ndings were basically replicated by 
Law and Shek ( 2013 ) who found that positive youth development attributes were 
associated with suicidal behavior and deliberate self-harm in Secondary 2 students. 
The unexpected reverse patterns were found again in the link between cognitive- 
behavioral competence and suicidal behavior and that between prosocial attributes 
and both forms of self-harm. Finally, Law and Shek ( 2014 ) showed that over three 
years, positive youth development mediated the relationship between family func-
tioning and adolescent deliberate self-harm and suicidal behavior. Specifi cally, 
 family mutuality and communications at Wave 1 predicted increased positive youth 
development at Wave 2, which further predicted lower levels of suicidal behavior 
and deliberate self-harm at Wave 3. 

D.T.L. Shek and R.C.F. Sun



329

 The third example on the linkage between PYD and adolescent problem behav-
ior is on the mediating role of life satisfaction between PYD and problem behavior. 
Based on the data collected from the Project P.A.T.H.S., Sun and Shek ( 2010 ) 
showed that PYD infl uenced adolescent problem behavior via life satisfaction. The 
related fi ndings were replicated in another study involving three datasets of the 
study. Finally, using another three waves of data, fi ndings similarly showed that 
PYD infl uenced adolescent problem behavior via life satisfaction. 

 Several observations can be highlighted from the existing research studies. First, 
there is a need to step up research on the relationship between PYD constructs and 
adolescent risk behavior. Generally speaking, compared with research on risk fac-
tors, there are relatively few studies on protective factors of adolescent risk behavior 
with respect to the PYD framework. For example, there are few studies on the link-
age between PYD and adolescent self-harm and suicidal behavior. 

 Second, there are inconsistent research fi ndings on the linkage between PYD and 
adolescent risk behavior. In the area of adolescent sexual behavior, research showed 
that positive identity (such as overconfi dence) and social competence (such as over- 
engagement in social activities) might promote risky adolescent sexual behavior. 
In the area of self-harm and suicidal behavior, the available fi ndings on the links 
between positive youth development attributes and adolescent self-harm are also 
not entirely consistent. Some positive relationships between these two domains 
have been found by researchers (Kaminski et al.  2010 ; Shek and Yu  2012 ; Law and 
Shek  2013 ). 

 Third, there are few validated measures of PYD constructs in the fi eld. While 
there are some isolated measures of different aspects of PYD such as positive iden-
tity, resilience, and self-effi cacy, there are few scales which examine multiple 
dimensions of PYD in a study. Besides, few researchers have used multiple mea-
sures of PYD in their study. The inclusion of multiple measures in a study is impor-
tant because this can enable researchers to understand the differential relationships 
between PYD constructs and adolescent risk behavior. 

 Fourth, most of the existing studies on the link between PYD and adolescent risk 
behavior were conducted in the Western contexts and few studies have been carried 
out in Asian contexts, particularly China. As Chinese people constitutes roughly 
one-fourth of the world’s population, there is a need to examine the generalizability 
of Western fi ndings to the Chinese contexts. In addition, with rapid transformations 
in the socioeconomic and cultural environment in China, there has been a change in 
collectivistic values toward a more individualistic direction. Hence, it would be both 
theoretically and practically exciting to look at the relationships between these two 
domains in the fast-changing Chinese context. 

 Fifth, PYD concepts such as self-effi cacy and self-determination are largely 
based on Western ideas. Besides, indigenous Chinese concepts can also be enlight-
ening. For example, Confucian virtues can be examined within the context of moral 
competence and Buddhist and Taoist thoughts can be examined within the context 
of spirituality. 

 Sixth, most of the existing studies adopted cross-sectional designs. Although 
cross-sectional research can be easily conducted, the related fi ndings cannot give 
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defi nitive conclusions on the cause-effect relationships between PYD and adoles-
cent risk behavior. Furthermore, overreliance on cross-sectional design in the stud-
ies also limits the ability to examine the complex relationships between PYD and 
adolescent risk behavior over time. While positive youth development can reduce 
the risk of self-harm, self-harm can also lead to a reduction in positive youth devel-
opment. Therefore, there is a need to call for investigation in protective positive 
youth development factors with longitudinal design in the future studies. 

 Finally, besides direct models on the linkage between PYD and adolescent risk 
behavior, more complex models with mediating and/or moderating mechanisms 
should be considered. Primarily, it is theoretically interesting to ask whether there 
are any mediating mechanisms involved in the linkage between PYD constructs and 
adolescent risk behavior. With specifi c reference to the Chinese context, it was 
found that PYD infl uenced adolescent problem behavior through the infl uence of 
life satisfaction in a series of studies (Sun and Shek  2010 ,  2013 ). Besides, very few 
studies have examined the factors that moderate the relationships between PYD 
constructs and adolescent risk behavior. For example, it is theoretically interesting 
to ask how spirituality moderates the relationship between stress and adolescent risk 
behavior. It is also important to ask how prosocial behavior moderates the relation-
ship between moral competence and adolescent risk behavior.  

    Positive Youth Development Programs 

 Positive youth development programs have been designed with reference to the two 
adolescent risk behavior outlined in this chapter. With reference to adolescent sex-
ual problems, positive youth development programs have been developed to delay 
the onset of sexual behavior in adolescents. As pointed out by House et al. ( 2010 ), 
“competence can be a protective factor for adolescent sexual and reproductive 
health outcomes. Positive youth development programs that provide a safe setting 
in which youth can learn and use social and cognitive skills may have a positive 
impact on sexual and reproductive health as well as other youth outcomes” (p. S19). 
Positive youth development programs have been shown to be effective in promoting 
healthy adolescent sexual and reproductive health (Gavin et al.  2010 ). 

 Promotion of psychosocial competence prevents the development of risky sexual 
behavior in adolescents. Intervention programs focusing on the promotion of 
cognitive- behavioral skills in adolescents, such as sexual assertion, refusal, self- 
management, problem solving, and risk recognition, were found to reduce adoles-
cent risky sexual behavior and delay the onset of sexual activity (Lawrence et al. 
 1995 ). Incorporating emotional education component into intervention programs 
such as helping students identify, anticipate, and deal with emotions in a healthy 
manner facilitated sexual risk reduction among adolescents (Ferrer et al.  2011 ). 
Programs emphasizing sexual assertiveness, communication, and negotiation skills 
were effective in reducing sexual risk behaviors enabling youths to cope with part-
ner pressure (Pedlow and Carey  2004 ). 
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 Besides, there are programs which attempted to promote adolescent sexual 
health by targeting different aspects of adolescent identity. For example, promotion 
of self-effi cacy and refusal self-effi cacy was effective in delaying risky sexual 
behavior among adolescents (Guse et al.  2012 ). Besides, positive beliefs in the 
future served as a protective factor for adolescent risky sexual behavior (Mueller 
et al.  2010 ; Vesely et al.  2004 ). Furthermore, there are views suggesting that helping 
young people to develop a sense of purpose is important. As pointed out by Bolland 
( 2003 ), “it is important that prevention and intervention programmes also attempt to 
build skills that allow participants to better understand their cognitive-affective 
responses to adversity, or that provide them with the ability to take advantage of life 
opportunities that they encounter; both of these approaches may allow individual 
adolescents to overcome the limitations of hopelessness” (p. 156). 

 Reinforcement of prosocial norms and providing students with the opportunities 
to engage in youth activities to personalize these norms are important (Kirby  2001b ). 
Indeed, youths’ participation in prosocial activities in school, church, or community 
was found to be negatively associated with sexual behavior (Ramirez-Valles et al. 
 1998 ). Finally, there are views suggesting that prevention programs should not rein-
force individualistic and egotistic values in young people (Hughes et al.  2001 ). 

 There are also programs showing that PYD intervention components are effec-
tive to reduce adolescent self-harm and suicide. For example, according to the 2012 
National Strategy for Suicide Prevention in the USA, promoting connectedness was 
identifi ed as an effective means to prevent suicide (USHHS and National Action 
Alliance for Suicide Prevention  2012 ). 

 In addition to the above programs which are specifi cally related to adolescent 
sexuality as well as self-harm and suicidal behavior, there is research evidence 
showing that PYD programs promote positive youth behavior and reduce adoles-
cent risk behavior. Catalano et al. ( 2004a ) reviewed 77 programs in the USA. They 
found that among the 25 successful programs, 15 positive youth development con-
structs could be identifi ed. These included bonding, resilience, psychosocial com-
petence (cognitive, emotional, social, behavioral, and moral competencies), 
self-determination, self-effi cacy, clear and positive identity, spirituality, beliefs in 
the future, promotion of prosocial norms, opportunities for prosocial involvement, 
and recognition for positive behavior. 

 There are also many programs targeting social-emotional skills in students. The 
basic argument of such programs is that a lack of social-emotional skills in students 
would make them disconnected which eventually impair their academic achieve-
ment. Research fi ndings have shown that young people generally lack psychosocial 
skills. For example, based on roughly 150,000 students in Grade 6 to Grade 12, 
Benson ( 2006 ) showed that less than half of the students reported that they pos-
sessed psychosocial skills such as empathy, rational decision-making and ability to 
resolve interpersonal confl icts. In a recent meta-analysis study based on 213 
 social- emotional learning programs involving roughly 270,000 students, Durlak 
et al. ( 2011 ) showed that relative to the control students, participants joining social- 
emotional learning programs showed better psychosocial skills, attitudes, and 
behavior as well as higher academic performance. 
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 With specifi c reference to Hong Kong, positive evaluation fi ndings are also 
intrinsic to a large-scale positive youth development program entitled “Positive 
Adolescent Training through Holistic Social Programmes” (Project P.A.T.H.S.). 
There are two tiers of programs in the project (Tier 1 and Tier 2 Programs). For the 
Tier 1 Program, systematic and curricular-based programs were designed based 
on the positive youth development constructs identifi ed from the successful PYD 
programs in the West. Utilizing multiple evaluation strategies including objective 
outcome evaluation, subjective outcome evaluation, process evaluation, qualitative 
evaluation, and personal construct psychology evaluation and results generally 
showed that different stakeholders had positive evaluation of the program. In par-
ticular, the longitudinal evaluation using a randomized group trial showed that 
compared to the control school students, students in the experimental group showed 
better positive development (e.g., resilience), slower development in drinking, 
smoking, and consumption of psychotropic substances, and slower development of 
delinquent behavior and intention to engage in risky behavior. 

 Several observations can be highlighted from the PYD programs in the scientifi c 
literature. First, the development of PYD programs with reference to different ado-
lescent developmental problems is rather uneven. For example, while there are 
many programs on promoting the social skills of adolescents to prevent adolescent 
substance abuse, there are comparatively fewer PYD programs developed to help 
adolescents in dealing with adolescent deliberate self-harm behavior. Similarly, 
there are few PYD programs targeting compensated dating behavior in adolescents. 
Furthermore, there are few generic PYD programs that attempt to strengthen 
multiple PYD attributes. 

 Second, compared with the PYD programs in the West, there are comparatively 
fewer PYD programs in different Chinese contexts. In a review of adolescent pre-
vention and PYD programs in the Chinese context, Shek and Yu ( 2011 ) reported 
that there were very few validated PYD programs in different Chinese communities. 
As the development of Chinese adolescents is shaped by Chinese infl uences such as 
Confucian and Buddhist values, Western programs may need adaptation when they 
are used in Chinese adolescents. Besides, indigenous concepts should also be incor-
porated in the Chinese PYD programs. As pointed out by Shek and Sun ( 2013a ,  b ), 
different cultural issues should be considered when implementing PYD programs in 
Chinese cultural contexts. 

 Third, different mechanisms have been included in existing PYD programs. 
For example, based on the assumption that positive self-identity is the foundation of 
healthy adolescent development, some programs attempt to promote self-confi dence, 
self-esteem, and self-image in adolescents. On the other hand, based on social learning 
theories, some theorists focus on promotion of self-effi cacy in adolescents. Hence, 
there is a need to clarify the theoretical mechanisms which are conducive to 
enhancement of positive youth development. For some of the PYD constructs such 
as resilience and spirituality, there can be different theoretical accounts and expla-
nations involved in conceptualizing the positive infl uence of PYD constructs. 
Hence, delineation and clarifi cation of the related mechanisms are in order. 

 Fourth, closely related to the issue of theoretical mechanisms is how the theoretical 
mechanisms can be translated into practice. Primarily, there is a great “leap of faith” 
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in the translation of validated theoretical mechanisms to practice in the real world. 
There are at least two issues that require consideration here. The fi rst issue is how 
the theoretical mechanisms are adequately included in the program materials. 
Without a good program, good theory alone is not adequate. The second issue is 
how the developed program can be effectively implemented. Basically, translation 
of “good” theoretical mechanisms to “good” program and “good” implementation 
is not simple. In reality, there are different degrees of sophistication in translating 
the effective mechanism into practice. 

 Fifth, there are wide variations in the training of potential program implement-
ers. Effective training is very important because it is the link between the theory 
behind the program, the developed program, and the program to be delivered. 
Without dedicated trainers who have good understanding of and identifi cation with 
the program, program success would not be possible. In the training programs, the 
potential program implementers should be trained to understand and identify with 
the program philosophy, have correct understanding of the curriculum, understand 
the teaching and learning processes and ways to promote student involvement and 
teacher teaching effectiveness, be familiar with the ways to deal with classroom 
misbehavior, and appreciate the importance of evaluation of program implementers’ 
own practice. 

 Sixth, the quality of evaluation in the existing PYD programs varies much across 
different programs. Subjective outcome evaluation and qualitative evaluation were 
carried out to evaluate most programs. While these evaluation strategies are easily 
conducted, they are commonly criticized as subjective and unable to give a true 
picture of the effectiveness of the program as far as objective outcomes are con-
cerned. In the context of adolescent prevention and PYD programs, randomized 
group trials are usually regarded as the “gold standard” in evaluating program effec-
tiveness. With specifi c focus on different Chinese communities, randomized groups 
trials are seldom conducted which has adversely affected the development of 
evidence- based PYD programs. 

 Finally, the degree of dissemination and sustainability in the PYD programs var-
ies. For some successful programs such as the Life Skills Training Program, they 
are incorporated in the formal service delivery system and they receive funding 
from the government. For some programs, they might simply be terminated after the 
funding becomes exhausted. Hence, it is important to consider how the successful 
experiences can be disseminated and the long-term sustainability of the successful 
programs can be ensured. Besides, how to link the successful programs to govern-
ment policies is an important issue to be considered. To get things done, soliciting 
support from different political parties is an important task to be done.  

    Summary and Conclusion 

 In this chapter, empirical evidence on the infl uence of positive youth development 
on adolescent risk behavior indexed by risky sexual behavior and self-harm as well 
as suicidal behavior is reviewed. Generally speaking, research fi ndings showed that 
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PYD constructs are negatively linked to adolescent risk behavior. However, there 
are several gaps and problems in this fi eld of research. In this chapter, generic PYD 
programs and specifi c PYD programs with reference to risky sexual behavior 
and self-harm as well as suicidal behavior are outlined. Similar to PYD research, 
there are several gaps and issues in the fi eld of PYD programs which deserve 
future research.     
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