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Abstract
The rapid loss of young people from Hong Kong’s (HK’s) labor force between 2020 
and 2022 was not reflected in the steady unemployment rate, suggesting the depar-
ture of young people. It was likely due to the pessimism about their future quality 
of life (QoL) in HK, following discontent about, for example, the Anti-Extradition 
Bill and stringent COVID-19 restrictions. To help prevent further loss of the pre-
cious population, we aimed to identify the HK-specific socioecological aspects that 
could predict young people’s future QoL based on a socioecological perspective. We 
found that, compared to 2018 (n = 794), young people in 2021 (n = 636) were sig-
nificantly more pessimistic, and this was predicted by factors in the socioecological 
framework at lower levels, such as financial competence and self-efficacy to improve 
one’s QoL, and at higher levels, such as positive evaluations of QoL, opportunities 
for young people’s upward mobility, the natural environment in the Great Bay Area 
compared to HK, and the five-year economic outlook and QoL in HK. Implications 
for HK young people’s perceptions and what they value were discussed.
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In the last few years, events in Hong Kong (HK) could undermine the confidence 
of young people (i.e., 15–30-year-olds) in the country. A 2019 protest began when 
dissatisfaction with the Anti-Extradition Bill spilled over. The protest was predomi-
nantly driven by young people who were frustrated by the government’s and police’s 
handling of the protest and the protestants’ demands (Centre for Communication 
and Public Opinion Survey 2020; Hong Kong Public Opinion Research Institute 
2020). The momentum slowed in early 2020 due to the detrimental effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Strict and prolonged pandemic regulations enforced by the 
government in 2021 drastically shrank HK’s economy, resulting in negative GDP 
growth and increased unemployment, but high residential property prices remained 
unchanged (Hong Kong Monetary Authority 2020). Under these harsh conditions, 
the newly enforced HK national security law could undermine confidence in the 
political and legal systems, which are some of many indicators of quality of life 
(QoL; i.e., the sense of subjective well-being1; e.g., Chan et al. 2005; Estes 1998; 
Muldoon et al. 1998; Nikolova 2016).

These events could be some of the reasons that contributed to the 12.33% (i.e., 
about ten thousand) net population loss of HK’s young people from 2019 to 2022 
(Census and Statistics Department 2022a). This implication is supported by the fact 
that young people’s participation in the labor force dropped significantly, whereas 
the unemployment rate remained steady (Census and Statistics Department 2022b; 
Hong Kong Business Times 2022). In fact, a recent survey of 1054 HK youths 
revealed that 46.9% were pessimistic about HK’s future, while 35.7% were uncer-
tain (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 2022). Another survey in 2021 also 
observed that 25.3% of youth had negative expectations about their future life as 
compared with 17.2% in 2017 (Shi 2022). Some of these observations were not new. 
To name a few, HK youths in 1993 considered inflation and housing problems to be 
the primary worries for their future (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 1993). 
In 1997, nearly 60% of surveyed youths did not think that the financial market would 
be better (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 1997). Eight years later, they 
reported that livelihood, economics, and the government’s effective management 
and ability to grasp public opinion were crucial when judging the optimism of their 
future life in HK (Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 2005).

Pessimism for the future life among youth is not uncommon around the globe. 
One example is that half of the youth in America across ethnicity were not optimis-
tic about their future (Statista Research Department 2023). Studies from other socie-
ties suggested that both internal and external factors could affect one’s perception 
of optimism and be associated with, for example, poor emotional control and lower 
help-seeking attitudes (Ciarrochi and Deane 2001; Citraningtyas 2021). It is neces-
sary to examine whether young people’s perceived future QoL, as operationalized as 
optimism/pessimism, in HK has fallen and to identify the potential factors that may 
predict their future QoL so that plans can be made to preserve HK’s precious future.

1  QoL can be defined as the subjective well-being in general or in specific dimensions (e.g., mental or 
social) and as objective functioning, typically health-related research (e.g., Bowling 1991). But this study 
only focuses on the general level of subjective well-being specifically in the future.
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Socioecological Framework

The socioecological model is an ideal framework for systematically identifying 
the factors that are potentially associated with HK young people’s perceptions 
of their future lives in HK. Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986) and Bronfenbrenner 
and Morris (2007) first described how nested layers of factors influence human 
development in terms of the distance between those factors and an individual. 
An individual’s personal qualities, such as demographics, physiological/psy-
chological conditions, personality traits, and abilities, are at the center of the 
model. The innermost layer of the model is the microsystem, which includes 
environmental factors that immediately and directly influence the individual, 
such as family, peers, and QoL. The next layer (the mesosystem) accounts for 
the effect of the interactions between the components of the microsystem. Mov-
ing further outward, the exosystem includes organizations, institutions, or loca-
tions that indirectly influence the individual, such as the school, neighborhood, 
workplace, or government. The subsequent macrosystem concerns higher-order 
systems and ideologies, such as political systems, economic conditions, cultural 
values, and policies. Finally, the outermost layer (the chronosystem) takes time 
into account and describes how events occurring across his/her life span influence 
an individual.

Different variations of the model have been developed to study specific topics. 
One of the most adaptable versions, which has four layers (individual, relation-
ship, community, and society), was developed by the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 2022) for 
health-related studies concerning, for example, child maltreatment, youth vio-
lence, and suicide (Wilkins et al. 2014). Tully et al. (2013) employed a three-layer 
model (i.e., individual, social environment, and built environment) to study the 
effect of urban rejuvenation on community health. Jang (2022) used a four-layer 
model (i.e., individual, interpersonal, community, and policy) to examine preven-
tive behaviors during COVID-19. Black Women’s Blueprint (2018) expanded 
the CDC model by integrating the cultural aspects of violence against females 
and specifying four additional layers (structural, historical, environmental, and 
spiritual) to holistically study violence prevention. For non-health-related stud-
ies, UNICEF (2013) used a five-layer model (i.e., individual, interpersonal, com-
munity, organizational, policy/enabling environment) to highlight the importance 
of birth registration. Sallis et  al. (2006) also used a five-layer model, but with 
slightly different layers (i.e., intrapersonal, perceived environment, behavior, 
behavior settings, and policy environment), to study active aging. Finally, Little 
(2008) constructed a more complex form of the model to understand the effects of 
different layers on QoL.

The discrepancies among the sequences of nested layers and the positioning of 
factors among the adaptations indicate the considerable flexibility of the model. 
Therefore, in the present study, we chose not to rely heavily on a specific ver-
sion of the model because it could have been unsuitable for understanding young 
people’s perceptions of future QoL in the HK context. Furthermore, although the 
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design of Bronfenbrenner’s framework is better addressed by multilevel model-
ling design, it is not suitable for such an all-inclusive framework. Instead, we first 
identified indicators of QoL that were considered crucial and specific to HK’s 
social climate from all indicators that the framework can offer and then submitted 
them to the hierarchical regression model, where the indicators entered a series 
of blocks according to their corresponding layers, as informed by the framework.

Quality of Life Indicators in Hong Kong

Literature suggests that there are many dimensions of QoL that could serve as indi-
cators, such as competence and self-efficacy (e.g., Griffiths et al. 2010), material liv-
ing standards and upward mobility (e.g., Hagerty et al. 2001), sense of belonging to 
one’s local community (e.g., Gullone and Cummins 1999), affordable housing (e.g., 
Osberg and Sharpe 2002), environmental quality (e.g., Bayer et al. 1998), education, 
economic and political activities (e.g., Estes 1998), equality (e.g., Johnston 1988), 
and rule of law (e.g., Nikolova 2016). In fact, most of these dimensions were the 
primary indicators of QoL in HK (Chan et al. 2005). Literature about the future QoL 
was limited, but those around the present QoL could also be useful to inform the 
study because opinions about QoL were rather stable across time without major life 
changes (Atkinson 1982). We reviewed the indicators above and categorized four 
groups that were significant to HK, including competencies, livelihood improvement 
and support, upward mobility and environment, and five-year outlook.

Competencies

The sense of competencies of HK’s youths was largely based on how much those 
competencies could benefit their career exploration and development (Ngai et  al. 
2021). We identified four types of competencies that were celebrated in HK, includ-
ing those in technology, innovation, finance, and communication. Information tech-
nology is a significant area of competence in HK, and the well-planned develop-
ment of technological capabilities is crucial for young people’s future intrapersonal 
and interpersonal lives, including their QoL (Rodrigues et al. 2021). The better pre-
pared they were for using technologies, the more satisfied they were with their lives 
(Nevado-Peña et al. 2019). Indeed, the use of technology was found to mediate the 
relationship between digital inclusion and QoL (Alhassan and Adam 2021). Regions 
with high technological capacity and significant investment in technological research 
and development, such as HK, were better able to promote young people’s QoL by 
enabling them to acquire technological competence, avoid interpersonal marginali-
zation, and benefit from access to technology.

HK has emphasized innovation in recent years (Hong Kong Special Administra-
tive Region (HKSAR) Government 2022a) with the intention of increasing QoL 
by finding novel solutions to existing social problems and enhancing well-being 
and life satisfaction (Edwards-Schachter et  al. 2012; Moulaert et  al. 2005). How 
a region’s innovation system was organized (e.g., through research institutions or 
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technological enterprises) directly linked to residents’ QoL (Nataraajan and Angur 
2014). By developing competence in innovation and problem-solving, young people 
increased their opportunities to improve the sustainability of their lives, and hence 
their QoL, however indirectly (Brazdauskas 2015; Mutiani and Faisal 2019). Crea-
tivity could also directly influence the maintenance and improvement of well-being 
(Molina-Luque et al. 2022).

Along with New York City and London, HK is one of the world’s greatest inter-
national financial centers (Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) 
Government 2022b), which could benefit young people’s life planning. The under-
standing of essential economic and financial notions that enabled people to ade-
quately manage financial resources to attain financial well-being was referred to as 
financial literacy (Hung et  al. 2009). Financial literacy was associated with QoL, 
including life satisfaction and physical and psychological well-being (Nejad and 
Javid 2018; Xiao and Porto 2017). Studies have suggested that this association was 
channeled through financial technology (fintech) adoption (Kakinuma 2022) and 
was stronger in highly developed regions, such as HK (Xiao and Bialowolski 2022). 
As a component of financial literacy, the appropriate attitudes to support financial 
behaviors, rather than mere financial knowledge, are related to QoL (Amonhae-
manon and Isaramalai 2020).

Lastly, there was a clear connection between social competence and QoL (Jami-
son and Schuttler 2015). A 17-year longitudinal study revealed that the social com-
petence of young people aged 15–16 years and their capacity to initiate and sustain 
close interpersonal relationships for two years could predict life satisfaction when 
they were aged 27–30 years (Allen et  al. 2020). Another study of young people 
suggested that this connection was channeled through an increase in self-esteem 
(Caqueo-Urízar et  al. 2022). Indeed, social competence and self-esteem may be 
closely related to family cohesion and social resilience, which were associated with 
life satisfaction (Yakici and Zeliha 2018). The enhanced self-esteem resulting from 
improved social competence may also be attributed to a stronger inclination to form 
and pursue life goals, consequently facilitating higher life satisfaction (Calmeiro 
et al. 2018).

Livelihood Improvement and Support

The quality, environment, and financial burdens of housing greatly could affect QoL 
among HK residents (Ng et al. 2018; Streimikiene 2015), because HK was deemed 
the costliest city in the world in which to live (Arcibal 2020). Shek (2020) has 
argued that real estate prices in HK have undermined almost all aspects of residents’ 
physical (e.g., proper protection), psychological (e.g., optimism), familial (e.g., 
harmony between family members), social (e.g., economic equality), and political 
(e.g., successful housing policies) well-being. Moreover, Gou et al. (2018) claimed 
that the HK housing environment is the most crucial factor affecting general QoL, 
especially for low-income residents such as young people (Gou et al. 2018). In fact, 
across 16 dimensions of life, 59% of HK respondents prioritized “having a comfort-
able home” as vital for QoL (Sing 2009).
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Livelihood strategies are collections of abilities, activities, and resources mobi-
lized to achieve livelihood goals that promote QoL by securing family continuity 
(Chambers and Conway 1992; Frankenberger et al. 2002; Sunarti et al. 2005). A sus-
tainable livelihood could maximize financial protection against risks and promote 
QoL (Pennington-Zoellner 2009), and livelihood strategies could enhance a family’s 
tangible and subjective QoL (Fofana 2009). Aguilana (2019) suggested that young 
people were motivated to engage in educational programs when they perceived them 
as sources of livelihood because qualifications may help them develop successful 
careers. Even when tertiary education was not an option, young people aimed to use 
their acquired skills and knowledge to earn a living for themselves and their families 
(Tan 2021).

Upward Mobility and Environment

Economic status is closely connected to an individual’s interpersonal well-being 
because it grants the individual a sense of approval and worth in his/her own and 
others’ eyes (Anderson et al. 2012). Through upward mobility, improvement in soci-
oeconomic status motivates downward social comparison with a reference group, 
producing positive self-evaluations because people want to feel that they outperform 
others (Festinger 1954). Maintaining or advancing one’s economic status has been 
claimed to be a primary motivator for educational accomplishment and professional 
mobility (Breen and Goldthorpe 1997; Treiman 1970). Unfortunately, the upward 
mobility of educated HK youths weakened (Augustin-Jean and Cheung 2020). In 
fact, a recent study reported that the younger the HK people were, the fewer of them 
could obtain upward mobility, especially that the slow economic growth in HK was 
expected in the coming ten years, suggesting a strong pessimism on their future (Liu 
et al. 2023).

Since 2017, the Chinese government has aimed to develop the Great Bay Area 
(GBA) of HK as a major zone for fostering interregional collaboration between HK 
and nearby Chinese cities. In exchange for the benefits of HK’s “status as interna-
tional financial, transportation, trade center, and aviation hub,” HK residents were 
encouraged to study, work, and live in GBA to enhance the concentration of people, 
commodities, capital, and information (Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau 
2022). HK’s Labour Department (2022) has established a GBA youth employment 
scheme to expedite upward mobility among HK’s young people.

Five‑Year Outlook

Lastly, the outlook for the future (i.e., the expectations or views for the future; 
Hellström et  al. 1999, 2000) could be another important indicator of the QoL 
(Colombo et al. 2017). Emigration to a destination country is a risky action, full 
of uncertainty, that requires long-term planning. Such planning implies that the 
original place of residence, at least in some respects, is not as good as the desti-
nation country. Based on the previously mentioned events, it is possible that some 
of HK’s young people departed because they perceived deteriorating economics, 
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politics, judicial expectations, freedom, QoL, and financial market conditions 
compared to earlier times. However, those who stayed may have perceived the 
development of these aspects in the future more positively, encouraging them 
to remain in HK because they felt more hopeful. Although the outlook and the 
future QoL are conceptually similar, the study examined the outlook in aspects 
very specific to HK but the future QoL at a generic level because the expectation 
in a specific area may or may not be important to one’s future QoL.

Present Study

In this study, we first tested whether the future QoL, as operationalized as opti-
mism/pessimism, among young people in 2021 deteriorated compared to three 
years earlier. We then fitted the previously mentioned HK-specific QoL indicators 
into the socioecological framework to examine whether and how these indica-
tors could predict perceptions of future QoL. Specifically, according to the frame-
work, we considered the perceived competencies that are closest to the individ-
ual. Livelihood and housing are linked with the microsystem and mesosystem, 
location-specific policies and upward mobility are related to the exosystem and 
macrosystem, and the future states and conditions of different dimensions of HK 
(those furthest from the individual) are associated with the chronosystem.

Methods

Participants

In 2018, we collected valid data from 794 participants with a mean age of 22.84 
years (SD = 4.43 years). More than half were male (51.13%), and many had at 
least a bachelor’s degree (54.66%). Most were born in HK (75.94%), worked full-
time (51.76%), were unmarried (83.58%), and had at least HKD 30,000 monthly 
household income (75.38%). In 2021, we collected valid data from 636 partici-
pants. The sample had a mean age of 23.29 years (SD = 4.41 years). At least half 
the participants were male (51.42%), and roughly half had a bachelor’s degree or 
above (54.56%). Similarly, the majority were born in HK (75.94%), worked full-
time (46.54%), were unmarried (81.99%), and had at least HKD 30,000 monthly 
household income (74.34%). The two samples did not differ in age, t(1428) = 
1.91, p = .06; gender, χ2 (1) = 0.01, p = .92; education level, U = 241373, p = 
.14; birthplace, χ2 (2) = 2.82, p = .25; marital status, χ2 (2) = 5.38, p = .07; and 
monthly household income, U = 191631, p = .74. But they differed in employ-
ment status, χ2 (5) = 19.53, p = .002. According to the thematic report by the 
Census and Statistics Department (2021), these characteristics were generally 
representative of the youth in HK from 2016 to 2021.
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Procedure

We employed a mobile phone survey for both samples. The interviewers collected 
data using a computer-assisted telephone interviewing system and a structured 
interview schedule. Phone numbers were randomly assigned to each interviewer. 
Since HK uses eight-digit numbers, the numbers were assigned according to a 
random first-four-digit number from 1000 numbers issued by the Communication 
Authority and a last-four-digit number randomly generated between 0000 and 
9,999.

The target participants were young people in HK aged 15–30 years who spoke 
fluent Cantonese or Mandarin. In 2018 and 2021, the interviewers made 101,414 
and 41,000 calls, respectively. After excluding ineligible (non-working number or 
non-targeted participant) and unknown (no answer or answerphone message) cases, 
we retained 803 eligible cases for both years, entirely by chance. After removing 
incomplete data, the sample sizes were 794 and 636, respectively.

Measurements

Following the socioecological framework adapted to the HK context, the items we 
selected focused on four facets considered crucial in HK, as explained in the follow-
ing sections. We minimized the number of items to accommodate the spectrum of 
the chosen indicators to reduce participants’ fatigue.

Competencies

Perceived competencies were defined as people’s subjective beliefs about how well 
they perform in specific (to HK) areas. Each of the four items measured the extent 
to which participants considered they possessed sufficient competence across four 
areas: (1) using technology or computers and other technological devices, (2) inno-
vation and problem-solving, (3) financial management and life planning, and (4) 
communication and collaboration. Participants rated the items on a 5-point Likert 
scale from “extremely insufficient” to “extremely sufficient.”

Livelihood Improvement and Support

Attitudes towards livelihood improvement and support were specifically defined 
as people’s perception of crucial ways (specific to HK) to obtain and sustain bet-
ter livelihood. No established scales were available for this specific dimension, so 
we designed three items ourselves. Two items measured participants’ agreement 
with the following statements: “In HK, buying a house is the first condition for 
improving one’s livelihood” and “You can improve your quality of life by your 
own efforts,” rated from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Another item 
measured how readily they received support from family members, relatives, or 
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friends when encountering difficulties in life, rated from “very difficult” to “very 
easy.” All three items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale.

Upward Mobility and Environment

Attitudes towards upward mobility and environment were operationally defined 
as people’s perception of how much certain crucial aspects of HK provide suf-
ficient and better (vs. GBA) upward mobility and living environment. Generic 
or specific scales were not appropriate in this study because of the specificity 
of the construct and scope, we thus developed individual items (e.g., Manza and 
Brooks 2021). Three items measured the extent to which participants agreed that 
in HK, (1) everyone has equal opportunities, (2) education is the most important 
way for young people to move upward in socioeconomic status, and (3) learning 
about financial management and investment is crucial to young people’s upward 
mobility. Three items measured their agreement that, in GBA in the future, (1) 
QoL will be better than that in HK, (2) there will be more opportunities for young 
people’s upward mobility than in HK, and (3) the natural environment will be 
better than that in HK. The final item measured agreement with the statement, 
“Compared to working in HK, I would be as willing to work in GBA; there are 
no differences between the two.” All seven items were rated on a 5-point Likert 
scale, from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Five‑Year Outlook

Outlook could be defined as the expectation of the future (e.g., Colombo et  al. 
2017). Although the Beck Hopelessness Scale (Beck et al. 1974) and items designed 
for future orientation (Hirsch et  al. 2006; Steinberg et  al. 2009) could be used to 
measure a similar construct, the items focus on one’s self but not a specific societal 
aspect. We thus developed five items to respectively measure the five-year expecta-
tion in HK’s overall economics, politics, judicial expectations, freedom, QoL, and 
financial market conditions for citizens. Participants rated the five-year outlook 
using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “must be worse” to “must be better.”

Optimism/Pessimism for Future Life

To our knowledge, there are no established measurements for future QoL. Given 
QoL can be defined as individual’s subjective well-being, future QoL is defined 
as individual’s subjective well-being of the future (Muldoon et al. 1998). It was 
measured by how optimistic or pessimistic participants were about their future 
lives in HK. This serves as a good proxy for future QoL because stronger opti-
mism indicates a better sense of well-being. Participants rated their optimism on 
an 11-point Likert scale, ranging from “very pessimistic” to “very optimistic.”
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Data Analysis

We tested the difference in optimism/pessimism about future life between 2018 and 
2021 using an independent sample t-test, followed by a correlation analysis for the 
associations among the variables.

We used hierarchical multiple regression models to examine how the four socio-
ecological levels predicted optimism/pessimism. There were five models, as follows: 
Model 1 controlled for demographics, including gender, age, education level, and birth-
place; Model 2 included four additional competence predictors; Model 3 included three 
additional livelihood improvement and support predictors; Model 4 included an addi-
tional seven environment and upward mobility predictors; and Model 5 included five 
additional five-year outlook predictors.

Results

As expected, HK’s young people were more pessimistic about their future life in 2021 
than in 2018 (t(1428) = −10.57, p < .001), and the difference had a large effect (M2021 
= 4.96 (SD = 1.94), M2018 = 6.00 (SD = 1.77), d = −.56 [−.67, −.45]).

The correlations (see Table  1) revealed that optimism was positively associated 
with all four aspects of competence and self-efficacy for achieving a better life (i.e., 
“You can improve your quality of life by your own efforts”), all aspects of environment 
and upward mobility except the upward mobility granted by financial and investment 
knowledge, and all aspects of the five-year outlook.

Hierarchical multiple regression models revealed significant predictors of opti-
mism about future life among pessimistic young people in 2021 (see Table  2). No 
demographics predicted optimism in Model 1 (F(5, 630) = .46, p = .81). Model 2, 
which included competence, was a better model (F(4, 626) = 12.66, p < .001, ΔR2 = 
.07); significant predictors included competence in using technology or technological 
devices and financial management. Model 3, which included livelihood, was a better 
model (F(3, 623) = 48.05, p < .001, ΔR2 = .17); competence in financial management 
was still a predictor, but a weak one, whereas self-efficacy for achieving a better life 
became a strong predictor. Model 4 was a slightly better model after environment and 
upward mobility were accounted for (F(7, 616) = 4.68, p < .001, ΔR2 = .04). Joining 
the previous two predictors as weak predictors were the relative positive evaluation of 
QoL, opportunities for upward mobility, and the natural environment in GBA over HK. 
Finally, Model 5 became the best model after the five-year outlook was included in the 
model (F(5, 611) = 25.27, p < .001, ΔR2 = .12), explaining 41% of the variance in the 
optimism about future life. Self-efficacy for achieving a better life remained the strong-
est predictor, but the positive outlook for economic status and QoL in HK five years 
from now were also moderate predictors.
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Discussion

This study employed a socioecological perspective to understand the predictors of 
young people’s optimism about QoL in HK amid the pessimism caused by politi-
cal unrest and COVID-19 between 2018 and 2021. Our findings showed that HK’s 
young people were much more pessimistic about their future in 2021 than in 2018. 
The correlation results suggested that the socioecological levels and the predictors 
within them, as investigated by the current study, were valid and appropriate for the 
HK context and HK’s young people. The regression findings implied that certain 
predictors should be focused on to improve future QoL across different socioeco-
logical levels. More importantly, however, the insignificant predictors revealed the 
worrying views of HK’s young people.

At the individual level, feeling proficient in handling technologies and manag-
ing finances uniquely explained optimism. In fact, financial management ability 
remained a marginally significant predictor across models, echoing HK’s primary 
role as a major global financial center. However, despite the HK government’s con-
stant promotion and development of innovation and technology (e.g., Hong Kong 
Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) Government 2022a), competence in inno-
vation and problem-solving did not explain optimism. In other words, those efforts 
and outcomes could not be passed down to young people, so they did not consider 
such abilities crucial for developing QoL, which could hinder their motivation to 
engage in novel technological research.

At the relationship and community levels, self-efficacy for achieving a better life 
was the strongest predictor across all models, implying that the more strongly young 
people believe in and depend on themselves to shape a better life, the more confident 
they are about achieving that life. This is consistent with the “Lion Rock Spirit”—a 
prevalent can-do mentality among HK citizens that encapsulates the idea that “per-
severance and hard work bring a bright future” (Gruber 2020; Wu 2020). Neverthe-
less, confidence was not related to whether they could receive social support dur-
ing difficult times or whether they considered owning real estate to be a priority for 
achieving QoL. This was perhaps because of the desperation about finding afford-
able housing in HK (Arcibal 2020), meaning that young people no longer link their 
future QoL to property ownership, as they did in previous studies (Ng et al. 2018; 
Sing 2009).

At the societal level, the marginal predictors were the positive perception of 
GBA in terms of QoL, opportunities for upward mobility for young people, and 
the natural environment over HK. The willingness to work in GBA was initially 
associated with optimism, but it was lost in the regression models. It suggests 
that the advantages of GBA over HK offer some encouragement and achievable 
goals for HK’s young people to develop QoL, motivating them to work in GBA. 
Although it demonstrates the effectiveness of ongoing programs in HK that aim 
to encourage HK citizens to live and develop their careers in GBA (e.g., Labour 
Department 2022), these programs may no longer be effective for HK’s young 
people (aged 20–29 years) who represent the most significant decrease in the 
labor force (Hong Kong Business Times 2022). However, the unemployment 
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rate in the same age group did not proportionally increase (Census and Statistics 
Department 2022b). This echoes the fact that HK’s young people have been leav-
ing HK since 2020 (Census and Statistics Department 2022a). Since more young 
people left HK in 2022 than in 2021, the government clearly failed in its intention 
to retain them. Regardless of the reasons for their departure, focusing on what 
they admire about GBA and making local efforts in HK to improve QoL, oppor-
tunities for upward mobility, and the natural environment could boost their confi-
dence in the possibility of achieving QoL in HK rather than elsewhere.

One alarming observation in this study was that HK’s young people notably 
underestimated the importance of education in their lives. The belief that edu-
cation could improve socioeconomic status only weakly correlated with opti-
mism and self-efficacy for achieving a better life. It lost its unique prediction in 
the regression models, but self-efficacy did not. It could be that the variance in 
such beliefs was explained by self-efficacy when predicting optimism. However, 
the results of additional exploratory analysis suggest that the beliefs remained 
insignificant in Model 4 (p = .41) and Model 5 (p = .21) after self-efficacy was 
removed. Although financial competence remained marginally significant, the 
collective implication is that young people perceive money, rather than education 
or knowledge, as important for achieving QoL in the future.

Interestingly, the belief that acquiring financial and investment knowledge is 
important for status advancement was not associated with optimism in the cor-
relation or regression analysis. This indicates that upward mobility and having 
a better life could be two different concepts among young people. If they were 
associated, self-efficacy for achieving a better life would have correlated with 
upward mobility from owning real estate, education, financial knowledge, and 
opportunities for young people in GBA. However, our findings suggest other-
wise, except for education, which partially supports the potential interpretation of 
two distinct ideas. One possible reason for HK’s young people to detach upward 
mobility from a better life is that the cost of owning real estate and starting a 
business in HK (as traditional approaches to upward mobility) is far beyond their 
financial means. Even if they could afford them on a decent salary, little would 
be left over for a decent life. Therefore, they may simply be giving up the idea of 
upward mobility and focusing on QoL.

Regarding perceptions about future states and conditions in HK, all four 
aspects correlated with optimism, whereas only the five-year outlook for econom-
ics and QoL made unique, significant predictions. This indicates that the more 
hopeful HK’s young people were about future QoL and economics, the more opti-
mistic they were about QoL, which is self-explanatory. More importantly, their 
optimism was not associated with HK politics, judicial expectations, the financial 
market, or freedom. It is possible that, after the social movement in 2019, HK’s 
young people changed their perspectives on politics and freedom and reprior-
itized the importance of different values. It appears that they became mindful of 
things that were beyond their control and focused on things that were immedi-
ately important to their QoL, such as the economics that directly influenced their 
jobs and the living conditions they experienced daily.
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Limitations and Further Studies

Our study is limited in several ways. First, the findings of the current study offer 
no direct causal evidence, and the correlational nature of the study limits the 
relevant interpretations. However, the theoretical conceptualization of the links 
between optimism and the predictors offered some causal implications. We urge 
future research to employ a quasi-, if not absolutely, experimental design to con-
firm the causal influence.

The levels of competence were self-reported and may not have been objective. 
The results would have differed if the discrepancies between the participants’ per-
ceptions and their actual abilities were large. A possible solution would be to rep-
licate the study in both school and corporate settings. Teachers and supervisors 
could provide a relatively objective evaluation of young people’s competence.

Completing the study over the phone may have introduced some sampling 
bias since the sample may not have included participants who were reluctant to 
engage with a stranger. It also precluded the use of validated and established 
measures that might have imposed additional fatigue, study length, and attrition 
rate, although the items in this study had high face validity. Future studies could 
employ online questionnaires, which would be faster, involve less pressure, and 
accommodate validated scales with more items.

We did not include all socioecological systems and the relevant predictors 
since we focused only on those that have been crucial to HK in recent years. A 
further study could systematically conceptualize and measure socioecological 
levels and predictors at a general level to provide a more holistic view of how 
they affect HK young people’s perceptions of future QoL. The findings could 
offer scientifically informed guidance for future policies.

Despite self-efficacy for achieving a better life being the strongest predictor, 
the study did not investigate what contributes to self-efficacy or how. Young peo-
ple’s belief that their efforts can result in a better life could be attributed to vari-
ous factors, such as competence in communication, collaboration, and finance and 
investments. Further research could systematically study a spectrum of different 
competencies and knowledge and identify which best predict self-efficacy, allow-
ing the mediation role of self-efficacy between competencies and optimism to be 
examined. The findings could inform policymakers’ allocations of resources to 
improve young people’s desired competencies and knowledge, and their height-
ened self-efficacy could then lead to greater confidence in achieving QoL.

Although the study was conducted in 2021, we believe the findings are still 
applicable in 2022 or at any time when HK’s young people suffer from relative 
pessimism. HK’s young people have been steadily leaving HK for various rea-
sons (e.g., politics or tight COVID-19 restrictions), partially suggesting that they 
remain pessimistic in 2022 about their future lives in HK. Even if, for example, 
the COVID-19 regulations are relaxed, it may take some years to reverse the pes-
simism induced by the harsh regulations; hence, the findings of this study are 
likely to remain valid. However, when optimism increases beyond the 2021 level, 
future research will be required to account for the moderating role of the rise in 
optimism and the factors contributing to the rise.
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