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LIFE SATISFACTION IN CROWDED URBAN ENVIRONMENT#

Introduction

As population continues to concentrate in urban
areas, living in low density surroundings beccmes more and
more expensive for most people. Indeed, crowding is a
common feature in all metropolises today, and urban
problems, particularly those of crowding and density,
iave in recent years drawn the attention of many social
scientists. Many general studieé have been done on
crowding and density. Other more specific studies on the
social consequenceg of high density deal with, for example,
crime, delinquency, and the physical and mental health of

dwellers in crowded environment,

Hong Kong ig an extremely crowded metropolis, with
a population reaching 4.5 million on a land surface of
just about 1,049 square kilometers, Over 77% of the
population reside in the built-up areas of Hong Kong

Island, Kowloon Peningula, and New Kowloon, which together

* This paper has used part of the data in the Hong Kong
Bicsocial Survey whichk was funded by the Nuffield
Foundation, and was conducted under the auspices of
the Social Research Centre of the Chinese University
of Hong Kong. Both Drs. Stephen Boyden and Shselaugh
Millar have played a key role in the Survey. The
author wishes to thank Dr, S.K, Lau and Miss Helen
Siu for their critical comments, and the research
assistance of Misg Hsu Suet-ming,.



constitute only 11% of the total area of Hong Konqml The
overcrowdedness of Hong XKong is of course the result of
rapid population growth since the Second World War. The
two immigration waves in 1945-47 and 1949-52 brought into
Hong Kong over onc million people, and the birth rate was
high, recaching a peak in the mid-1960s when yearly births
exceeded 100,000, Although fertility began to fall
significantly after 1965, the population growth rate

still averaged around 2,0% per annum.

Hong Kong is an ideal place to study problems
concerning life in a densely populated urban environment.,
In fact, several studies have been carried out in Hong
Kong since the 1960s. Based only on ecological data,
Schmitt (1963, 1966) has found that, under high density
and overcrowding conditions, Hong Kong had relatively low
rates of mortality, morbidity and social disorganization.
Mitchell (1971) has examined the social implications of
high density housing, and concluded that high densities
had little effect on individuals and families. Anderson

(1972) has discussed Chinese ways of dealing with crowding

1 The 1976 by-census showed that in urban areas - Hong
Rong Island, Kowloon and Tsuen Wan, the population
density was 250 persons per hectare on the average,
And in some districts, for example, Mong Kok, the
population density was over 1,500 persons per hectare.



and maintained that although the Chinese could telerate
crowding, they could not eliminate tension, stress and
conflict. Hong (1972) has compared rural and urban
dwellers in Hong Kong, and revealed that urban dwellers
had higher degrees of ancmia; yet he found no significant
difference between the two groups in extended kin
visitations and cohabitations. Millar (1976) has

analysed the biopsychic well-being of the people in Hong
Kong in relation to high density living. She suggested
that high density might be a potential stressor, but it
had moderate effect on the biopsychic state of individuals,
Chan {in press) has also examined the associations between
population density with social relations, and the results
showed that in urban Hong Kong, outdoor and indoor
densities had very low or negligible correlations with

individual attitudes and social relations.

These studies, carried cut in whole or in part in
Hong Kong, all tend to confirm that population density
has little effect on the people of Hong Xong. However,
the crucial question ¢f "Are the people happy to live in
such a crowded environment?"” has still not been dealt
with. Findings of many studies, usually using individuals
as the units of analysis, revealed that life satisfaction
is positively associated with the material well-being of

the people (Gurin, et al,, 1960; Inkeles, 1960; Wessman,



1959; Bradburn and Caplovitz, 1965; Rogers and Converse,
1975; Clemente and Caplovitz, 1976; Lee, et al., in
press). It should be of great interest to envisage
whether the crowded living ¢nvironment, which constitutes
part of the material well-being, has any effect on the
people since "dissatigfaction with life, had played anj
important role in the genesis of mental disorder among
individuals of various socioceconomic groups” in Hong Kong
(Lee, 1976). 1In this paper, we intend to focus on the
association between life satisfaction and density, and
seek to find out whether there are ways through which the
negative effects, if any, of overconcentration of
population can be minimized under the constraint of

limited space.

Data and Method

Data used in this paper are tesken from the 1974
Biosocial Survey which was conducted jointly by the
Social Research Centre of the Chinese University of Hong
Kong and the Human Ecology Group of the Australian
National University. With the assistance of the
Governmment's Census and Statistics Department, a random
sample of 3,983 adults, aged 20-59, were selected from
the urban areas - Hong Kong Island, Kowloon, WNew Kowloon

and Tsuen Wan. Information from respondents, 98.5%
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Chinese and 1.5% expatriates, was collected through
personal interviews with a standardized guestionnaire.
nnother source of date for this paper is the 1971 Hong

Kong Census.

Life satisfaction is measured by the questionnaire
item: "Generally speaking, are you satisfied with your
daily life (your status, things you do and the situation
around you, etc.)?" (l=not satisfied, 2=neutral, 3=
satisfied.) This measurement is similar to those used
in previous studies {(e.g. Gurin, et al., 1960 Mitchell,
1969). It reflects how the individual feels about his
life as alwhole, rather than his judgement on specific
aspects of life., Indicators of overconcentration of
population are: (1) Area population density (persons per
hectare by tertiary planning unit), and (2) Per capita
living space in the househcld (effective floor space in

square feet, excluding kitchen, bathroonm and balcony).

Other environment-related indicators have also
been envisaged. Thesc items are: "Physical conditions
(ventilation, lighting, view) of the living quarter"
(O=poor, l=good), "Facilities (kitchen, toilet, bathroom)
in the living quarter® (0=poor, l=good), "Safety of going
out alone in the area" (O=not safe both in daytime and in
nighttine, l=not safe either in daytime or in nighttime,

2=safe both in daytime and nighttimc).



The socioeconomic abttributes of individuals
considered are age, sex, education, and socioceconomic
status. A&ges of respondents are divided into four

9, 3 = 40-49, 4.= 50-59).

7

W

categories (1 = 20-29, 2 = 30-
Sex is a dichotomous item (O=female, l=male). Education
refers to the highest level of education the respondent
had attained (l=no schooling, 2=primary tutoring, 3=
secondary, 4=post-secondary), The sociceconomic status
refers to that of the household and comprises three
dichotomous items (housing status, household income and
material standard, each score of 0 and 1 representing low
and high respectively) in the form of a four-point scale

(O=1lowest to 3=highest),

Besides, several guestionnaire items concerning
the feeling and behaviour of the respondents are also
taken into consideration. They are: "Find it enjoyable
to be surrounded by a lot of people” (l=not enjoyable, 2=
neutral, 3=enjoyable), "Sowmetimes feel being surrounded
by too many people” (0O=no, l=yes), "Feeling about the
number of people in Hong Kong" (l=not enough, 2=neutral,
3=too many), "Whether the number of people in Hong Kong
has any effect on one's daily life" (0O=no, l=yes),
"Number of hours in a day usually spent outside residence"
(in hours and minutes), "During the past month, number of

times the respondent has been to the beach, countryside,



open-air playground, public park, etc.”, “When one wants
to be alone, does one find it easy to do so?" {l=difficult,

2=neutral, 3=easy).

Findings

The Survey data show that 33% of the respondents
s : . . o
are residing in densely populated areas (density »~ 1,000
persons per hectare), and 50.6% have a per capita living
space of less than 40 sqguare feet within their own
hougsehold, But 63,.7% of respondents report that they are
satigfied with their lives as & whole, 24.5% give a

neutral response, and only 11,9% are dissatisfied.

To‘measure the degree of association of life
satisfaction with density and living space, the Pearson r
ig computed. ind we find that the correlation between
life satisfaction and area population density is
negligible and insignificant (r = 0.002, significance :
0.441), and life satisfaction has a low positive
correlation with pexr capita living space in the household

(r = 0,16, significance : 0,001).

However, the velationship between life satisfaction
and living space in the housechold may still be spurious,
as housing/environmental conditions and individual socio-
economic background all have effects on life gatisfaction:

and poor housing/environmental conditions and low
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socioceconomic status are zll essoclated witbrcrowding

(see table 1), Therefore, we proceed to the computation
of partial r controlling for socioeconocmic variables and
housing/environmental variable, and we find that the
relationship between life satisfaction and area population
density is also negligible and insignificant, and the
association of life satigfaction with per capita living
space in the household can be explained away by socio-
economic and housing/environmental factors (see table 2).
That is, both densgity and living space have negligible
independent effects on the individuals' life satisfaction.
People residing in more dengely populated areas, and those
dwelling in ﬁore crowded households are not likely to be

more dissatisfied with life.

The negligible effects of density and living
space on life satisfaction may be due to the reason that
individuals do not perceive the urban environment as
being crowded or the present situation does not interfere
with individual behaviour, Therefore, we proceed to
examine the association of demsity and living space with
individual feelings and behaviour; and their relationship
is indicated by Peargson r and partial r, controlled for
age, sex, education and socioceconocomic status. The results
(as summarized in table 3} show that the association

between density and living space with individual feelings



UOTIBTOIIO00 JO 20UBOTITuUldLS = ¢

el fae3eg
Hoommwm e SST3TTToR]
T00°0:8 TO0°0'S ___ ... STOT] TPUCD
6T°0 02°0 TeoTS AUy
SNAIRAE
100%0:g TO0®°0:S TO00°0*S oo oﬁSOW0wo
mH.o 04*0 €20 ~0T00g
TO0®0:s TO0°0:S /J20°0:S TO0®0:S _______ R,
50°0 51°0 €0°0 90 RESONEE
£62°0:9 600°0:g TO0*0:Sg 40%£°0:g TOO0:S .. xog
T0°0- H0* 0= Go*o- 10°0 0€°0
GGH*0:s  642°0:S 00T°0:§ T00°0:§ TO0°0i§ 4&0°0°5 _______ 09y
20070 TO° 0~ 20°0 60°0= 9L * 0~ €00~
TO0O'0!S TO0°0:g T00°0:S TO0®0:S TO0°0:S 26£°0:S €@H°0°%S . soeds
91°0 €e*o 91°0 06°0 6£°0  {00°*0=  T00*0O- FUTATT
TOO®0:S TO0*0:S TO0°0:S TOD°0:S TOO°0:S 62T°0:8 240°0:S Q9€°0%S . .. £yTeuep
Q0°0~ Q0°0~ 0T°0~ 91°0 90°0 20°0 20°0= 10°0 uotgerndog
T00°0:S TO0°0:s TOO®0:g TO0®0:S TO0°0:§ TOO°0:g¢ ATH°0:§ TO0°0:S THK°0:S _______ | UOoT4oBISTIES
60°0 710 210 ¢e°0 00 60°0-  £00°0- 9T°0 200°0 91T
in =5 [eBlLv) semo, = 72 = o Q. wn =
O ) (ol o O 0 o [o} oQ Lol ol D O o H
Hy [e] =g Mmoo o ] @ D < 23] o
) - . 0 o B Q o u e o
<t = e & 00 Y o B 0]
< e o O [ORE= ct m o w2
3 oo s I oo w
i o ) o b Q
o B B o of
0] (1] ja] e
O
. ; B _ I
(€96°¢ = N) SeTdeTJIRA Juowe (J UOSJIBSJ) SUOTIBTRJII0) T 2TAE[




10 -

UOTIRTOIIOO JO 9OUBDTITUSIS

=g
snqess
T00°0: 8 420°0:S JTWOUOOS0TOOS PUR UOTIROUPS
#0°0 ¢0°0- *x98 ‘*ofe J07 BUTTTOa3UCO
‘x TeTydeq
Lyazes pue
TO0"0+§ $90°0: 8 SOT3TTIORF ‘SUOTLTPUOO
TT®0 z20°0 TeoTsiyd I0J FUTTTOJIRUOD
‘a Teryxeq
T00°0: ¢ Thh°0*§
91°0 200°0 I uosaeeq
sovdy SUTATT £yTsuag QOﬂpmHsQom

UoT30RISTIRY OFTT

(¢96°¢ =

1)

soevdg JUTATT PUB A3 TISua(q uorjetudog
U3 T# UOTROVISTIVG SITT JO SUOTFRTOIION

sC OTUB[L




= 11 -

UCTACTOIIOO JO ODUBRDTITUITS = ¢

T00*0:g
gT°0

90C°0:§
©0°0

T00°0:9
90° 0~

400°0: 8
+#0° 0=

26¢°0: 9
T0°0~
T00°0: 8
210~
T00°0: g
90° O~

T00°0: 8
72°0

T00°0:§
HT°0

620°0:¢g
#0°0-

99T*0: ¢
20°0~

©60°0+ 5
20°0

T00°0: g
HT* O~

T00*0: g
0T*0-

T00°0:g
40° 0~

T00°0+ 8
90" 0~

T00°0: ¢
40°0~
6g2*0: s
T0°0
06H°0:§
200°0~-
T00°0: S
G0°0
cqe°0:s
100

200°0:8
G0°0-

L€0°05 8
c0°0=

T00%0: 8
§0°0-

962°0: 8
10°0
04H"0: g
T00"0-
¢TO®0:S
#0°0

984708
T00°0

os op o3 Ases 4T
SPUTI oUu0 feuoT® 2qg 03 JUEM USYY

*039 ‘ywaed orrqnd ‘punosd
~feTd arte-usdo lapTslriuncd
‘goesaq ay3 04 IJuTeq SoWT]

o axequnu miuow 3sed syy SuTang

apTsano juads
LTTensn £fep ® UT SInoy JO Jaquny

9FTT £1Tep §,2U0
uo go837e Lue sey Juoy IJuoy
ut aTdosd Jo JoqUWnU Y] ISYIDUM

Suoy Juoy uUT
ofdoad zo xsqunu ou3 juoge IJUTTesq

aTdoad Luew ooz
£q pepunoaans Bursq TeeJ SsWTReWOQ

a1doed yo gqo0T ® £qg
pepunogans aq o3 apqeiofus 3T PULY

(sn3e3s STWOUODR0TOOS

PUE UOTICONPa

txog

‘o8e 103 FUTTTOIZUOD)

I Teradeq

I uosaoeg

(sn3e3s OTWOUOODOTOOS
PUB UOT3EBONPS ‘Xos
‘e8e g0 FUTTTOJILUOD)

I TEI3dBed

I uoSIvedg

soedg SUTATT

Ly 1susq uvotgeTndog

(£96°¢ = N)

JINOTABYSYH PUR SJUTTS] [CUPTATPUL YT THA
soedg FuraT] pue L£3Isusg uoijeIndod JO SUOTYIRTOAIC) ¢ BTUBL




- 127 =

and behaviour items are all negligible; except that living
space correlates positively with the feeling of 'when want
to be alone; it is easy to do so' and inversely with that
of "being surrounded by too many people", but still, both
relationships are weak.  In other words, people living in
high density areas, more crowded houscholds, do not
necessarily feel being more crowded in their living
environment, less enjoyable to be surrounded by a lot of

people, or stronger spatial constraint,

Discussion

Hon¢g Kong is an extremely crowded metropolis,
available lands in inner-city areas around the harbour
for domestic or industrial uses had long been exhausted,
In view of the situation, the government has gradually
begun to give up the laissez~faire policy towards the use
of land in the 1950s, planned layouts have been imposed
on further urban development, large scale reclamations
have been carried out, and new towns have been developed
in the New Territories. The population in certain older
urban areas (e.g. Central, Sheunyg Wan, Tsim Sha Tsui,
Yau Ma Tei, etc.) has slightly decreased; however, the
problems of overconcentration of population in urban
areas, housing deficiency, and lack of space for further

development remain unsolved, In 1976, there were still



274,427 squatters in Hong Xong (Hong Kong, 1977). Public
housing estates, which provide residence for nearly 2
million people in 1977, allow only a per capita living
space of 35 sqguare feet for their dwellers (in old type
Mark I and II resettlament estate, only 24 square feet).

nd new towns in Hong fong are alsc all of considerable

et

arge size in terms of populaticn, and high population

P

dengity and high decgree of cvercrowding are being observed

(Chan 1973),.

It is commonly agreed that high density and
crowding produce néegative cffects on animals, but there
is no substantial evidence that high density and crowding
produce consistently necgative effects on humans (Freedman,
1973), Various studics, whether of the survey, observa- .
ticnal or experimental type, have come to different
conclusions. Some argue that population density and
crowding do have effects on human health, social adaptation
and may evel. produce pathological behaviour in man,

{Griffitt and Veitclh

a4

1971 Galle, et al., 1972; Levy and
Herzosg, 1974; MceCarthy, et al., 1975: Roncek, 1975;
Schmitt, 1975), while others argue otherwise (Schmitt,

1963; Mitchell, 1971; Freedman, et al.,

1972; Baldassare,

1975; Millar, 1976: Booth and Cowell, 1876).



The fiﬁdings of the pregent study do not contradict
those of previous studies based on Hong Kong data. Our
study reveals that both the effects of area population
density and per capita living space in the household on
individual life satisfaction are nearly negligible. In
sum, all these studies tend to confirm that the crowded
living environment produces little or no effect on the

people of Hong Kong. But why?

Individual life satisfaction is a function of the
extent of consistdncy or digcrepancy between valued goals
and actual achievement. The less the discrepancy between
goals and achievement, the more is the individual satisfied.
Economic well-being, good education and better housing, etc.
are some of the valued goals of the Hong Kong people.

Hong Kong has emerged as a world centre of trade and
industry; and in many areas of life, such as economic
oppoftunities, housing, puplic services, and utilities,
significant improvement has been made in the past two
decades, It is understandable why only 12% of the
respendents, unlike the findings of Mitchell's study in
1567-68 (33%), are not satiszfied with life as a whole.

(Lee and Chan, in press).

More living space is surely also a valued goal of
the Hong Kong people, nActually, the Survey data show that

¢

36% of the respondents are not satigfied with thei= living



space at present. But the people's awareness of the fact
that Hong Xong is lacking space for further expansion may
reduce the unhappy feeling even if the valued goals of
living in low density, more spacious envircnment cannot

be achieved,

Furthermore, the urban dwellers in Hong Kong are
long used to live im such an environment, High density
and limited space do not make them feel “surrounded by
a lot of people is not enjoyable”, "the number of people
in Hong Kong is toco many and has effect on one's daily
life", or even feel '"being surrounded by too many people”,
The limited space in thie nousehold does not force the
people to spend more time outside, and the high population
density does not kecp the individual away from recreations
in public open space (sce table 3), These all help to
explain why life satigfaction iz not being affected by

high density and limited space in Hong RKong.

However, we must not neglect that in this urban
comimunity, limited space is associated with other sources
of dissatisfaction with life, such as low socioeconomic
status, poor education, poor physical conditicns and
facilities, lack of safety, etc. It may not be easy to
solve the problem of overcrowding in urban Hong Kong, but
at least, to make people more satisfied with life, the

authority should continue to explore ways through which



the housing/environmental conditions, particularly in areas

of lower sociloeconomic status, can be ameliorated.

The finding that "high dengity and limited living
swace have only minor or negligible effect on individual
life satisfaction doesg not imply that the problenm ofv
overcrowding can be ignored when planning for future
development, It is difficult to set any standard for the
private sector, but it is not impossible to improve the
present standard of 35 square feet per person in public
housing estates. Secondly, at present the population
dengity in lower class residential (private housing) areas
is generally higher than that set for public housing
estates, because certain proportion of space has been
reserved for communal usage in the latter. &nd we do not
see any reason why simiiar planning standard cannot be
applied to areas for the development of private houwsing for
lower or lower-middle class people so that the congested
condition of private, lower class residences can partly be
improved. Furthermore, to deal with overconcentratioﬁ of
population: in inner-city areas, Hong Kong should speed up
the development of new towns in the New Territories. And
besides concerning itself with building the

the authority

2

physical environment, should also pay more attention to the
soclal structures, ingtitutions, culture and subcultures
when planning for the development of new urban communities.

50 the people may feel more happy to move from the old

urban areas into a new town,
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