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Executive Summary

Abstract of the research

The “Health Behaviour in School-aged Children” (HBSC) Study in Hong Kong aims to assess the
physical, emotional and social well-being and health behaviours of school-aged children and
their associations with demographic factors and social and environmental contexts, and to
inform policies and practices on health promotion and intervention among children. It
attempts to address the policy objectives of the Commission of Children formed by the HKSAR
Government in 2018. Being co-ordinated by World Health Organization (WHO) Regional
Office for Europe, the HBSC is a quadrennial study participated in by over 40 countries and
regions at present. By participating in this cross-national study, Hong Kong is able to collect
reliable children’s health-related data and compare it with other countries’. This is essential
for evidence-based policymaking, strategy and priority setting, and developing local
framework and indicators for monitoring Hong Kong children’s health and well-being, all of
which being the objectives of the Commission of Children. This study also addresses the
increasingly prevalent mental and physical health problems of Hong Kong children as
reflected by the Mental Health Review (2017), and the recommendation of the Review that a
timely, regular and systematic collection of health-related data should be conducted.

The sample of this study is 5,307 students from 21 primary and 19 secondary schools, with a
mean age of about 11, 13 and 15 years, studying in Primary 6, Secondary 1 and 3 respectively.
The sampling is in accordance with school types and covers different socio-economic and
academic backgrounds to ensure that the sample is representative of the Hong Kong school
population. Based on a comprehensive conceptual framework, students’ health and well-
being, health and risk behaviours, and social and economic factors were measured with an
international standard questionnaire supplemented with questions specific to Hong Kong.
Eighteen vice principals of student affairs, counseling and discipline teachers, principal and
social worker were also selected from 9 sampled schools for individual in-depth interviews to
solicit their views on Hong Kong children’s well-being and health behaviours, and suggestions
to promote children’s health on school and government policy levels. The data collected from
both quantitative and qualitative studies were triangulated with each other to gain a
comprehensive understanding of Hong Kong children’s well-being and the possible facilitators
and inhibitors.

The findings of the study reveal that the well-being status of Hong Kong students is generally
lower than international standards, which is a cause for concern: Hong Kong students' self-
rated health and life satisfaction are lower than international standards; Hong Kong students'
psychological symptoms are more severe than physical symptoms, and the occurrence of
physical symptoms is less than international standards, but psychological symptoms are
similar to international standards. Hong Kong students' life satisfaction and self-rated health
decrease significantly with age, while the physical symptoms index increases significantly with
age. In addition, the study finds a positive relationship between family socio-economic status
and life satisfaction and self-rated health: the higher the family socio-economic status, the
higher the life satisfaction and self-rated health of students. This finding indicates that there



is significant inequality in the health and well-being of Hong Kong students. The study analyzes
the effects of four types of support on students' well-being, including family support, teacher
support, student support, and peer support. The result shows that all four types of support
are positively related to students' life satisfaction and self-rated health. The study also
collected other data on health and well-being and contextual factors, including social media
addiction, physical activity, food consumption, bullying, etc. Detailed analysis is presented in
the main body of the Report.



Layman summary on policy implications and recommendations

By summarizing the quantitative and qualitative findings of this project, the following ten
recommendations for government policies and measures are derived.

(1) Formulate policies to foster students' physical and mental health

In Hong Kong, students' well-being is generally neglected in favor of student achievement,
and their well-being is generally lower than international standards. Although the
Government provides financial support to schools, it lacks a long-term plan for the wellness
education of students. It is recommended that the Government should formulate longer-term
and sustainable policies to promote students’ physical and mental health. As for the content
of the curriculum, the Government can design a curriculum framework for schools' reference
rather than a rigid one, giving them the autonomy and flexibility to develop wellness
education according to their own circumstances. The “Happy Schools” Framework proposed
by the UNESCO can be a reference for developing such a framework (UNESCO, 2016).

(2) Increase teachers' space for student care and provide teachers with relevant training

Teacher support is positively related to students' well-being. In order to enhance teachers'
support for students, increasing teachers' time and space to care for students is one of the
necessary conditions. However, teachers are currently responsible for teaching,
administration and organizing activities, and lack the time and space to contact and talk with
students, making it difficult to care for students’ growth. The Government should consider
hiring additional staff to share the work of teachers and free up time and space for teachers
to take care of students individually. In addition, the Government should consider reducing
the number of existing education programs when adding new ones to avoid crowding out
teachers' space to take care of students due to excessive policies. The Government can also
continue to provide teacher training courses on discipline, counseling, and life education, and
continue to implement the "Sabbatical Leave Scheme for Professional Development of
Teachers and Principals” to support the professional development of teachers in physical,
emotional and spiritual education.

(3) Support to families and parent education: Promote health equity

Family background factors have a significant impact on students' health and well-being, with
the higher the socio-economic status of the student's family, the higher the student's life
satisfaction and self-rated health. Therefore, the health and well-being of students from low
socio-economic status families is of particular concern, and the Government should provide
additional support to these students and families. In addition, Hong Kong students'
communication in family needs to be improved. The percentage of students who express that
they talk to their parents easily or very easily is lower than international standards; and family
communication and family support are both positively related to students' well-being. The



Government should further promote parent education to help parents establish a good
relationship with their children and master the correct way to educate their children.

(4) Professional support from social workers

The teachers interviewed supported the Government's new "Two School Social Workers for
Each School" policy for secondary schools and "One School Social Worker for Each School"
policy for primary schools. For secondary schools, interviewed teachers considered that the
additional social workers had shared the excessive workload of the existing social workers;
while for primary schools, interviewed teachers expressed that the new scheme had provided
permanent social work posts, so that school social workers could have more stable posts and
fair salary adjustment. However, for individual schools, such as those with a large number of
Special Educational Needs (SEN) cases, the existing social workers are still not enough to cope
with the situation. The Government should consider hiring additional social workers to meet
the needs of students for schools with a substantial number of disadvantaged students. In
addition, the Government should improve the promotion opportunities of stationing school
social workers so that they are on par with those of social workers in social service agencies
to avoid brain drain. It can be expected that after the epidemic, the demand for mental health
services in schools will increase. The Government should provide schools with more
comprehensive support services such as a wider implementation of the inter-departmental
"Student Mental Health Support Scheme".

(5) School-based Educational Psychology Service

School-based educational psychologist service is one of the policies welcomed by primary and
secondary school teachers, but the current policy provides educational psychologists with a
limited number of visits to schools, which is not enough to meet the actual needs. The
educational psychologists also need to handle paperwork, which prolongs the waiting time
for assessment of students. The Government should further increase the number of hours
that psychologists stay in schools, or even make them permanent, to support schools in
handling students' cases and to improve teachers' mental health. In addition to educational
psychologists, the Government can also provide resources for schools to hire additional
professionals such as speech therapists and clinical psychologists to assist schools in handling
various student cases, and give schools more flexibility in deciding the appropriate
professionals to hire according to the needs of different schools.

(6) Optimize the Quality Education Fund and promote corporate and community participation

Teachers interviewed agreed that the Government's Quality Education Fund (QEF) could help
schools to promote physical, mental and spiritual health education. In addition to subsidizing
schools to participate in related education programs, the QEF also provides schools with
additional resources to increase social work services. However, since the QEF requires a large



number of reports from applicant schools, the Government should reduce the administrative
work involved to ease the burden of schools and teachers. In addition, the annual priority
themes and focus of the QEF are often short-term plans only. It is recommended that the
Government should have a long-term plan to make the focus of the QEF more sustainable.
Apart from Quality Education Fund, the Government can also encourage and facilitate more
partnerships between enterprises and charitable organizations and schools to explore
resources and opportunities for promoting students’ well-being.

(7) Measures to enhance physical health

The study finds that the participation rates of Hong Kong students in physical activities and
vigorous exercise are lower than international standards, and that students who participate
in physical activities daily have significantly higher life satisfaction and self-rated health than
those who did not participate. In order to increase students' participation in physical activity,
the Government should review and improve the current lesson time and curriculum of
physical education classes in schools, raise students' time and interest in doing sports in
schools, cultivate students' habit of doing sports, and subsidize schools to purchase
technological sports equipment such as treadmills and heart rate monitors to optimize the
sports equipment in schools. The Government may also consider putting forward measures
related to ‘active travel’, in line with urban planning, to encourage students to walk or ride a
bike instead of taking transportation. Besides, the study also finds that Hong Kong students
have a high rate of eating sweets and drinking sugar-sweetened beverages. The Government
should promote home-school collaboration and parent education to help students develop
healthy eating habits. The Government can also refer to other countries’ policies on free
breakfast to improve the currently low rate breakfast consumption of students.

(8) Cancel unnecessary assessments and reduce academic pressure

The study finds that the academic pressure of Hong Kong students is higher than the
international standards, and the main source of pressure for secondary school students is
schoolwork and assessment. The present education system in Hong Kong has largely focused
on academic performance, and students are stressed out by the pursuit of further studies. As
a result, their life satisfaction and self-rated health decrease with age/grade, whereas their
physical symptoms index increases with age/grade. The Education Bureau should review the
impact of various existing assessments such as the Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA)
on students' health and well-being, and cancel unnecessary assessments so as to reduce
students' academic pressure.

(9) Cultivate Internet and media literacy

The study finds that Hong Kong students’ social media addiction is similar to international
standards, and social media addiction has a negative impact on students’ health and well-



being. Owing to the excessive use of mobile phones and the Internet, students turn night into
day and are exhausted. The Government should start with parent education by organizing
and encouraging schools to organize related seminars and trainings to teach parents how to
help their children use the Internet in a proper way, and equip parents with the related
communication and discipline skills. The Government can also encourage schools to form
parent support groups so that parents may learn from each other how to cultivate children’s
Internet and media literacy.

(10) Review and improve anti-bullying policies

Bullying in school and cyberbullying are generally less among Hong Kong students than
international standards, but their impact on health and well-being should not be neglected.
At present, the Education Bureau adopts a school-based policy in the prevention of bullying
in school. It only requires schools to formulate their own anti-bullying policies, and it is not
mandatory for schools to report bullying cases to the authorities. The Government should
conduct public consultation on reviewing the current anti-bullying policy to improve the
existing reporting mechanism and handling procedures in order to curb and combat bullying
in school and cyberbullying. The Government should also enhance teacher training on
handling bullying incidents, and strengthen public education through activities like anti-
bullying campaigns.

Directions for future research and development

The HBSC study collects timely, regular and systematic health-related data, and provides a
possible basis for developing local framework and indicators for monitoring Hong Kong
schoolchildren’s health and well-being. In addition to providing data for monitoring the health
and well-being of local schoolchildren and comparing them with other countries’, HBSC may
also be developed as a longitudinal study to provide reference for formulating health policies
for the local population as a whole. The Government should consider funding research
institutions to continue HBSC and/or related research, supporting them to conduct secondary
analysis on the data, and subsidize them to conduct action research on positive education or
spiritual education programs. Furthermore, the Government should compile data on
children’s health and well-being, which is scattered in various departments, enhance data
openness and transparency, and establish a central database for the use of the public for
research purposes to promote evidence-based policymaking. It can be considered that the
database be co-ordinated by the Commission of Children, and be constructed, developed and
managed by a professional research and development team. The Government can also make
full use of the data from the Assessment Program for Affective and Social Outcomes (APASQ)
to conduct in-depth and comprehensive analysis to provide schools with feedback and inform
their design of the well-being curriculum and school development plans.



