A study of Livelihood of Children from Low-Income Families

Executive Summary


A study of Livelihood of Children from Low-Income Families

Research Report--- Executive Summary

Jointly conducted by

Society for Community Organization

and

Master of Social Work

Year One

of

Department of Social Work and Social Administration

The University of Hong Kong

2001

Introduction

Children poverty, in terms of inadequacy of food & educational resources, poor living environment and parental stress, greatly affects physical, psychological, intellectual and social development.  This may sustain poverty that actually carries profound effects on the future labour population.

Research Objectives

We explored the implications of mainly six areas: living environment, education, time of interaction with parents, nutrition and health, social life and emotional development, as well as social value and perception on different aspects of children’s life.  We will discuss the discrepancies of the findings with the UN Convention of Children Rights.  Some policy recommendations will be drawn accordingly.  

Methodology

Both quantitative and qualitative researches were employed in the project.  The sample consisted of 52 households who are mainly lived in Sham Shui Po and Kwun Tong Districts and six were located randomly in Tokwawan.  They are either CSSA recipients or average household income, which is below HKD2, 500 per family member.  New-arrival children are referred to those who have resided in HK for less than 3 years.

Qualitative Research Findings

 
Living Environment

Poor living environment is the most concerned aspect as expressed by the children living in private flats:

Man, male, aged 8

“My flat is very small.  I and my mother are just like being put in a cage.”

Wing, male, aged 8

“There are many kinds of animals in the building (Animals? For example?) Cats, mice, cockcoarches, spider …(How do you feel about this?) I feel dirty, and they scare me.  (So what will you do?) I just hide myself in my bed with my head covered under the quilt.”

Hoi, male, aged 10

“Disgusting odor is generated from soldering nearby and it disturbs me from doing homework.”

Tung, male aged 10

“The lord of the flat brings people back to play mahjong and cards during weekend.  It’s very noisy, I and my brother even cannot hear the sound of the television.”

 
Education Resources

Because of financial problem, children may have difficulty and worry about their educational resources:

Wah, female, aged 12

“My pair of glasses were bought in Mainland China.  We don’t have money to buy one in Hong Kong because glasses in here are expensive.  My myopia has become more serious now.  (Have you thought of buying a new one?) No, it’s expensive.  …and just like my pair of white shoes, they have already broken, but I haven’t told anyone.”

Quan, male, aged 10
My mother said she didn’t have money.  I am only allowed to join those free-of-charge tutorials, but I cannot find any of which the timing is suitable.”

 
Ignorance on Societal Trends

Owing to educational level, their parents are still communicating the outdated concept about “good careers”, which may have already been unskilled in contemporary society:

Bun, male, aged 12

“My parents told me to have a job of ‘wearing suit and tie, carrying suitcase’”

 
Social/Recreational Activities

Many children just lacked of social and recreational activities, and felt that their lives were boring.  They also felt that their parents didn’t spent enough time with them:

Hing, male, aged 10

“It is boring.  No one plays with me….My parents do not bring me out to play…I just go to sleep when I am bored.”

Yee, female, aged 10

“(What do you want if you are given one more wish besides a piano?) I want to chat more with my parents.  …My father goes to work so early…(How about your mother?) She is always at home, but she is so busy doing housework.”

 
Expression of Needs

While understanding the financial pressure, many children tend to suppress their needs, even they are very basic for other children:

Man, male, aged 8

“(Has you mother ever bought you toys?) No.  (Have you asked her to do sot?) No.  I just couldn’t be so hard-hearted to request.  I just gave up while I thought of our poverty.” 

 
Under-utilized Community Resources

In spite of the lack of resources, most families seldom make use of community resources on their children.  

 
Impact of Spousal Relationships onto Children

Only a few children revealed that there were conflicts between their parents.  As observed during home visits, however, this phenomenon is quite prevailing.  Children may just have difficulty to express the pressure from it.  

Quantitative Research Findings

The items that we want to investigate include the living environment, social life situations and the level of self-esteem.

 
Living environment

Concerning about the living environment, satisfaction upon the living environment was low, as perceived by the children.

	Measuring aspects
	Percentage of feeling bad or poor

	Living space
	29.4%

	Hygienic condition
	31.4%

	Air ventilation
	37.3%

	Toilet condition
	29.4%


 
Social life

During weekdays (before and after school)

In studying the social life of children, we measured it in terms of time spent per day during weekdays before and after school.

	Measuring aspects
	Percentage of never

	Play with friends and classmates
	23.5%

	Chat with friends and classmates
	21.6%

	Play with their parents
	41.2%

	Chat with their parents
	25.5%

	With parents accompany studying
	47.1%

	Play and/or watching television alone at home
	15.7%

	Studying alone at home
	13.7%

	Doing and revising at community centre
	66.7%


During weekends and holidays

In studying the social life of children, we measured it in terms of time frequency spent last month during weekends and holidays.

	Measuring aspects
	Percentage of never

	Have tea with parents
	46.2%

	Have fast food with parents
	40.4%

	Have outdoor activities with parents
	34.6%

	With parents accompany studying
	61.5%

	Have outdoor activities with friends
	50.0%

	Visiting friends’ home
	59.6%

	Studying with classmates together
	71.2%

	Have outdoor activities with siblings
	58.0%

	Joining activities organized by school
	36.5%

	Joining activities organized by community centre
	56.9%


 
Self-esteem

The test consists of 30 items, with representation of five different dimensions, namely, global, social, family, academic and body.

Our sample mean score obtained is 64.99, with the range from 42 to 82.  Among the 52 respondents, 73.1% of them are having self-esteem score above the conceptual mean of the test of 60.

By comparing, in 1997, Sandra Tsang has conducted a cross-sectional survey on senior primary school students in Hong Kong.  The samples mean score obtained is 68, which is higher than our research.  Moreover, among Tsang’s respondents, 84% have scoring above conceptual mean of the test.
 
Correlations Observed

From our analysis of correlation, we have found that there are some areas that have significant associations:

· The living environment of children and their self-esteem

· Their social life with classmates and their self-esteem

· Their academic performance and their self-esteem

· Their solitary activities and their self-esteem

Findings of Nutrition and Health

The result shows that children in poverty have a little below standard in the cereals and vegetables items whereas they have a significantly low intake of milk. 

The body mass index (BMI) of boys and girls

	Range of BMI
	Percentage

	Below average
	76.7% (boys), 86.6% (girls)


Discussion

 
Living environment

Respondents were not satisfied with their living environment in different dimensions: 

1)  Size of living area per respondent (9 to 50 square meters); 

2)  Amount of area for activity, and 

3)  Living condition.  

Physical health might be negatively affected and physical growth might be hindered.

 
Social life 

Respondents seldom had social life during schooldays and weekends, and also extracurricular activities held by school or community centres.  They were mainly engaged in solitary activities that would limit their social development and self-esteem might be affected.

 
Time of interaction with parents

Inadequate time spending with children for socialization and teaching for children’s well-being development was revealed in the report.  Children might be more vulnerable to psychological and behavioral problems.  

 
Educational resources

Because of the financial constraints, the children were deprived from having computers and tutorials lessons that facilitate their learning, affecting their educational performance.

 
Values 

Respondents had relatively lower self-esteem when compared to local counterparts.  In addition, due to the financial limitations, they could possibly have higher chance to suppress their needs and might be more inclined to believe external forces exclusively control their own fate, thus having low self-expectancies and lower the chance to have upward mobility.

Recommendation

 
Structural Economic Change

The economy of Hong Kong has been undergoing structural changes, shifting to knowledge-based economy and focusing on high value-added and service-oriented tertiary industry.  This leads to an unbalanced development on the market, being characterized by high demand of manpower in the tertiary industry and low demand for low-skilled labours.  For those 355,000 local children and youth (aged 0-19) living in low-income family, it is a critical situation if their education and living environment is not securely provided.

 
Housing

Public housing is the last resort to the children from low-income family.  Flexibility and priority setting arranged the serious over-crowding cases are recommended as short-term measures.  Besides, changing the applying criteria by adding the over-crowding cases is suitable for the long-term consideration.  The Government should also build more public housing for allocation and examine the housing demand through different studies.  There is also a necessity to adjust the public rental housing allocation policy, in order to speed up the allocation of public housing to the children from low-income family in an efficient and equitable way.  .

 
Student Financial Aid

The aim of education should be to provide the best means for the students, let them learn best what they want to learn.  However, though there are government assistance for schooling fee and also textbook and travel assistance, it is believed that not all of these children’s needs are covered by the existing system.  Our proposal is to establish a loan system for local upper secondary students who are in needs of financial aids.  This loan should be mean-tested, in order to assist those in urgent needs first.  

 
Aftercare services

In the past, inside the items of special grants in CSSA, there was a category called ‘child-care grants’.  However, by the introduction of Support for Self-reliance Scheme from June 1999, this coverage has been deleted.  And children benefited from the original grant are forced to terminate the after-school-care services.  So, we would like to urge the Government to consider the needs of this group of children and re-evaluate the granting items for the children in need.  

 
Child Commission 

The government sees no need for a child policy.  An independent child commission as a monitoring body must be established to study the needs and policy of the children; especially the children from low-income families.
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