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Abstract
Although theories and research emphasize the importance of adolescent life skills,
different stakeholders’ perceptions of the related issues have not been systematically
investigated, particularly in Chinese contexts. This paper presents and integrates
findings from four studies examining perceptions of different stakeholders on the need
for and adequacy of life skills education and perceived adolescent life skills in Hong
Kong. Data from four studies were used, including a longitudinal study with senior
high school students (N = 3328+) and three cross-sectional studies based on students
(N = 2474), teachers (N = 568) and parents (N = 431). Participants responded to mea-
sures on their perceptions of the need for life skills education and adequacy of related
education in the formal curriculum. They also rated adolescent life skills in different
domains, including emotional competence, moral competence, resilience, problem-
solving, life meaning, gratefulness, social competence, and integrity. Consistent across
the four studies, while many stakeholders regarded life skills as important for adoles-
cents, a majority of them also perceived life skills education as insufficient in the school
curriculum. There were also views suggesting that adolescent life skills development
was incomplete. Compared with teachers and parents, adolescents perceived higher
levels of life skills in themselves and adolescents in Hong Kong. There is a strong
perceived need to step up life skills education in adolescents, particularly in Hong
Kong.
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Introduction

The concept of “life skills” or “soft skills” have received much attention from profes-
sionals in different fields in the past two decades. According to the World Health
Organization (WHO 2009, p. 3), life skills are the building block of adolescent health
which includes “dealing with conflict that cannot be resolved, dealing with authority,
solving problems, making and keeping friends/relationships, cooperation, self-aware-
ness, creative thinking, decision-making, critical thinking, dealing with stress, negoti-
ation, clarification of values, resisting pressure, coping with disappointment, planning
ahead, empathy, dealing with emotions, assertiveness, active listening, respect, toler-
ance, trust, sharing, sympathy, compassion, sociability, self-esteem”. Similarly,
UNESCO (2016) stressed the importance of life skills in different contexts (“transversal
skills”) which includes critical and innovative thinking, intrapersonal skills, interper-
sonal skills, global citizenship, and media and information literacy.

The importance of life skills in adolescent development is intrinsic to many models
of adolescent development (Shek et al. 2019b). In the developmental asset model
(Benson et al. 2011), the focus is on different developmental assets such as positive
values and social competencies. In the 5C/6C models, the focus is put on confidence,
competence, connection, care/compassion and contribution (Lerner et al. 2011). In the
social-emotional learning framework advocated by the Collaborative for Academic,
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL; https://casel.org), self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision-making
are important adolescent psychosocial competencies. With reference to the positive
youth development approach, Catalano et al. (2004) highlighted a number of life skills
in adolescents, including emotional competence, social competence, moral compe-
tence, spirituality, and resilience. In fact, the concept of life skills (psychosocial
competence or soft skills) is endorsed by different professionals, including youth
workers, social workers, psychologists, pediatricians and allied health workers. As
such, it is important to understand whether knowledge of these psychosocial compe-
tences is adequately covered in the school context. This is exactly why we integrated
the findings of several studies.

Empirically, many studies showed that life skills were positively related to positive
adolescent development and negatively related to adolescent risk behavior
(Domitrovich et al. 2017). For example, Sun and Shek (2012) showed that positive
youth development attributes negatively predicted adolescent problem behavior over
time. Shek and Lin (2017b) also showed that positive youth development attributes
negatively predicted the use of foul language in high school students. Review studies
also show that life skills programs can promote holistic development in adolescents,
including psychosocial competencies and academic outcomes (Catalano et al. 2012;
Harris and Cheney 2018; January et al. 2011; Taylor et al. 2017).

Unfortunately, existing studies on life skills have been predominately conducted in
Western societies (Nasheeda et al. 2019), with very few studies in non-Western
societies. With particular reference to the Chinese culture, academic success has been
traditionally regarded as an important way to climb up the social ladder. Hence,
Chinese parents strongly emphasize scholastic competence in children and adolescents
at the expense of other areas of development, such as life skills (Shek and Siu 2019a).
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Another limitation of the related scientific literature involves a lack of studies
examining the perceptions of different stakeholders (including students, teachers and
parents) of adolescent life skills and related education, especially in the formal curric-
ulum. Although some studies examined the perceptions of different stakeholders on life
skills programs (i.e., subjective outcome evaluation) (Ferrari et al. 2004; Meyer and
Wurdinger 2016; Prajapati et al. 2017), no scientific findings have been reported on
how different stakeholders perceive life skills in different Chinese contexts. There are
two reasons why we should understand the views of different stakeholders. First, the
related findings can help to enrich our understanding of the related phenomena and
facilitate theory development (e.g., parent-child discrepancies in the perceived impor-
tance of life skills). Second, listening to the voices of different stakeholders can help to
reinforce policies and services on the promotion of life skills in adolescents. This is in
line with the spirit of “partners in life skills education” advocated by the World Health
Organization (WHO 2009). To fill these research gaps, we addressed several research
questions in this paper:

1. What are the perceptions of students, teachers and parents of the need for life skills
education for adolescents? Do the perceptions of students differ across different
grades? As Grade 11 and Grade 12 students display more academic stress and
poorer well-being, it was predicted that Grade 11 and 12 students would see a
higher need for life skills education than did Grade 10 students (Hypothesis 1).

2. What are the perceptions of students, teachers and parents on the adequacy of life
skills education in the formal curriculum? Do the perceptions differ amongst
different grades? As the focus on examination is stronger in Grade 11 and Grade
12, it was expected that Grade 11 and Grade 12 students would regard life skills
education as more insufficient than did Grade 10 students (Hypothesis 2).

3. What are the perceptions of students, teachers and parents on the life skills
development in adolescents in Hong Kong? Do the perceptions differ across
different stakeholders? Based on the literature on self-enhancement (Alicke and
Sedikides 2009), we hypothesized that students would perceive life skills in
themselves and young people in Hong Kong to be more favorable than did those
of teachers and parents (Hypothesis 3).

In this paper, we reported and integrated the findings from four studies. The first study
was a longitudinal study based on the responses of Grade 10 to Grade 12 students. In
the next three cross-sectional studies, we examined the perceptions of students, teachers
and parents of the need for and adequacy of life skills education as well as their
perceptions of life skills in adolescents in Hong Kong. All studies were approved by the
institutional review board on survey ethics of The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.

Study 1

The first study was a 6-year longitudinal study examining the personal, family and
school adjustment of high school students in Hong Kong. Through stratified cluster
sampling method, we recruited 28 schools, with 3328 students at Wave 1 (Shek and Lin
2017a). There were several parts in the questionnaire, including measures of positive
youth development (Shek and Lin 2017a, b), well-being (Shek and Liang 2018; Shek
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and Lin 2017), risk behavior (Shek et al. 2019a, 2020) and family processes (Shek and
Zhu 2019). In the questionnaire, we also assessed students’ perceptions of life skills
education in senior high school years.

Method

A single item was used to assess senior high school (i.e., Grade 10 to Grade 12)
students’ perception of the need for life skills education (“Do you think it is necessary
for Hong Kong adolescents to learn knowledge of life skills?), with the response
options of “Extremely unnecessary” (1), “Unnecessary” (2), “Necessary” (3) and
“Extremely necessary” (4). Besides, another item on the adequacy of life skills
education in the formal curriculum was asked (“Do you think the knowledge of life
skills you have learned in the formal school curriculum is sufficient?”) with four
response options: “Extremely insufficient” (1), “Insufficient” (2), “Sufficient” (3) and
“Extremely sufficient” (4). School, parental and student consent was obtained before
the commencement of the study.

Results and Discussion

Several observations based on response frequencies can be highlighted (Table 1). First,
an overwhelming majority of the students (over 93% in the three grades) perceived that
there was a need for Hong Kong adolescents to learn life skills. Second, compared to
Grade 10 students, Grade 11 and Grade 12 students perceived the necessity of having
life skills knowledge to be greater, hence supporting Hypothesis 1. Third, many
students perceived that the life skills knowledge that they had learned from the formal
school curriculum was insufficient (34.3% in Grade 10 students, 43.3% in Grade 11
students and 43.8% in Grade 12 students). Fourth, Grade 11 and Grade 12 students saw
the insufficiency to be greater than did the Grade 10 students, providing support for
Hypothesis 2.

The findings strongly suggest that there is a huge gap in life skills education in Hong
Kong. While almost all students perceived life skills knowledge as important, one-third
to around 44% of the students in different grades perceived life skills education in the
formal school curriculum as insufficient. Obviously, this observation poses a big
challenge for policy makers and school administrators. This study also showed that
Grade 11 and Grade 12 students perceived a greater need for and insufficiency of life
skills education in the formal curriculum. This can be explained by greater academic
stress, a rise in hopelessness, and a drop in life satisfaction experienced by Grade 11
and Grade 12 students (Shek and Liang 2018). Again, this calls for policy and services
response from the Government and the education sector.

Study 2

In the second study, we examined the views of students regarding the need for and
adequacy of life skills education in the formal curriculum. Besides, we also studied
students’ perceptions of life skills in themselves and moral competence in Hong Kong
adolescents (Shek and Lin 2017a; Shek et al. 2019c).
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Method

We recruited 2474 students (Mean age = 14.76, SD = 1.82; 1271 females and 1123
males; 1336 Grade 7 to Grade 9 students; 906 Grade 10 to Grade 12 students) from 20
local secondary schools admitting students with different levels of academic perfor-
mance. School, parental and student consent was obtained before the data collection.
Students responded to the following measures:

Need for Life Skills A single question was used to assess the perceived need for life
skills (“Do you think it is necessary for Hong Kong adolescents (12-18 years old) to
acquire life skills?”) with four response options: “Very unnecessary” (1), “Unneces-
sary” (2), “Necessary” (3), and “Very necessary” (4).

Adequacy of Life Skills Knowledge A single question was employed to assess perceived
sufficiency of life skills education (“Do you think Hong Kong adolescents (12-18 years old)
have adequate knowledge of life skills in current formal school curriculum?”) with four
choices: “Very inadequate” (1), “Inadequate” (2), “Adequate” (3), and “Very adequate” (4).

Adolescent Life Skills a total of eight items were used to assess the perceived development
of life skills in adolescents in Hong Kong (emotional competence, moral competence,
resilience, problem-solving ability, having ideals or aspirations, gratefulness, interpersonal
competence and integrity) with five response options: “Very weak” (1), “Weak” (2),
“Average” (3), “Strong” (4), and “Very strong” (5). Three additional items were used to
understand moral competence in adolescents: 1. “Do you think the moral competence of
HongKong adolescents (12-18 years old) is high or low?”with five possible answers: “Very
low” (1), “Low” (2), “Neither high nor low” (3), “High” (4), and “Very high” (5); 2. “Do
you think the moral competence of Hong Kong adolescents (12-18 years old) are gradually
going upwards, downwards, or similar to the past?” with three response options: “Going
downwards gradually” (1), “Going upwards gradually” (2), and “Similar to the past” (3); 3.
“Do you agree that it is more important for adolescents to have good moral character than
excellent academic results?” with four response options: “Strongly disagree” (1), “Some-
what Disagree” (2), “Somewhat Agree” (3), and “Strongly agree” (4).

Results and Discussion

Several observations canbehighlighted. First,whilemore than90%of the students perceived
the importance of life skills knowledge, around 18% felt that life skills education was not
adequate (Table 2). Second, significant proportions of the students perceived life skills in
adolescents tobeweakin theareasofemotionalcompetence(35%),moralcompetence(31%),
resilience(40.7%),andproblem-solvingability(30.2%;Table3).Third,althougharound87%
of therespondents regardedmoralcharacterasmore important thanacademic results,one-fifth
of the students perceived that moral competence of adolescents was low. Besides, one-third
perceived that themorality of adolescentswould drop in the future. Three conclusions can be
drawn fromStudy 2. First, most students regarded life skills education andmoral character as
important.Second,compared toStudy1,comparatively fewerstudents in this studyperceived
that the related education in the formal curriculumwas insufficient. Third, almost one-third of
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the respondents interestingly predicted a decline in adolescent morality in the future, which
echoed the concerns about the psychosocial competence of adolescents (e.g., emotional
management, resilience and problem-solving skills).

Study 3

One serious weakness of the existing studies on adolescent life skills is that studies
have been conducted exclusively on adolescents. As such, we conducted another cross-
sectional study based on the responses of the teachers, which can provide an alternative
perspective of related issues (Shek and Ma 2017; Shek et al. 2019d).

Method

We recruited 568 teachers from 11 secondary schools in HongKong. These 11 high schools
were drawn from the schools that participated in Study 2. School and teacher consent was
obtained before the data collection. Teachers responded to the same measures used in Study
2 which assessed the participants’ perceptions of: a) the need for life skills (one item), b)
adequacy of life skills knowledge in the formal curriculum (one item), and c) the perceived
development of life skills in adolescents in Hong Kong (eight items).

Results and Discussion

Similar to Studies 1 and 2, most teachers (96.9%) regarded life skills knowledge as
important. However, 72.2% of the teachers pointed out that life skills education was
insufficient in the formal curriculum (Table 3). As shown in Table 3, half or more than half
of the teachers had the perception that students were weak in emotional management
(53.6%), resilience (70.8%), problem-solving ability (53.5%) and being grateful (50.0%).
Furthermore, although around 95% of the teachers considered moral character to be more
important than academic results, roughly four-tenth of them regarded morality in Hong
Kong adolescents as low and 67.3% predicted a decline in adolescent morality in the future.
Finally, compared with students in Study 2, teachers perceived life skills knowledge to be
more important than did students. They also held a less favorable perception of the adequacy
of life skills in the formal curriculum and life skills in adolescents.

We can highlight several conclusions from this study. First, consistent with findings
based on students, teachers endorsed the importance of life skills education and moral
character in adolescents. They also pointed out the insufficiency of the related educa-
tion in the formal curriculum, which echoed the previous findings (Shek et al. 2018;
Shek and Leung 2018). Second, more than half of the teachers felt that psychosocial
competence of adolescents, such as emotional management, resilience, problem-
solving skills and gratefulness, were weak. Besides, teachers held negative perceptions
of moral development in adolescents. Finally, teacher-student discrepancies were
found, which were novel in the scientific literature on adolescent life skills.

Study 4

Parents play an important role in adolescent development. However, no study has been
conducted to understand parents’ perceptions of life skills in their adolescent children
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and Hong Kong adolescents. Therefore, we conducted another study to examine the
perceptions of the parents, which enabled us to understand related issues from a third
perspective (Shek and Yu 2018; Shek et al. in press).

Method

A total of 431 parents (mean age = 44.57) were recruited from nine secondary schools that
joined Study 2. The participants completed the questionnaire in a self-administered and
anonymous manner. School and parental consent was obtained before the data collection.
Parents responded to the same measures used in Study 2 (student sample) and Study 3
(teacher sample), which covered the need for life skills education (one question), adequacy
of life skills education in the formal curriculum (one question), perceived adolescent life
skills (eight items), and moral competence in adolescents (three questions).

Results and Discussion

Consistent with Study 1, Study 2 and Study 3, almost all parents (97.8%) agreed that life
skills knowledge was important. Also, similar to Study 1 and Study 3, a high proportion
(around 60%) of the parents perceived life skills education as insufficient in the formal
curriculum (Table 2). Similar to Study 2 and Study 3,many parents perceived adolescents as
weak in emotional management (44.5%), resilience (53.8%), problem-solving ability
(46.6%) and being grateful (34.6%). Although roughly nine-tenth of the parents regarded
moral character as important, 36.5% of them perceived adolescent morality to be low, and
more than half (51.7%) predicted a decline in adolescent morality in the future. Finally,
parent-adolescent discrepancies on related issues were found. While parents perceived
insufficiency of life skills knowledge to be higher than did students, adolescent children
perceived adequacy of life skills in the formal curriculum and life skills to be more positive
than parents’ perceptions. These findings provide support for Hypothesis 3.

Several common observations can be drawn across Studies 2, 3 and 4. First, different
stakeholders regarded life skills and moral character as important. Second, many
stakeholders, particularly adults, perceived that life skills education was insufficient
in the formal curriculum. Third, concerns over life skills and moral competence were
raised by many stakeholders. Finally, compared with adolescents, adults (teachers and
parents) saw a greater need for and insufficiency of life skills education, and they saw
life skills in adolescents to be weaker than adolescents’ perception.

General Discussion

An integration of the findings based on the four studies revealed several phenomena
which can be summarized by three “I”s: a) Importance: All stakeholders endorsed the
importance of life skills in adolescents; b) Insufficiency: Different stakeholders, partic-
ularly teachers and parents, perceived that life skills education in the formal curriculum
was insufficient; c) Incomplete adolescent development: Many stakeholders perceived
weaknesses in life skills and moral development in adolescents.

The endorsement of the importance of life skills education is consistent with the
propositions of international bodies (WHO 2009; UNESCO 2016) and theoretical models
on youth development where development of life skills is emphasized (Shek et al. 2019a,
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2019b; Benson et al. 2011; Lerner et al. 2011; Catalano et al. 2004). Perceptions of the
importance of life skills in adolescents also echo research on the positive impact of life skills
and life skills programs on adolescent developmental outcomes. The consensus on the
importance of life skills in adolescents clearly constitutes a solid foundation to develop
policies and services on life skills education in adolescents.

Unfortunately, different stakeholders felt that the coverage of life skills education in
the formal curriculum was insufficient. Although the proportion of students having this
perception was not high in Study 2, the proportion was much higher amongst senior
high school students in Study 1. This observation is in line with the view of Shek and
Siu (2019b) that there is a lack of holistic adolescent education in Hong Kong. Again,
this observation poses a challenge for policy makers and school administrators on how
to address this gap in the formal curriculum.

There are several factors leading to the insufficiency of life skills in the formal curriculum.
First, as Chinese culture strongly emphasizes academic excellence, the education system has
focused on scholastic skills instead of soft skills, such as emotional competence and
resilience. Actually, the education system in Hong Kong has been criticized as “super
examination-oriented”. Second, with a strong emphasis on success and achievement in
Hong Kong, the education system is very pragmatic and the emphasis on whole person
development is just lip service (Shek and Siu 2019b). Third, insufficiency in life skills
education is contributed by the slow and non-responsive Government policy, as shown by
the observation that soft skills and social-emotional learning are not emphasized in the
Government education policies (Shek and Leung 2018; Shek and Siu 2019b).

Obviously, insufficient life skills education in the formal curriculum implies that adoles-
cent mental health cannot be adequately protected. This comment is substantiated by the
risingmental health concerns in adolescents, such as Internet addiction and depression (Shek
and Siu 2019c; Lo et al. 2019). Besides, research showed that adolescent life satisfaction
declines and hopelessness increases during adolescent years (Shek and Liang 2018).

The present study clearly suggests that there is an urgent need to review life skills
education in Hong Kong. In a review of life skills education in different societies, UNICEF
(UNICEF 2012) identified problems in implementing life skills education. Similar chal-
lenges, such as lack of systematic planning, policy formulation and validated curriculum,
were also highlighted by researchers in Hong Kong (Shek et al. 2018; Shek and Leung
2018). Furthermore, policy makers and educators should tap on validated and evidence-
based life skills education programs such as the Project P.A.T.H.S. in Hong Kong (Shek
2019; Shek and Sun 2013; Ma et al. 2018; Ma et al. 2019) which has been regarded as the
only evidence-based positive youth development program in different Chinese societies
(WHO 2016; Alvarado et al. 2017). Finally, the observation of adult-adolescent discrepan-
cies in related perceptions suggests that adolescents may over-estimate and/or adults may
under-estimate life skills in adolescents. The present findings suggest that it is desirable to
havemore dialogues and an improved understanding of the importance of life skills amongst
different stakeholders involved. Although discrepancy in parent-child perceptions has been
regarded as “noise” in measurement, research findings suggest that it influences child
developmental outcomes. For example, differences in perceptions of parenting characteris-
tics between parents and adolescents were related to developmental outcomes in young
people experiencing economic disadvantage (Leung and Shek 2014); differences in percep-
tions in parents and adolescents on parental sacrifice was also related to achievement
motivation of poor Chinese adolescents (Leung and Shek 2016).
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There are several limitations of the present paper. First, while the subjects in Study 1
(i.e., longitudinal study) were randomly selected, subjects in Study 2, 3 and 4 were
recruited via convenience sampling. Although the sample sizes in Study 3 and Study 4
were respectable (because it is not easy to recruit teachers and parents in Hong Kong),
replication of the findings is needed. Second, regarding the need for life skills education
and related sufficiency, only single items were used. It would be desirable to use more
items to understand related issues. Third, we did not ask for the “why” of life skills
education in adolescents. It would be illuminating if this area could be explored in the
future. Finally, besides studying the respondents’ perception of life skills in young
people in Hong Kong, it would be helpful to ask the respondents to rate their own life
skills and correlate the ratings with their well-being. Despite these limitations, this
study underscores the importance of understanding the perceptions of different stake-
holders of life skills in adolescents, which echoes the spirit of “partners in life skills
education” proposed by the World Health Organization (WHO 2009).
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