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ABSTRACT

Hong Kong and mainland China’s socioeconomic transitions in the past few decades have led
to changes in identity and intergroup attitudes among young adults. However, understanding
such changes between local and mainland young adults in Hong Kong'’s current social context
is limited. This study explores whether local and mainland university students in Hong Kong
have different intergroup knowledge, attitudes, and intended behaviors; whether these two
groups of students respond to intergroup contact intervention differently; and whether and
how has local students’ superior identity been influenced by Hong Kong's economic,
geopolitical, and sociocultural development. Our data came from an intergroup contact
intervention among 72 university students in Hong Kong (including 32 local and 40 mainland
students, 75% female, M, = 23). Using a two-arm Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT) design,
participants were randomly assigned to either an intervention group (a 1-day workshop with
incremental levels of contact intimacy) or a control group (a 1-day workshop with limited
contact intimacy). Our findings indicate that local university students displayed relatively more
negative attitudes toward mainland students and are less responsive to the intergroup contact
intervention, which only enhanced local students’ outgroup knowledge but not their attitudes
or intended behaviors. This result may suggest local young adults’ transition out of a superior
social identity. Our findings call for more university activities to enhance local and mainland
students’ mutual understanding and larger-sample research to explore both groups’
perspectives. Future intergroup interventions should address potential barriers such as varied
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intervention effectiveness by participants’ background.

Introduction
‘Hongkongese’ or ‘Chinese’

Hong Kong’s history had shaped the local residents’
distinctive identity. A long-time colony of the United
Kingdom from 1841 to 1997, Hong Kong residents
identified themselves more closely with the colonial
Hong Kong due to the geographical, political, and
cultural distance from mainland China (Carroll, 2005).
After the Chinese government resumed the sover-
eignty of Hong Kong in 1997, Hong Kong people’s
accessibility to mainland China increased, especially
to the neighboring Canton region. Although close
boarder does not always reinforce local identity, the
fluidity of the boarders often reinforces local identity

(Carroll, 2005). Despite its geographic proximity with
mainland China, Hong Kong people identify ‘deeply
with the locale and its urban outlook’ (Hamilton,
1999, p. 8).

On the other hand, research and media reports
showed some Hong Kong residents’ sense of national
attachment to China, which was particularly distinct
during international tensions, such as the China-Japan
disputes over Diaoyu lIslands’ (referred as Senkaku
Island by Japan) sovereignty in 1971 and Japan’s
controversial education materials about the Nanjing
massacre history in 2005, during which many Hong
Kong people were feeling particularly nationalistic
and self-identified as ‘Chinese’ (Eng, 2017; Kwok,
2005; Ma, 2013; Tam, 2007). In particular, many Hong
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Kong university students self-identified as a group of
patriotic Hong Kong Chinese and organized protests
and campaigns in both incidents. Through these
movements, the participants expressed their empa-
thy and benevolence toward their nation, as well as
their anger toward these two incidents. These histor-
ical events suggest that the ‘Hongkongese’ and
‘Chinese’ identities coexisted among many Hong
Kong people.

The coexisting identities were most visible during
the 2008 Beijing Olympic Game, when Hong Kong’s
public survey showed many people identified them-
selves as both ‘Hongkongese’ and ‘Chinese’ (HKU POP,
2008). In the same year during a major earthquake
in China, volunteers from Hong Kong, including doc-
tors, social workers, and others, joined the disaster
relief work and provided medical and psychological
support (Mingpao Daily News, 2008). The Hong Kong
government and local nonprofits also built close
partnerships with Sichuan Province and donated
over HKD 23 billion to facilitate post-earthquake
reconstruction (Constitutional and Mainland Affairs
Bureau, 2019).

However, a sentiment of resistance to Hong Kong-
mainland China integration emerged in the past
decade. Symbolic events included the 2012
‘anti-Chinese tourists’ movement (a series of move-
ments against cross-border traders monopolizing
Hong Kong people’s living pace and mainland
Chinese tourists competing for Hong Kong’s
resources), the 2014 ‘Occupy Central’ movements
(also called the Umbrella Revolution, a series of street
protests against the Standing Committee of the
National People’s Congress's decision on electoral
reform), and the 2019 ‘anti-Extradition Bill" protests.
(Lai, 2012; Ng, 2014; Sum, 2019) From 2008 to 2017,
Hong Kong people experienced an increasingly
strong affiliation to the Hongkongese identity and a
plummet Chinese identity (HKU POP, 2017). The inter-
play of social identity and social context seems
unneglectable underneath these events. The
Hongkongese versus Chinese identity appears to be
increasingly inconclusive.

Hong Kong people’s attitudes toward mainland
Chinese

These social transitions also contributed to Hong
Kong residents’ everchanging attitudes toward their
mainland counterparts. By reviewing the colonial his-
tory, economic development, and everyday nation-
hood from 1960 to 2000, local scholars argued that
the Hong Kong locale identity was not matured until

late-1970s (Ng et al, 2006). Due to China’s closed
boarder before late-1970s, Hong Kong people rarely
had contact with mainland Chinese. Therefore, Hong
Kong people’s attitudes toward mainland Chinese
were mostly shaped by indirect experiences, espe-
cially news media.

Media stereotyping effect suggested that people
use stereotypic media content, such as a deliberately
portrayed TV character, to form opinions across
group affiliations (Ramasubramanian & Murphy,
2014). Such media stereotyping led people to over-
generalize feelings and formed prejudiced attitudes
associated with the outgroup members, disregarding
the individual differences (Allport, 1954; Brown,
2010). In Hong Kong, the TV drama character ‘Ah
Chan (FI#8);, a mainland stowaway who was countri-
fied, uneducated, and indolent, was used as a stereo-
type to describe mainland Chinese and later became
a vital element in Hong Kong people’s prejudiced
attitudes toward mainland Chinese.

Whereas the 1960-70s generation had a more
uncertain identity, Hong Kong people in the 1980-
2000s began to clearly distinguish between
‘Hongkongese' and ‘mainland Chinese; manifesting a
‘self-protecting’ and an ‘exclusive attitude’ toward
immigrants from mainland China (Lui, 1997, pp. 108-
112). After 1997, the sudden increase in mainland
tourists had a double-edged impact on Hong Kong
people’s attitudes toward mainland Chinese. On the
one hand, research consistently reported a superior
‘Hongkongese' identity, seeing mainland Chinese as
impolite, uneducated, and obsoleted. On the other
hand, Hong Kong people positively welcomed the
mainland tourists for the ensuing economic benefits
(Chan, 1996; Leung, 1999; Shen et al., 2017; Yeung &
Leung, 2007).

Since 2010, top mainland students started enter-
ing Hong Kong's tertiary education, leading to
increasing interpersonal contact between local and
mainland university students. Different from the tour-
ists, these students are a group of elites who ranked
top in China’s university admission exams. Due to the
lack of contact between the two group of students,
a deep intergroup misunderstanding and stereo-
typed attitude exists (e.g, Lee & Chou, 2018).
However, little is known about the attitude change
in the current generation, especially among the
young adults, who were the main force in the 2019
protests (SCMP, 2019). Given the historically superior
Hongkongese identity, would Hong Kong students
perceive a sense of inferiority as they interact more
with this new generation of mainland elites? Are
there group differences in Hong Kong and mainland



students’ misunderstandings and stereotyped atti-
tudes toward each other? When given the opportu-
nity to interact with the other group, would Hong
Kong students be open to change their attitudes and
perceptions toward mainland Chinese students? How
would their attitude change compare with mainland
Chinese students’?

Additionally, research rarely explored mainland
university students’ attitudes toward Hong Kong peo-
ple. An earlier qualitative study suggested that main-
land Chinese university students’ stereotypical
attitudes toward Hong Kong students included less
warmth and greater social cynicism, which is associ-
ated with Hong Kong people’s sense of superiority
that is embedded in their westernized values and
beliefs (Guan et al., 2010). However, whether these
stereotypical attitudes remain unchanged today is
unknown.

Social identity and attitude change

Previous research suggested that people’s outgroup
misunderstandings,  prejudiced  attitudes and
intended behaviors may be subjected to their social
identity and group saliency. When contacting with
outgroup members, how people perceive their
group’s status and power could drive different inter-
group attitude and behaviors (Tajfel & Turner, 1979;
Hornsey, 2008). When a person’s social category is
salient, one may hold a superior social identity than
the inferior group, generating sympathy yet negative
attitude toward the inferior group. However, when
one’s social category saliency is challenged, individu-
als may tend to selectively perceive the competing
group members as negative to mentally guard their
group saliency (Hewstone, 1990). Recent waves of
impact from mainland China have constantly chal-
lenged Hong Kong people’s superior status, which
could lead to local residents’ identity transitions, par-
ticularly among the younger generation. Will these
Hongkong young generation people reduce their
negative beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors toward
their mainland peers with increased contact oppor-
tunities or they hold the long lasting superior
Hongkongese group status which may impede Hong
Kong students’ attitude change? One recent study
identified an intertwined mentality among Hong
Kong people that involves a sense of superiority as
well as a feeling of deprivation (Chen et al.,, 2018).
However, this study focused on the Hongkong local
and mainland Chinese tourists where the contact
level was low. The explanations for how such inter-
twined mentality may affect Hong Kong people’s
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attitudes toward mainland Chinese were also not yet
discussed.

The current study

Despite the large amount of Chinese young adults
studying and living in Hong Kong, research of their
interacting experiences with local young adults is
rare. Our study contributes to the literature by exam-
ining the mutual perceptions, attitudes, and behav-
ioral tendencies between local and mainland
university students in Hong Kong in a unique social
context (i.e., after the protests in 2019). Given the
sociocultural differences between Hong Kong and
mainland China, we hypothesize that the two groups
of students hold divergent knowledge, attitudes, and
behavioral tendencies toward each other. Reviewing
the economic, geopolitical, and sociocultural develop-
ment, we hypothesize that Hong Kong university stu-
dents’ superior group identity is changing in the
current generation. Referring to social identity
research, we will discuss the possible mechanisms of
the attitude formation toward mainland Chinese, as
well as the shift of Hong Kong people’s superior iden-
tity. Specifically, this research answers three questions:

1. Do local and mainland university students in
Hong Kong have different levels of intergroup
knowledge, attitudes, and intended behaviors?

2. Do local and mainland university students in
Hong Kong respond differently to intergroup
contact interventions?

3. Based on the differences between local and main-
land university students’ responses, whether and
how has Hong Kong university students’ superior
identity been influenced by the local economic,
geopolitical, and sociocultural development?

Materials and methods
Participants

This study was approved by the Human Ethics
Research Committee from The University of Hong
Hong to ensure research integrity and confidential-
ity. We recruited participants from The University of
Hong Kong campus and online platform, one of the
largest public universities in Hong Kong. Participants
were informed of the study content and procedure
(i.e. an intergroup contact workshop, as described
below). Written informed consent were obtained
before the study began.

Our data came from an intergroup contact inter-
vention workshop that aimed to enhance the mutual
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understanding between local and mainland univer-
sity students in Hong Kong (Ng et al., 2023). The
one-day workshop included three intergroup contact
activities, targeting cognitive, interpersonal, and
emotional level of contact (see sections below for
details). Data were collected through self-reported
questionnaires before (T,), after the one-day inter-
vention (T,), 2-week post intervention (T,), and
1-month (T;) after the intervention. The convenient
sample included 32 local students and 40 mainland
Chinese students (75% female; MAge = 23.22,
SD=3.80), who understand Mandarin and Cantonese
(Hong Kong local dialect) and are currently regis-
tered university students in Hong Kong.

Measures

To ensure the cultural sensitivity of the study, mea-
sures of knowledge, attitude and intended behavior
were constructed by the research team using an
expert panel approach. The expert panel comprised
social work and psychology professors who are expe-
rienced in working with university students in Hong
Kong. Structure and items of the questionnaires were
adapted from the Knowledge, Attitude, and Intended
Behavior scales developed by Gao and Ng (2021).
The detailed process of questionnaire construction
and sample scale items are described in the previous
study (Ng et al.,, 2023).

The questionnaire battery included a 13-item
Knowledge scale, a 10-item Attitude scale, and an
11-item Intended Behavior Likert scale that was rated
on a scale of 1- 4 (Ng et al., 2023) (see Appendix 1).
Knowledge and Attitude scales includes statements
of misperceptions and prejudiced attitude statements
towards the outgroup members. The answer ranged
from ‘mostly agree’ to ‘mostly disagree’ Higher scores
on the Knowledge and Attitude scales indicate more
positive perceptions and less prejudiced attitudes
toward the outgroup. Intended Behavior includes
statements asking the participants how likely they
might present positive behaviors towards the out-
group members. Following the same order of answer
arrangement as the Knowledge and Attitude scales,
higher scores on the Intended Behavior scale indi-
cates more negative behavioral tendencies toward
the outgroup members. Hence, it was reversely
coded to ensure the consistency of interpretation
and robustness (Sybing, 2023). The items were
scripted in the same way for local and mainland uni-
versity students. The internal reliability yielded 0.85,
0.94, and 0.93 for the three scales respectively, which
suggested satisfactory reliability (Pallant, 2010). The

Pearson product moment correlation analysis sug-
gested satisfactory measurement validity. The test
detected significant item-total correlations in all
three scales. The Pearson’s r of each item was found
larger than the r table product moment at a 5% sig-
nificance level, with N=70 (Chee, 2016).

Participants completed the survey in a classroom
setting independently. The researcher welcomed par-
ticipants and settled them down in the classroom
with soft music played for mood regulation. To pre-
vent external distractions, no communication or use
of personal electronic devices were allowed during
questionnaire administration. Participants’ knowl-
edge, attitudes, and intended behaviors toward the
outgroup were collected at baseline (Ty),
post-intervention (T,), 2-week post intervention (T,),
and 1-month post intervention (T;). The intervals
were chosen specifically to understand the trajectory
of intervention effect. Regarding the maintenance of
the intervention effect, research suggested the gen-
eral short-term effects of the intergroup contact
interventions last for one month (Lemmer & Wagner,
2015). Given this one-day intervention was designed
for a short-term improvement of Knowledge, Attitude,
and Intended Behavior, and to provide a more
detailed trajectory of this short-term effect main-
tained, we performed assessment at 2-week post
intervention (T,) and 1-month post intervention (T,).

Intervention

Using a two-arm Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT)
design, participants were randomly assigned to either
an intervention group with incremental levels of con-
tact intimacy or an active control group with limited
level of contact intimacy. Due to the feasibility of the
study, we incorporate an active control group to
encourage more student participants to join our
workshop. According to Allport (1954), one of the
key elements in an intergroup contact activity is to
include the participants with mixed membership
equally. The key ingredient of our intervention is
intergroup contact instead of the workshop’s content
itself. The control group mimicked the schedule of
the intervention group, but the control group did
not receive the essential intergroup contact compo-
nent. In other words, the workshop itself is just a
medium of delivering our intervention (which both
groups shared), but more importantly, our interven-
tion focus is actually the interaction with outgroup
members during the workshop. Hence, during the
one-day intergroup contact workshop, the interven-
tion and the active control groups shares same
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activities yet only intervention group performed
group reallocation after the first activity (cognition
level of contact) (see Appendix 2 for detailed descrip-
tion). Four social work practitioners were trained by
the principal investigator to use a standard rundown
and instructions to facilitate the groups. The instruc-
tions including greeting message, guidance on each
level of contact activities and group debriefing. Both
intervention and control groups were built by using
the same ice breaking activity. Clear instructions (e.g.
let's move to our next activity, which is to ...) were
given to the group members before altering to the
following activity. The intervention and control group
activities were facilitated by two social work practi-
tioners who spoke Mandarin and Cantonese, respec-
tively. This bilingual arrangement ensured transparent
and smooth communication.

The intervention and the control group both began
with the cognitive-level activity under the same group
membership setting, which includes one group of
local students and another group of mainland Chinese
students. The cognitive-level activity requested each
group to list what misunderstandings the outgroup
members might pertain for them. Afterwards, the
groups were reallocated in the interpersonal- and
emotional-level activities. The reallocation was per-
formed to meet the successful intergroup contact
intervention criteria, where each group should be
formed with a balanced number of ingroup and out-
group members (Allport, 1954). The intervention group
then consisted of an equal number of local and main-
land Chinese students, while the control group’s mem-
bership remained unchanged. The interpersonal-level
activity required the students to clarify the misunder-
standings generated by the outgroup members in the
first session. Last, the emotional-level activity was a
collaborative task, requesting the students to create a
drama topic ‘integrating local and mainland university
students. More intervention details are reported else-
where (Ng et al,, 2023).

Data analysis

Data were handled in a confidential manner with
personal information disguised. To ensure the reli-
ability of the result, data cleaning was conducted
following the steps of checking for errors and finding
and correcting the errors in the data file (Pallant,
2010). The attrition rate was 2.7%. Missing data were
handled using the last observation carried forward
method (Pallant, 2010).

Chi-square analysis was conducted to compare
the demographic characteristics between the local
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and mainland university students. Pearson correla-
tion was conducted to present the research measure
correlations overtime. To answer Research Question
1, the whole sample was used. Independent sample
t-test was conducted to compare the difference in
local and mainland students’ outgroup knowledge,
attitudes, and intended behaviors. To answer Research
Question 2, both intervention and control group was
analyzed. The intervention group was our focus while
the control group serves as ac comparison. Repeated
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was con-
ducted to compare how local, and mainland Chinese
university students responded to the activities in the
intervention and  control  groups  overtime.
Respectively, small, medium, and large effect sizes
were indicated by n,?=.01, n,/=06, and n/ =14
(Cohen, 1988). Additionally, paired sample t-test was
conducted to examine the within-group changes in
knowledge, attitudes and intended behaviors among
local and mainland Chinese university students. We
used Cohen’s d to denote effect sizes. By convention,
d=0.2, 0.5, and 0.8 indicate small, medium, and large
effect sizes, respectively (Cohen, 1988). To answer
Research Question 3, in addition to our quantitative
analysis results, we also reviewed local documents
and used previous qualitative research findings to
gauge Hong Kong young adults’ underlying social
identity transitions.

Results

The demographic characteristics are described in
Appendix 3. Means and standard deviations of the
research measures are described in Appendix 4.
Independent t-tests (see Figure 1) suggested signifi-
cant pre-intervention (T,) group differences in inter-
group Knowledge (F=5.01, p = .03), Attitude (F=5.51,
p = .02) and Intended Behavior (F=11.02, p < .001)
between local and mainland Chinese university stu-
dents in Hong Kong, with the largest group differ-
ence in the intended behavior domain. On average,
the result suggested mainland Chinese university
students held more positive Knowledge (M=24.98,
SD=5.87), Attitude (M=33.65, SD=5.01), and
Intended Behavior (M=35.00, SD=5.68) toward local
university students. In contrast, local university stu-
dents held more negative Knowledge (M=21.97,
SD=5.62), Attitude (M=30.24, SD=7.43), and
Intended Behavior (M=30.35, SD=6.36) toward main-
land Chinese university students. This indicates Hong
Kong university students had relatively more preju-
diced attitudes toward mainland university students
studying in Hong Kong.
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42
40
38
36
34
32
30
28
26
24
22
20
18
16
14
12
10

Knowledge

M Local toward Mainland

Attitude

Intended Behaivor

B Mainland toward Local

Figure 1. Intergroup knowledge, attitude, and intended behavior means and standard deviation between local (LS) and main-
land (ML) university students in Hong Kong pre-intervention (T;) (N=72).

This result indicates the significant differences
between the local and mainland university students
regarding responsiveness to the intervention, espe-
cially on intergroup attitude change. The large
effect size indicates the significant positive inter-
vention effect on students’ attitudes lasted for
one month.

Repeated measure ANOVA was conducted to
compare the intergroup Knowledge (Table 1),
Attitude (Table 2) and Intended Behavior (Table 3)
change in local and mainland students over time
between the intervention group and the control
group. We found significant large-sized group x time
effect on Attitude (F=5.97, np2 = 0.149, p =.001).
The control group revealed no significant overtime
differences in Attitude between local and mainland
Chinese university students. Between-group differ-
ences were detected in intergroup Attitude in inter-
vention (F=6.03, rlp2 = 0.151, p =.02) and control
groups (F=7.32, np2 = 0.177, p =.01); between-group
differences were also detected in the intergroup
Intended Behavior in the control group (F=14.12,
'7,,2 = 0.293, p =.001). These results indicate the
local and mainland students responded to the
intergroup contact activities differently. Moreover,
within-group difference of intergroup Knowledge
and Attitude was detected in the intervention and
control group, indicating significant changes in
Knowledge and Attitude in local and mainland stu-
dents independently in both intervention and con-
trol groups. These results may suggest local and

Table 1. Between by within group comparisons in the
intervention and control groups: Repeated measures
ANOVA of Knowledge between local (LS) and mainland stu-
dent (MS) in both intervention (N=36) and control (N=36)
group.

Intervention (n,;=15;

Nys=21)
Control (n,=17;
Nys=19) F (df) P n,’
Group
Intervention 0.01 (1) 94 .000
Control 0.36 (1) .55 011
Time
Intervention 17.00 (3) <.0071%** 333
Control 7.55 (3) <.007*** 191
Time*Group
Intervention 0.50 (3) .69 014
Control 0.22 (3) .89 .007

*p .05, **p < 01, **p < 001.

Table 2. Between by within group comparisons in the inter-
vention and control groups: Repeated measures ANOVA of
Attitude between local (LS) and mainland student (MS) in
both intervention (N=36) and control (N=36) group.
Intervention (n,=15;

Nys=21)

Control (n;s=17;

Nys=19) F (df) P Ny’
Group

Intervention 6.03 (1) .02* 151
Control 7.32 (1) 01** 177
Time

Intervention 7.37 (3) <.007*** 178
Control 2.90 (3) .04* .079
Time*Group

Intervention 5.97 (3) .001** 149
Control 0.91 (3) 44 .026

"p <05, *p < 01, **p < 001,



mainland students responded differently to the
intervention over time, specifically in intergroup
Attitude.

Paired-sample t-tests revealed significant within
group differences of intergroup Attitude (Figure 2)
students in both intervention and control groups.
Only mainland Chinese university students showed
significant improvements in Attitude overtime. No
significant within group Attitude were revealed
among local students (see Appendix 5a & 5b).
Specifically, mainland students’ attitude improved
with a large effect size observed after the interven-
tion (T,) (Intervention group: d=1.14, p < .007;
Control group: d=0.6, p = < .02), 2-week after work-
shop (T,) (Intervention group: d=0.8, p = .002;
Control group: d=0.5, p = .04), and 1-month after
workshop (T;) (Intervention group: d=0.8, p = .002;
Control group: d=0.5, p = .05). Both local and main-
land students’ Knowledge improved after the work-
shop (T,) (Mg = 28.93; M= 29.24), 2-week (T,) (M,

Table 3. Between by within group comparisons in the inter-
vention and control groups: Repeated measures ANOVA of
Intended Behavior between local (LS) and mainland student
(MS) in both intervention (N=36) and control (N=36) group.
Intervention (n,=15;

ny,=21)
Control (n,=17;
Nys=19) F (df) p np2
Group
Intervention 1.32 (1) 26 .037
Control 14.12 (1) .001** 293
Time
Intervention 1.24 (3) 30 .035
Control 1.11 (3) 35 .032
Time*Group
Intervention 0.63 (3) .60 .018
Control 0.91 (3) 44 .026

p <.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

39
37

35
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= 30.67; M,,,= 28.90) and 1-month postintervention
(T;) M = 31.12; M= 31.62) in the intervention
group. The maintenance effect of Knowledge
changed was not observed in the control group. No
within-group effect was revealed in the intervention
and control group among either local or mainland
students.

The result suggested that compared with the local
students, the mainland university students were
more responsive to the intervention. While the inter-
group intervention increased local and mainland stu-
dents’ knowledge of each other, the intervention
further improved mainland students’ attitudes toward
local students over time and their intended behav-
iors immediately after intervention.

Discussion

Prejudiced attitudes toward mainland Chinese
students

Answering our first research question, we found that
Hong Kong university students had relatively more
prejudiced attitudes toward mainland university stu-
dents studying in Hong Kong. Our finding is consis-
tent with several previous studies that showed Hong
Kong residents held negative attitudes toward main-
land Chinese from a sociocultural perspective (Chan,
1996; Leung, 1999; Shen et al.,, 2017; Yeung & Leung,
2007). For instance, a qualitative study of 38 Hong
Kong residents found cultural stereotype a significant
contributing factor to their prejudiced attitudes.
Although most of their study participants rarely
directly witnessed mainland tourists’ uncivilized
behaviors, they had a stereotypical image of discour-
teous and ill-mannered mainland Chinese individuals

—A 37.76

33 —
53 -
2.
-

31 k3116 __-- 31028 - e _

w2959
29

0 T

—@— Attitude Local (Intervention)

- @~ Attitude Local (Control)

T2 T3
—&— Attitude Mainland (Intervention)

- 4= Attitude Mainland (Control)

Figure 2. Trends in attitudes among local and mainland university students in Hong Kong in the intervention and control

groups.
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(Shen et al., 2017). That being said, Hong Kong's eco-
nomic transitions may have reshaped young people’s
identity.

Our finding is also consistent with previous
research on social identity that individuals strive for
holding a sense of superiority for their in-group
membership, especially when their identities are
being challenged (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). To maintain
a superiority identity, people may either emphasize
the similarities among in-group members or exag-
gerate their differences from the out-group. This may
be achieved through the media stereotyping effect
(Ramasubramanian & Murphy, 2014), which catego-
rizes other groups by using stereotyped images that
serve the in-group positively and the out-group neg-
atively. Such effects could be long-term, cognitive,
and affective (Bryant & Thompson, 2002). Hence,
Hong Kong residents’ superior identity may have
solidified their social categorization of Hongkongese
and mainland Chinese. Through media, the
mainland-Chinese stereotype was ingrained in Hong
Kong people’s mind, which could reinforce their prej-
udiced attitudes.

Our finding was particularly interesting given that
the local and mainland young adults shared the
same living and study environments but showed dif-
ferent levels of prejudiced attitudes. This finding is
contradictory to previous research, such as Ma’s
(2006) field study in Dongguan (a Chinese city adja-
cent to Hong Kong) that suggested the contact
between Hong Kong and mainland people differed
by people’s social class. Meeting mainland Chinese in
different social classes (i.e.,, working class, middle

class, and young elites) may expand local residents’

understanding of mainland Chinese, hence reducing
locals’ stereotyped image of mainland Chinese.

Our finding has two possible explanations. First,
our research population and contact level differed
from Ma's (2006) previous study, which focused on
Hong Kong businesspeople and white-collar working
class who had their second homes in mainland
China. Their deeper levels of daily contact with main-
landers hence may have brought them more diverse
perspectives. In contrast, the local university students
in our study rarely visited or lived in mainland China
(see Appendix 3). Second, it takes time and effort to
change individuals’ attitudes. Apart from the media
stereotype effect on local residents’ prejudiced atti-
tudes, the lack of contact between mainland and
local students could further deepen their misunder-
standing of each other.

Varied effects of intergroup contact on local and
mainland students

Local students’ resistance to identity transitions
Our second finding was that local students were less
responsive to the intergroup contact intervention,
particularly in their attitudes and intended behaviors.
Although we did not measure the underlying mech-
anisms directly, we conjecture there might be a men-
tal resistance to transition out of a superior identity.
Fielding and Hornsey (2016) claimed that how peo-
ple perceive their group status and power could
drive different intergroup behaviors. In line with this
argument, our study seems to suggest that when
Hong Kong young adults’ group status alternated
between Hongkongese and mainland Chinese, they
might perceive a sense of deprivation that led to
resistance in changing attitudes and intended behav-
iors toward their mainland counterpart.

Previous research in social identity suggested that
when people identify themselves as certain social
category, such as a social group or an ethnic group,
their social identities are cognitively represented as
group prototypes that determine their beliefs, atti-
tudes, feelings, and behaviors (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
People would also optimize a balance between min-
imizing in-group differences and maximizing inter-
group differences (Terry et al, 1999). Therefore, local
university students may identify themselves as
Hongkongese, a social category that deeply influ-
ences their self-concept. Assimilation to the per-
ceived in-group prototype might lead to their
resistance in changing attitudes and intended behav-
iors toward outgroups.

Another possible explanation on this ‘mental resis-
tance’ is the motivation of correcting cognitive disso-
nance. Festinger (1957) suggested that individuals
have the inner motive to harmonize beliefs with
behaviors. When one’s beliefs are inconsistent with
their behaviors, individuals will change either their
beliefs or behaviors to eliminate such dissonance. It
is possible that the intergroup contact intervention
challenged the local university students’ preexisting
belief in a superior identity. Thus, resisting changes
in attitudes might be interpreted as a solution to
reduce such cognitive dissonance.

Additionally, identity threat might also explain
such mental resistance. Research suggested that
threats to self-identity contributes to individuals’
resistance to change (Murtagh et al, 2012). This
could also happen when a group is experiencing
social identity threat. Social identity theory
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acknowledges that social groups generate social
norms and facilitate emotional attachment among
group members, which provides in-group character-
istics for members to define their self-identity (Tajfel
& Turner, 1979). Once individuals internalize their
membership in a social group, their psychological
boundary between self and group becomes blurred
(Hogg et al., 1995). Considering the local university
students’ Hongkongese social identity is likely inter-
twined with their self-identity, while experiencing a
collective Hongkongese identity threat, they may
internalize it as a self-identity threat, which may lead
to their resistance in changing attitudes and
behaviors.

Mainland students’ changing perceptions toward
locals

The mainland students in our study showed rela-
tively positive attitudes toward local students and
were more responsive to the intergroup contact
intervention. Multiple studies had argued that the
nature of the out-group attitude is associated with
the perceived threat from the out-group (Branscombe
& Wann, 1994; Duckitt & Mphuthing, 1998; Grant &
Brown, 1995; Struch & Schwartz, 1989). Therefore, the
mainland students may be more prone to attitude
and behavior changes because of their lessened
identity threat.

The socioeconomic gap between local and main-
land Chinese students has narrowed due to main-
land’s rapid economic development in the past few
decades. More recently, a young Chinese elite group
is increasingly evident in Hong Kong's daily life.
Starting from 2010, Hong Kong universities have
attracted a growing number of selective students
from mainland China, who top-scored in the compet-
itive national university admission exam (Cheng
et al.,, 2010; Li, 2013). From 2002 to 2014, Hong Kong
universities had almost ninefold enrollment growth
of mainland undergraduate students, who account
for over 70% of non-local students in Hong Kong
(University Grants Committee, 2021). To the local stu-
dents, some felt threat from the mainland ‘elite’
group’s academic and career achievements in Hong
Kong (Feng, 2013). To the mainland students, many
of them consider social and cultural experiences
equally important as academic development (Li &
Bray, 2007). A qualitative study with 25 mainland
undergraduate students in Hong Kong found an
‘elite’ self-identity helped some participants confront
the ‘anti-mainlanders’ discourse. Contrary to the
locals’ accusation of mainlanders ‘exhausting public
resource, some mainland students believed that their
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study in Hong Kong brought ‘competitiveness and
reputation to the universities’ (Xu, 2015).

In addition, mainland Chinese students may pos-
sess a more stable national identity. China has a long
history of civilization and a continuous cultural
impact on the region. The current-generation young
adults from mainland therefore may develop a sense
of superiority (Wu, 2000). China’s outstanding eco-
nomic performance in the past 25 years has enhanced
its global status and provided Chinese students
studying overseas a strong cultural self-confidence
(Inkster, 2018; Wu, 2000). With a stronger affiliation
to their power-growing nation, mainland Chinese
students might have more confidence as a Chinese
compared with Hong Kong students. Thus, they may
have a lower motivation to maintain the in-group
self-esteem through negative attitudes toward out-
groups. From a national identity perspective, main-
land students see Hong Kong as a part of their own
country with distinct culture and history (Ma &
Holford, 2023). Categorizing Hong Kong students as
in-group members could be another possible reason
that mainland students hold more positive attitudes
toward local students.

Transition out of a superior identity: where to
land?

Our third finding was that the local university stu-
dents in our sample appeared to experience a collec-
tive resistance to change prejudiced attitudes and
behavior tendencies toward their mainland counter-
parts. Based on our finding, we speculate that Hong
Kong’s young adults may be currently transitioning
out of a superior identity, yet how such identity tran-
sition will develop remains undetermined.

One possibility is that local students may become
less motivated to participate in joint activities with
mainland students. In a larger picture, we speculate
that local residents may interact with mainland immi-
grants less frequently and in a more conservative
manner. As suggested by previous literature, when
one’s category saliency is challenged, individuals
tend to selectively experience the competing group
members as overly negative (Hewstone, 1990). In our
case, some local students may swing between hold-
ing a superior identity and feeling a sense of depri-
vation when encountering the growing number and
quality of mainland Chinese students. It is possible
that the diminishing Hongkongese group salience
would lead to more protective behaviors in maintain-
ing the superior identity.
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Another possibility is that the fading group
salience may make local residents perceive the
Hongkongese and mainland Chinese identities as
less mutually exclusive. As a result, they may gradu-
ally replace the superior identity with a more equal
status when compared with mainland Chinese. This
trend of identity equality has emerged in 2000s,
when mainland Chinese began to describe Hong
Kong people as ‘Kong Chan (XE), who held false
pride and superior mentality hence despising main-
land Chinese groundlessly. This was a reversed ste-
reotypical Hongkongese image corresponding to ‘Ah
Chan’. Among many mainland residents, such stereo-
type may be reinforced by mainland’s economic
development and its financial contribution to Hong
Kong. For example, mainland China experienced
rapid economic growths with an average quarterly
GDP growth of 9.91% from 1979 until 2010 (Trading
Economics, 2011). The mainland Chinese tourist
industry in 2018 generated an added value of HKD
214.8 billion, which represents a sixfold growth since
2003 and equals to 7.6% of GDP in Hong Kong.
Mainland Chinese tourism also created 621,100 jobs,
or 16.3% of total employment in Hong Kong (Census
and Statistics Department, 2019).

Our finding on the transition of Hong Kong peo-
ple’s superior identity is consistent with previous
research. As mentioned before, some residents per-
ceived two intertwined mentalities when encounter-
ing mainland Chinese: a sense of superiority and a
feeling of deprivation (Chen et al., 2018). Chen et al.
(2018) also concluded that under the Chinese tourist
wave, many residents recognized the economic ben-
efits but held negative attitudes toward mainland
tourists. Similar findings were discovered in a previ-
ous survey with 228 hotel employees in Hong Kong,
which found that participants had negative percep-
tions and attitudes about mainland tourists’ appear-
ance, personalities, and behaviors (Yeung & Leung,
2007). In short, these studies inferred that local resi-
dents appear to continue holding a superior identity
due to Hong Kong’s higher level of civilization while
also sharing a sense of deprivation due to the eco-
nomic impact brought by mainland Chinese visitors.

Limitations and implications for future research
and practice

Our study has several limitations. First, given our small
sample size and our study setting in one university,
our findings may not be generalized to the general
young adult population in Hong Kong. Given that our
sample came from an intergroup contact intervention,

the participants may also only represent students who
are more interested in interacting with the outgroup,
which may present a selection bias. Although the
mainland and local students’ demographic background
differs to certain extent (such as educational attain-
ment and religious affiliation), we could not test
potential moderation effects due to our small sample.
Therefore, further research should include larger sam-
ples and test the replicability of our findings among
other young adult populations.

Second, using a social identity theoretical frame-
work, we speculate our findings to be a result of
local young adults’ transitioning out of a superior
identity. However, we acknowledge that this is only
one of many possible explanations based on the lit-
erature and the region’s contemporary history.
Although the locals’ prejudiced attitudes toward
mainland Chinese seem sustained in the current gen-
eration, the underlying motivation of maintaining
these attitudes could be different from previous gen-
erations. Thus, our study is explorative by nature, and
our findings should be interpreted with caution.
Future research should use qualitative interviews to
understand both Hong Kong and mainland students’
attitudes and examine how their identities change
over time. The future study may also consider incor-
porating other theories (e.g., modern economic and
political theory) to explain the differentiated
responses between local and mainland students to
the same intergroup contact intervention.

Despite these limitations, our study updates the
understanding of the current-generation Hong Kong
young adults’ intergroup attitudes toward mainland
Chinese students. This research responds to the call-
ing in the current literature to shift the focus on
one-way perception from Hong Kong to mainland
Chinese to the mutual perception between these
two groups. Given mainland tourists’ tremendous
influence on Hong Kong’s economic, social, cultural,
and community environments, much of previous
research focused on Hong Kong residents’ perception
toward mainland tourists (Chan, 1996; Leung, 1999;
Shen et al,, 2017; Yeung & Leung, 2007). However, as
these two groups’ contact became more frequent
and in-depth than the previous tourists-host relation-
ship, more research is warranted to understanding
the intergroup perception, attitude, and intended
behavior. Our study is exploratory in nature and war-
rants further research to replicate our findings in
order to inform social identity theory development.

We also note several recommendations for future
intergroup interventions and university policies.
Intervention studies should consider participants’



potentially different response to intergroup contact
based on their personal background. Studies should
also further examine to what extent participants’
resistance may influence study results when provid-
ing short-term interventions that aim to promote
intergroup relationship between local and mainland
residents in Hong Kong. Moreover, because the vast
socio-political differences between mainland and
Hong Kong have often led to misunderstanding and
confusion, mainland students may not understand
local students’ reasoning or had no opportunities to
discuss or share their views (Ma & Holford, 2023).
Future interventions may consider alternative activi-
ties, such as open discussion forums on current
social issues, to increase mainland and local stu-
dents’ understanding of each other’s perspectives.
As suggested by our previous study, more interper-
sonal- and emotional-level contact should be facili-
tated in university life to enhance mutual
understanding between the two groups (Li &
Ng, 2024).

Conclusion

This study explored the intergroup perception, atti-
tude, and behavior tendency between local and
mainland university students in Hong Kong after the
social unrest in 2019. Our results suggest significant
differences in all the three domains of intergroup
relationship between local and mainland students.
We provided potential explanations for this phenom-
enon by reviewing the evolution of the Hongkongese
identity, paralleled with the local residents’ ever-
changing perceptions toward mainland Chinese. In
addition to the colonial history and economic devel-
opment, media stereotyping effect may have played
an essential role in forming the prejudiced attitudes
toward mainland. Reviewing the economic, geopolit-
ical, and sociocultural development, we conjecture
the two groups of students’ different views reflect
the unsettled mood of uneasiness among Hong
Kong young people. We also speculate that some
local university students are currently experiencing
transitioning out of a superior identity when com-
pared with their mainland counterparts. The sus-
tained prejudiced attitudes and discriminative
behaviors might be fueled by the conscious and
unconscious motivations of maintaining a superior
identity of the people in Hong Kong. We also found
that local university students seem to bear resistance
in changing their attitudes and intended behaviors
toward their mainland counterparts as they gradually
transition out of a superior identity
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