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Abstract
This study aims to investigate age-related differences in social spending preference in an 
Asian context, drawing on a random survey of more than 1000 adults in Hong Kong in 
2013. Contrary to popular belief, older adults in Hong Kong hold a negative view toward 
welfare spending, especially when it is directed toward the poor population. In contrast, 
descriptive statistics reveal that younger people tend to support increased spending on wel-
fare assistance. The findings in this study provide evidence that reciprocity and solidarity 
in intergenerational relationships are present in Hong Kong. This demonstrates the nature 
of shifting social values held by different generations in a dynamic and demographically 
pressured Asian context. Amidst rising intergenerational conflict in different contexts in 
Asia, this study has profound implications for policymaking.
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1 Introduction

Distributive and redistributive policy is at the forefront of policy debates in many devel-
oped economies. Hong Kong is no exception to this, as a rapidly aging population has 
sparked more debate about whether the government should spend more to protect under-
served elderly residents. The negative effects of an aging population are also exacerbated 
by potential external shocks (for example, the economic slowdown of Hong Kong’s most 
vital economic partner, Mainland China, could create vulnerabilities for the territory). In 
good economic times, people benefit from a buoyant economy. In hard times, individual 
and community resilience is vital to maintaining a well-functioning society. Development 
policy suggests that economic shocks can be counteracted with social investments into 
education, healthcare, and other forms of basic social care (Kulig et al. 2013). Hong Kong 
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can benefit from increased expenditure into these areas, by providing assistance to uplift 
the most vulnerable segments of society and maintain economic resilience. However, lit-
tle is known about the public preferences for distributive and redistributive policy among 
Hong Kong residents.

This study investigates public attitudes toward redistributive programs, with an empha-
sis on how preferences toward social spending differ according to age. In a fast-aging soci-
ety, it is largely assumed that self-interest will motivate older people to support increased 
social spending on areas that benefit them directly, such as retirement (Goerres and Tepe 
2010). Further, they may oppose spending on education, which is a policy area that has a 
direct effect on children and young adults. However, intergenerational solidarity and reci-
procity have provided evidence against such assumptions, demonstrating that people’s pref-
erences are not motivated strictly by self-interest. We ask the questions: whether age plays 
a role in affecting public support for distributive and redistributive programs and how it 
makes an impact on different social policy realms.

Public spending on social programs comprises a large part of the government budget 
in many developed economies. In terms of the percentage of public spending, the total 
budget spent on social policy in Hong Kong has been lower than the OECD (Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development) average. The Hong Kong SAR government 
claims that it has attempted to increase social spending in recent years. Disagreement in 
this area has not been reduced. For example, public spending on education latterly has been 
massive, representing 20.4% of total government expenditure in the fiscal year 2018–19 
in Hong Kong.1 Against this backdrop of substantial spending on education, the criticism 
of the education system in Hong Kong is nonetheless pronounced. For retirement income 
protection2 (available in most developed and developing economies) (OECD 1998), it is 
still in debate (Commission on Poverty 2015). Intriguingly, 30% of government recurrent 
spending went to older people in Hong Kong (mostly toward the CSSA), which enables 
poor people to cover their living costs.

In the literature related to age-related differences in public spending, age proves to be an 
important explanatory variable. However, age is generally only used  as a control variable 
instead of an independent variable (Goerres and Vanhuysse, 2012). In developed democra-
cies, the age factor is crucial in the discussion of voting behaviors and welfare programs. 
A pro-elderly spending bias is argued to be dominant in many countries (Goerres and Van-
huysse 2012). Nevertheless, limited research has been conducted as to whether age impacts 
public attitudes toward social spending (a few exceptions include Goerres and Tepe 2010), 
particularly in the Asian context.

Population aging characterizes the trend in Hong Kong. Based on the definition by the 
World Health Organization (WHO), the year 2013 saw Hong Kong become an aged soci-
ety (Chan and Liang 2013). In many Western democracies, the period in which the per-
centage of the elderly (aged 60 years and above) doubled from 7 to 14% was relatively 
long. For example, the period was approximately 50 years for Australia and New Zealand. 
The same process took a shorter period in Hong Kong: it took only 25 years for the pro-
portion of older persons in Hong Kong to increase from 7.1% in 1970 to 13.9% in 1995 

1 See Government Expenditure on Education of the Hong Kong SAR Government. http:// www. edb. gov. hk/ 
en/ about- edb/ publi catio ns- stat/ figur es/ gov- expen diture. html and https:// www. legco. gov. hk/ resea rch- publi 
catio ns/ engli sh/ 1718r b02- the- 2018- 2019- budget- 20180 412-e. pdf.
2 Chou et.al. (2015) note, workers in Hong Kong hold a negative view toward the Mandatory Provident 
Fund (MPF) scheme, a compulsory saving scheme for the retirement of Hong Kong residents (coming into 
operation on 1 December, 2000).

http://www.edb.gov.hk/en/about-edb/publications-stat/figures/gov-expenditure.html
http://www.edb.gov.hk/en/about-edb/publications-stat/figures/gov-expenditure.html
https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1718rb02-the-2018-2019-budget-20180412-e.pdf
https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1718rb02-the-2018-2019-budget-20180412-e.pdf
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(see Report on Ageing and Health in the Western Pacific Region by the WHO, 2014).3 
According to the United Nations, by 2050, Hong Kong will be one of ten economies with 
the highest old-age dependency ratio (65 + /20–64).4 Perhaps more importantly, compared 
to other Asian countries, the labor force participation of older adults (aged 60 years and 
above) is comparatively low in Hong Kong.5 These demographic conditions will have pro-
found implications for government spending on social programs, particularly those related 
to older people.6

Income inequality also fundamentally defines Hong Kong’s socioeconomic condi-
tions and public attitudes toward social spending. It is one of the most unequal societies 
in Asia. According to the United Nations Development Program (UNDP 2010), Hong 
Kong ranked highest for income inequality out of 32 countries (economies) with very high 
human development. In 2013, the city housed 1.3 million poor people out of a total popu-
lation of 7 million, based on the poverty line set by the government (50% of the median 
monthly household income before tax and welfare transfers) (South China Morning Post, 
28 September 2013).7 Further, the city is home to an increasing number of super-rich indi-
viduals, with only 45 billionaires holding wealth amounting to $214 billion –  which was 
nearly 80% of Hong Kong’s GDP in 2013 (Forbes.com, 30 September 2014).8 Based on 
the data from 1981 to 2001, Chou and Chow (2005) note that income inequality had been 
most pronounced among the elderly population, although their income situations generally 
improved.

Due to these changing demographic characteristics and socioeconomic conditions, we 
investigated age differences in regard to public attitudes toward social spending in Hong 
Kong. We assume that age plays a role in affecting public attitudes toward social policy, as 
public investment in education, healthcare, and retirement income protection have different 
impacts across age groups. Both the self-interest and social values hypotheses on public 
spending preferences hold true.

Using a unique random survey conducted in Hong Kong in 2013, this study is a first 
attempt to investigate age-related differences in public spending preference in a non-West-
ern context. This study is expected to make some contributions to research and practice. 
First, it was an individual-level survey in a dynamic and changing Asian society. The bulk 
of the existing research comprises multi-country studies, especially among OECD coun-
tries. A national-level study of public attitudes toward redistribution reaps benefits. Never-
theless, we argue that a micro-level, individual-level public opinion study on distribution 
and redistribution may generate greater insight into the issue and shed light on policymak-
ing in this area. Second, the study was conducted in a unique and significant context. Hong 
Kong has a highly free market, a rapidly aging population, growing income inequality, and 

3 Ageing and Health in the Western Pacific Region. http:// www. wpro. who. int/ topics/ ageing/ ageing_ fs. pdf.
4 The old-age dependency ratio will be 71% in Hong Kong. https:// www. un. org/ en/ devel opment/ desa/ popul 
ation/ publi catio ns/ pdf/ ageing/ World Popul ation Agein g2019- Highl ights. pdf.
5 Research Office at the Legislative Council Secretariat in Hong Kong, 28 October 2016.
 https:// www. legco. gov. hk/ resea rch- publi catio ns/ engli sh/ 1617i ssh05- elder ly- emplo yment- 20161 028-e. pdf.
6 A recent study suggested that older adults who migrated from Mainland China to Hong Kong were more 
likely to be poor after controlling for different demographic factors (Chan and Chou 2016).
7 It hit one out of five being poor by late 2017. See Poverty in Hong Kong hits record high, with 1 in 
5 people considered poor, 18 November 2017. http:// www. scmp. com/ news/ hong- kong/ commu nity/ artic le/ 
21203 66/ pover ty- hong- kong- hits-7- year- high- one- five- people. Poverty is more severe among older people 
in Hong Kong (see Chan and Chou 2018; Lee and Chou 2016).
8 Beyond the Umbrella Movement: Hong Kong’s Struggle with Inequality In 8 Charts. http:// www. forbes. 
com/ sites/ liyan chen/ 2014/ 10/ 08/ beyond- the- umbre lla- revol ution- hong- kongs- strug gle- with- inequ ality- in-8- 
chart s/# 23f57 27f50 b6.

http://www.wpro.who.int/topics/ageing/ageing_fs.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/ageing/WorldPopulationAgeing2019-Highlights.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/ageing/WorldPopulationAgeing2019-Highlights.pdf
https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1617issh05-elderly-employment-20161028-e.pdf
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/community/article/2120366/poverty-hong-kong-hits-7-year-high-one-five-people
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/community/article/2120366/poverty-hong-kong-hits-7-year-high-one-five-people
http://www.forbes.com/sites/liyanchen/2014/10/08/beyond-the-umbrella-revolution-hong-kongs-struggle-with-inequality-in-8-charts/#23f5727f50b6
http://www.forbes.com/sites/liyanchen/2014/10/08/beyond-the-umbrella-revolution-hong-kongs-struggle-with-inequality-in-8-charts/#23f5727f50b6
http://www.forbes.com/sites/liyanchen/2014/10/08/beyond-the-umbrella-revolution-hong-kongs-struggle-with-inequality-in-8-charts/#23f5727f50b6
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many redistributive challenges. This study offers some insights into public attitudes toward 
social spending in Asia but also in other countries around the world.

The main body of the article begins with a discussion of the literature in this area and 
proposes theoretical hypotheses informing the empirical analysis. The second section 
reports the methodology and findings based on descriptive data and logistic regression 
models. The third section discusses the empirical results and presents relevant explana-
tions. The final section concludes with policy implications.

2  Literature Review: Self‑Interest Versus Social Values Hypotheses

The literature on public attitudes toward social spending is dominated by two main hypoth-
eses: the self-interest hypothesis and the social values hypothesis. There are two main 
explanations. The self-interest hypothesis, associated with an individual’s personal circum-
stances, assumes that those who are likely to receive or are currently receiving welfare 
benefits will support greater distribution and redistribution. Contrastingly,  those who are 
unlikely to benefit from welfare programs tend to disapprove of them because they receive 
no direct tangible benefits, despite paying for them through taxes. For example, the unem-
ployed are more likely to have positive attitudes toward welfare provision related to unem-
ployment (Jæger 2006). Evidence suggests that an individual’s position in the labor market 
affects the person’s public attitudes toward welfare programs substantially (Svallfors 1997). 
The self-interest hypothesis relates both to the real situation of being vulnerable and per-
ceived vulnerability. Those who view themselves as part of a lower social class are inclined 
to support greater redistribution from the rich to the poor, regardless of whether they actu-
ally belong to a lower social class in reality (Svallfors 2004). It does not matter whether 
one actually belongs to a lower social class. In sum, the above assumption is in line with 
the premise that human behavior is primarily driven by self-interest (Funk 2000).

In contrast to the self-interest hypothesis, the social values hypothesis supposes that 
public attitudes toward social spending may not hinge on personal interests. Funk (2000) 
noted that "Values are commonly defined as general and enduring beliefs that provide 
standards or normative prescriptions by which people evaluate themselves, others, issues, 
and events" (p. 41). First, this means that social values are more stable and enduring than 
personal interests, while personal circumstances may change quickly, and therefore one’s 
own interests can be volatile. Nevertheless, social values, once formed, survive for a longer 
period and have a continuing impact. Second, social values may be independent of personal 
circumstances and reflect a more complex pattern of social beliefs. For example, in contrast 
to the concept of the welfare state, economic individualism assumes that individual well-
being should be an outcome of personal efforts. Individualism holds that the individual 
must take full responsibility for his or her own welfare instead of receiving state support 
based on collective contributions (Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003). The welfare state 
nonetheless violates certain principles of aligning personal benefits with individual efforts.

Further, some believe that people are marginalized simply due to their laziness or lack 
of willpower, and thus believe they are undeserving of social assistance. However, this 
view may be misinformed. As structural problems such as intergenerational poverty cause 
the marginalization of certain groups, it is a societal responsibility to address these ine-
qualities. Therefore, people must sacrifice their own self-interests to maximize the whole 
benefit of society, by uplifting the most vulnerable from poverty (Funk 2000). The welfare 
state concept is aligned with humanitarianism, which explains public support for social 
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spending in a variety of contexts (Feldman and Steenbergen 2001).  For example, a country 
dominated by economic individualism may embrace the characteristics of a welfare state 
for certain reasons. A liberal welfare state might also not have full support from the people, 
as some favour certain types of redistribution (such as spending on education), but not oth-
ers (Dorey 2010; McCall and Kenworrthy 2009). In addition, existing social policy may 
affect social values. A ratchet effect on social spending has been well documented in many 
countries (Menz 2015). Thus, people will become accommodated to the existence of long-
standing welfare programs and end up supporting them more over the long-term.

The social values hypothesis has recently received increasing attention. It suggests that 
certain factors, such as social values or ideologies, may affect people’s perceptions of dis-
tributive and redistributive programs. In alignment with this hypothesis, people will sup-
port or oppose welfare independent of their current socioeconomic situation. For example, 
those that are well off may still support social spending due to their ideological beliefs, 
while those that are economically disadvantaged may oppose welfare due to their social 
values even if it would benefit them. Empirical evidence also supports the social values 
hypothesis (Fong 2001). People who view poverty as a structural, societal problem versus 
an issue that is self-induced by the poor are more likely to support welfare regardless of 
their economic situation.

The self-interest hypothesis does not always conflict with the social values hypothesis. 
With regard to the relationship between age and support for public distribution, the two 
hypotheses, self-interest and social values, appear to concur to some extent, but for dif-
ferent reasons. Busemeyer et al. (2009, p. 196) pointed out that "one’s position in the life 
cycle" affects attitudes toward distribution. The self-interest hypothesis posits that as peo-
ple become older, especially near retirement, they tend to be less competitive in the labor 
market. They are thus likely to care more about government assistance. Some research has 
documented that the elderly tend to support programs benefiting seniors (such as old-age 
pensions and elderly care). At the same time, young people are inclined to support pro-
grams from which they benefit directly (such as public investment in education) (see Buse-
meyer et al. 2009). According to the social values hypothesis, as people age, they tend to 
become more sophisticated. Therefore, people will understand different scenarios in the 
life cycle and think considerately for other people. Even older people in good financial situ-
ations support more government assistance toward some in marginalized situations.

Family solidarity plays a critical role in affecting public attitudes toward welfare pro-
grams, as it causes people to empathize with people of different ages (Goerres and Tepe 
2010).  This solidarity derives from the experience and feeling of being part of a family. 
For example, grandparents might support spending on early education because they want 
their grandchildren to have the opportunity to go to a quality school. As social scientists 
have long acknowledged, the family has a great impact on societal, economic, and political 
behaviors (Goerres and Tepe 2010). Within a familial context, individual behaviors may be 
more altruistic rather than self-interested (Becker 1981; Goerres and Tepe 2010). There-
fore, due to family solidarity, individuals may support redistributive programs, which are 
unlikely to benefit them in the near future. For example, in a study of Norwegian public 
opinion, Daatland et  al. (2012) found an intergenerational exchange: the majority of the 
youngest (77%) supported elderly care while 72% of the elderly also supported spending 
on school programs. Similarly, some studies have discussed older people’s altruistic atti-
tudes; the elderly even support some programs that offer little benefit to older adults but 
are beneficial for other age groups. For example, Goerres and Tepe (2010) used the case 



780 A. M. Wu, K.-L. Chou 

1 3

of public childcare, which is generally not relevant to older people’s needs, to confirm the 
social values hypothesis among the elderly.9

In summary, the age-related differences in public spending preferences are very nuanced 
and complex. In a world increasingly shaped by the effects of globalisation, post-materi-
alist values, and rising pressure for government assistance, public preferences are compli-
cated by a variety of trends. On the surface, people may support welfare programs that are 
beneficial toward themselves immediately or in the near future. Older people will lend sup-
port to retirement income protection while young people may favor greater public spend-
ing on education. Nevertheless, family solidarity may influence older people to support 
increased spending on public education and young people to support retirement protection. 
Furthermore, in some contexts, different generations may adhere to significantly different 
social values or ideologies relating to distribution and redistribution, thereby rendering the 
situation complex.

3  Methodology

3.1  Data Collection

We conducted a random telephone survey in Hong Kong in March 2013.10 The participants 
fulfilled the inclusion criteria: (1) adults aged 18 and above; (2) Hong Kong residents; and 
(3) Cantonese speakers.11 All interviews were conducted anonymously with the quality 
assurance mechanism in place. The sample size was 1032, and the effective response rate 
was 68.0%. Due to missing values in the variables used in this study, the sample size for 
different models may be smaller than 1032.

3.2  Measures

The survey included a number of questions on public attitudes toward distributive and 
redistributive spending in eight social policy areas: welfare, assistance to the poor, public 
health services, education, assistance to children living in poverty facilitating better access 
to education, the comprehensive social security assistance scheme, retirement income pro-
tection, and public housing. The items on spending read: "Listed below are various areas 
of government spending. Please show whether you would like to see more or less govern-
ment spending in each area. Remember that if you say ’much more,’ a tax increase may 
be required to pay for it. More or less government spending on …" The options provided 
were: "much more," "somewhat more,” "the same as now,” "somewhat less,” "much less,” 
"not sure," and "refuse to answer." Following a recent study (Busemeyer et al. 2009), we 
combined these five categories into three, thus yielding a three-step ordinal variable rang-
ing from "spending less or much less" and "the same as now," to "spending more or much 
more." We assumed that the differences between reporting "much more" and "more" and 
between "much less" and "less" are not important to our research questions. We counted 
the responses of "not sure" and "refuse to answer" as missing values in our data analyses.

11 Cantonese is a dominant language in Hong Kong.

9 It should be noted that support for public childcare is context-dependent (see Goerres and Tepe 2010).
10 On the survey method, please refer to Wu and Chou (2017).
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We integrated two variables—respondents’ age and employment status—into one nomi-
nal variable with six categories. By combining age and labor market status into one nomi-
nal variable, we ensured that the estimates of their impact on dependent variables would be 
efficient in a statistical sense. In the meantime, we acknowledge the limitation of this treat-
ment given that the results would not separate the influence of age from that of employ-
ment status.12

Age was divided into three groups: 18–30 years old, 30–59 years old, and 60 years and 
older. Labor market status was categorized into four classes: in work, out of the labor force 
(unemployed, housewife/househusband), in school, and retired. There are 12 values for the 
combined nominal variable of age, but some of them were negligible because they rarely 
occurred and therefore were merged with adjacent categories: 0.78% of these were younger 
than 30 and out of the labor force, 0% were reported younger than 30 and retired, 0.10% 
were middle-aged and in education, and 0% were older than 60 and in school. Two values 
(the first and the third) were merged with other categories. More importantly, we included 
those who were older than 60 and out of the labor force in the retired and older adult cat-
egory to reflect the meaning of retirement in the Hong Kong context.

This study included six categories in the combined variable of age and labor force sta-
tus: younger than 30 and in work, younger than 30 and in education, 30–59 and in work 
(reference group), 30–59 and out of the labor force, older than 60 and in work, and older 
than 60 and retired (see Table 1). These categories not only captured all the meaningful 
combinations of age groups and positions in the labor market, but may also solve the prob-
lem of collinearity (Busemeyer et al. 2009).

Besides age and labor force status, we also included three groups of variables. The 
variables of the self-interest hypothesis included perceived vulnerability to a worsening 
financial situation, being of a lower social class, and the number of children in a family. 
Perceptions of vulnerability to a reduction in quality of life were assessed by asking the 
respondents, "Do you think that in the next 12 months, you and your family will be bet-
ter off than today or worse off?" Responses were measured using a 3-point scale ("bet-
ter" = 0, "no difference" = 1, and "worse" = 2). Self-rated social class was also included 
as a subjective indicator of the financial situation of a household. The respondents were 

Table 1  Distribution of combined categories of age and labor force status (N = 1, 024)

Number of observations in parentheses

Age < 30 30–59 60 + Total

Labor force status
 In work 9.18% (94) 33.50% (343) 6.35% (65) 49.02% (502)
 Out of labor force (unem-

ployed, housewife/househus-
band)

0.78% (8) 11.82% (121) 5.96% (61) 18.55% (190)

 In education 6.45% (66) 0.10% (1) 0.00% (0) 6.54% (67)
 Retired 0.00% (0) 3.42% (35) 22.46% (230) 25.88% (265)

Total 16.41% (168) 48.83% (500) 34.77% (356) 100.00%

12 Supplementary analyses were conducted to observe the age differences in social spending preferences 
when separating age and employment status. The separation of age and employment status also yielded 
similar results with regard to the impact of age.
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asked to indicate which social class their family belonged to, choosing from the options 
of "upper class,” "upper-middle class,” "middle class,” "lower-middle class," and "lower 
class." One binary variable was recoded as an indicator of lower class compared with all 
other response categories. The number of children was grouped into four categories (0 = 0, 
1 = 1, 2 = 2, and 3 = 3 or more).

The variables related to the social values hypothesis included the perceived causes of 
income inequality, the magnitude of income inequality, and the perceived causes of pov-
erty. The first was measured using the item "Inequality continues to exist because it benefits 
the rich and the powerful," and the second using the item "Differences in income in Hong 
Kong are too large." The respondents rated both items using a 5-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from 1 = "strongly disagree" to 5 = "strongly agree." Perceptions of the causes of 
poverty were assessed using one item in which the respondents were asked "Why are there 
poor people in Hong Kong? Here are four possible reasons: bad luck, laziness or lack of 
willpower, injustice in society, and modern social development. Which reason do you con-
sider to be the most important? And which do you consider to be the second-most impor-
tant?" The order in which the four reasons were presented was randomized. In our analy-
ses, we recoded responses to this item into three dummy variables depending on which 
reason was selected as most important: (1) bad luck, (2) laziness or lack of willpower, and 
(3) injustice in society. Finally, the last set of variables covered basic demographic charac-
teristics, namely, gender, education level, and marital status.

3.3  Analyses and Empirical Results

We conducted the statistical analyses and derived the following findings. First, the fre-
quency distribution of public attitudes to social spending in eight policy areas is presented 
in the following section. Second, the descriptive statistics of all independent variables used 
in this study were obtained. Third, the logistic regression models were performed to assess 
the association of the combined age and labor force status variable with spending pref-
erences in the eight policy areas. Finally, we repeated the logistic regression analyses by 
including self-interest, social values, and socio-demographic variables.

3.4  Descriptive Statistics

Public support for government intervention is high in Hong Kong, as many assume that 
a  liberal type of welfare system in Hong Kong would not provide proper support for social 
spending. As shown in Table  2, there was great support from the respondents to spend 
more money in the majority of the social policy areas under study: 64.8% of the respond-
ents agreed to spend more on welfare in general. In particular, a large majority (71.4% of 
the respondents) supported greater spending on assistance to the poor. Assistance for poor 
children received even higher support (78.2%). Public support for retirement income pro-
tection was also very high (76.7%). On public health services, 82.6% of respondents sup-
ported increased spending, indicating that this particular welfare program was popular in 
Hong Kong. Higher spending on education was supported by 77.2% of respondents. Pub-
lic housing received the greatest support from the respondents, as 83.7% expressed agree-
ment with spending more in this area. Nevertheless, the Comprehensive Social Security 
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Assistance (CSSA) Scheme was not as popular as others: 47.6% of the respondents thought 
that spending on CSSA should remain the same.13

In summary, the respondents of Hong Kong supported greater expenditure on social 
spending even when the questions indicated that if government spending increased, resi-
dents would likely need to pay more taxes. Only the CSSA drew less favorable views.

Table 3 suggests that age-related differences exist in some areas in the frequency distri-
bution of public attitudes toward social spending. First, younger people tended to support 
more spending on welfare and assistance to the poor: 72.3% of the respondents aged under 
30 preferred more spending on these policy areas whilst 56.9% of the elderly expressed the 
same preference. Second, older adults tended to support more spending on public health 
services and education: 80.4% of the respondents aged 60 and above favored more spend-
ing on education, compared with only 64.1% of young people (aged 30 years or below). 
Third, with regard to retirement income protection, those aged above 30 generally shared 
the same preference—to spend more in this area—while the preference for more spending 
on younger people tended to be less pronounced.

In alignment with the social values hypothesis, descriptive statistics (Table  4) indi-
cated that many Hong Kong people care about social justice. For example, on the per-
ceived causes of poverty, bad luck was ranked lowest. 4.7% of the respondents expressed 
the opinion that bad luck resulted in poverty. 31.8% of the respondents perceived laziness 
as  a cause of poverty. Social development, ranked the highest, was perceived as a great 
contributor to poverty in Hong Kong (about 35.4% of the respondents chose this cause). 
Treating individual and structural causes of poverty separately, we found that the majority 
of the respondents (63.5%) considered poverty to be a result of injustice or social devel-
opment, which goes beyond individual factors leading to poverty. Perceived causes of 
income inequality also show a modest to high level with an average score of 3.65 on the 
5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = "strongly disagree" to 5 = "strongly agree." The 

Table 2  Frequency distribution of public attitudes toward social spending in eight policy areas

Attitudes toward redistributive spending N Less Spend-
ing (%)

Same as now (%) More 
spending 
(%)

Welfare 980 9.3 25.9 64.8
Assistance to the poor 972 5.5 23.1 71.4
Public health services 1016 1.2 16.2 82.6
Education 1000 2.7 20.1 77.2
Assistance to poor children 981 3.9 17.9 78.2
CSSA 950 23.6 47.6 28.8
Retirement income protection 957 3.1 20.2 76.7
Public housing 1005 3.3 13.0 83.7

13 The Comprehensive Social Security Assistance Scheme intends to provide cash-based support to those 
people who cannot meet basic needs based on their income. Some Hong Kong people stereotype CSSA 
recipients as lazy and lacking willpower (Wong and Lou 2010; Yang et al. 2020). A large number of CSSA 
recipients are aged poor as they do not have retirement protection (see Chui and Ko 2010; Tang 2000).



784 A. M. Wu, K.-L. Chou 

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
3 

 F
re

qu
en

cy
 d

ist
rib

ut
io

n 
of

 p
ub

lic
 a

tti
tu

de
s t

ow
ar

d 
so

ci
al

 sp
en

di
ng

 in
 e

ig
ht

 p
ol

ic
y 

ar
ea

s (
by

 a
ge

 g
ro

up
)

A
ge

d 
be

lo
w

 3
0

A
ge

d 
be

tw
ee

n 
30

 to
 5

9
A

ge
d 

60
 +

 

Le
ss

 (%
)

Sa
m

e 
as

 n
ow

 (%
)

M
or

e 
(%

)
Le

ss
 (%

)
Sa

m
e 

as
 n

ow
 (%

)
M

or
e 

(%
)

Le
ss

 (%
)

Sa
m

e 
as

 n
ow

 (%
)

M
or

e 
(%

)

A
tti

tu
de

s t
o 

re
di

str
ib

ut
io

n
 W

el
fa

re
4.

2
23

.5
72

.3
9.

7
22

.5
67

.9
11

.4
31

.7
56

.9
 A

ss
ist

an
ce

 to
 th

e 
po

or
2.

4
14

.5
83

.1
5.

5
21

.7
72

.8
7.

0
29

.6
63

.4
 P

ub
lic

 h
ea

lth
 se

rv
ic

es
2.

4
21

.7
75

.9
1.

2
15

.8
83

.0
0.

6
14

.2
85

.2
 E

du
ca

tio
n

7.
8

28
.1

64
.1

2.
2

18
.2

79
.6

0.
9

18
.8

80
.4

 A
ss

ist
an

ce
 to

 p
oo

r c
hi

ld
re

n
5.

5
21

.8
72

.7
4.

2
15

.1
80

.8
2.

4
20

.1
77

.5
 C

SS
A

22
.9

48
.8

28
.3

26
.0

45
.2

28
.8

20
.7

50
.2

29
.2

 R
et

ire
m

en
t i

nc
om

e 
pr

ot
ec

tio
n

6.
6

23
.5

69
.9

3.
0

18
.2

78
.8

1.
6

21
.0

77
.5

 P
ub

lic
 h

ou
si

ng
2.

4
11

.3
86

.3
3.

9
16

.8
79

.3
2.

6
8.

7
88

.6



785Intergenerational Conflict or Solidarity in Hong Kong? A Survey…

1 3

perceived magnitude of income inequality exhibited a high level of agreement with the 
item "The differences in income in Hong Kong are too large." This reflects the severity of 
income inequality and poverty and the need for change in society in Hong Kong.

Table 4  Descriptive statistics of independent variables

Independent variables N Percentage/Mean (SD)

Age and labor force status 1024
 < 30 and in work 9.2%
 < 30 and in education 7.2%
30–59 and in work 33.5%
30–59 and out of labor force 11.9%
60 + and in work 6.3%
60 + and retired 31.8%
Self-interest variables
 Perceived vulnerability 972
 Getting better 25.9%
 Same 63.3%
 Getting worse 10.8%
 Perception of being in a lower social class 1006 40.1%

Number of children 1008
 0 30.0%
 1 19.2%
 2 33.6%
 3 + 17.2%

Social values variables
 Perceived causes of income inequality 999 3.65 (1.32)
 Perceived magnitude of income inequality 999 4.11 (1.08)
 Perceived causes of poverty 981
 Unlucky 4.7%
 Laziness 31.8%
 Injustice 28.1%
 Social development 35.4%

Demographic variables
Female 1031 59.3%
Educational attainment 1027
 Elementary or below 21.7%
 Junior high 14.2%
 Senior high 27.3%
 Certificate or associate degree 12.2%
 Bachelor degree 20.7%
 Postgraduate degree 3.9%

Married 1025 68.1%
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3.5  Multivariate Regression Analyses

Table 5 shows the results of multivariate regression analyses. In terms of the dependent 
variable, we recoded “less spending” and “the same as now” as 1 and “more spending” 
as 0. The working population aged 60 and above preferred reduced spending or maintain-
ing the same level of spending on welfare in a general sense. With regard to assistance to 
the poor, those aged below 30 and out of the labor force tended to support more spending 
in this area; those workers aged above 60 favored less or the same level of spending. On 
public health services, respondents aged 30 and above preferred increased spending regard-
less of their employment status, while younger respondents chose less or the same level 
of spending. It should be noted that there were no significant effects in this model. With 
regard to education spending, the findings are counterintuitive. Those aged 30 and below 
preferred less or the same level of spending on education. People aged 30–59 and out of 
the labor force supported higher spending on education. These more sophisticated middle-
aged adults likely understand the importance of education and therefore supported such 
spending.

Table 6 shows that the respondents generally supported higher government spending on 
public housing. For example, the unemployed aged 30 or below and people aged over 60 
and out of the labor force both supported increased spending in this area. As they were not 
employed, their financial situations and/or living conditions determined that they favored 
public housing. As shown in Tables 2, 3, among the eight policy areas, increased invest-
ment in public housing received the highest support. It indicates the seriousness of the 
housing issue in Hong Kong. Retirement income protection gained the greatest support 
among 30–59-year-olds who were out of the labor force. This suggests considerations of 
self-interest. As expected, CSSA received less support relative to other social expenditures. 
There are no statistically significant associations between age and labor market status and 
support for CSSA.

The situation became more complicated when we included both age and labor market 
status in our models. Employment status, whether or not one is in work, affects public atti-
tudes toward state assistance. For example, middle-aged adults (30–59) tended to support 
more spending on education if they were out of the labor force. Perhaps more importantly, 
this group of people was inclined to support retirement income protection against the back-
drop of a huge controversy with regard to this policy in Hong Kong. This suggests that the 
welfare state literature works to explain the demand from this group, as their weak position 
in the labor market is likely related to their educational attainments.

As shown in Tables 7 and 8, we included age and labor force status and three groups 
of independent variables in the models. In model 1, only those aged 60 above and in 
work tended to support less or the same level of spending on welfare. Older working 
adults appeared to be less willing to rely on government assistance. In model 2, the same 
respondents supported reducing spending (or on the same level) on assistance to the poor. 
The above findings are consistent with those in the models without the three groups of 
independent variables related to self-interest and the social values hypotheses. Model 2 
also suggests that those who agreed with the statement that "inequality continues to exist 
because it benefits the rich and the powerful" preferred increased spending on assistance 
for the poor. This reveals that the social values hypothesis is at work. People who showed 
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themselves to be sensitive to inequality tended to support increased spending on state assis-
tance to the poor. In model 3, the perception of social development as the cause of pov-
erty is significantly and positively associated with agreeing with less or the same level of 
spending on public health services. In model 4, those raising children tended to support 
more spending on education. Other factors were not statistically significant. This model 
does not suggest that the elderly opposed education spending.

Table 8 shows that in model 5, respondents with education below college or university 
level preferred spending more on assistance to poor children. This might be simply due to 
sympathy for poor children as the respondents suffered from a lack of education in the past. 
In model 6, intriguingly, those who considered laziness to be the cause of poverty tended 
not to support more spending on CSSA. As noted previously, CSSA was less appreciated 
by the respondents in our sample. According to Wong and Lou (2010), some people in 
Hong Kong have a stereotypical view of CSSA recipients as being lazy and lacking will-
power. In model 7, those aged 30–59 and out of the labor force supported spending on 
retirement income protection. This demonstrates that considerations of self-interest are at 
play. Again, elderly status did not exert an influence on attitudes toward retirement income 
protection. The perception of being in a lower social class was significantly associated with 
support for more spending on retirement income protection. In model 8, those with lower 
educational qualifications supported increased spending on public housing. As noted pre-
viously, the general public would like the government to invest in more public housing 
projects. Those with high educational attainments usually earn a good salary, and so public 
housing projects are not likely to benefit them directly. By contrast, people with less educa-
tion are more likely to receive public housing.

In some policy areas, the regressions, including more independent variables, such as 
perceived causes of poverty, suggested age-related differences. For example, with regard 
to retirement income protection, people aged 30–59 and out of the labor force displayed a 
significant negative correlation with the policy on retirees’ well-being. The middle-aged 
unemployed were likely to support increased spending on retirement income protection. 
Regarding CSSA, employed young people under 30 tended to oppose increased spending 
in this area. Being in work and older than 60 increased the likelihood of opposing increased 
spending on welfare and assistance for the poor, suggesting that such people embrace an 
ideology of self-reliance.14

Furthermore, we implemented supplementary analyses separating the effects of age and 
employment status. The effect of employment status was not statistically significant for all 
models. The age effect was observed consistently in some policy areas.

4  Discussion

Our results about age-related differences in public attitudes toward social spending show 
that an age cleavage is present in the Hong Kong context. In the meantime, intergenera-
tional solidarity also exists. Older employed adults tend to support less spending or keep 
the same level of welfare and assistance to the poor (including poor children) and sup-
port more spending on public housing. Those aged 30–59 and out of the labor force were 

14 Gender differences in public attitudes toward social spending are worth exploring in the future (Yu et al. 
2015).
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inclined to support more spending on retirement income protection. People younger than 
30 years old and in work tended to oppose CSSA. Supplementary analyses separating the 
effects of age and employment status also revealed that older adults, in general, support 
less or same level of spending on welfare.

The results indicate certain patterns of age-related differences in public spending pref-
erences in an Asian context that are distinct from those seen in the Western world. Older 
people tend not to support increased welfare in general and government assistance to the 
poor in particular. The elderly are supposed to benefit more from welfare programs in gen-
eral as a substantial amount of poor people in Hong Kong are older adults (Lee and Chou 
2016); nonetheless, they are not supportive of welfare spending. We argue that the older 
generations, many of them perhaps being political and economic migrants from Mainland 
China, have worked hard and valued personal efforts during the economic take-off in Hong 
Kong. Furthermore, the older generations in Hong Kong have shown different attitudes 
toward many political and economic issues compared with the younger generations. Age 
matters, but experience does as well. In the economic take-off period, the working popula-
tion might have developed similar personality traits and characteristics as a result of their 
similar experiences (this could be observed in different contexts such as Hong Kong and 
Singapore15). Many of them tend to support the self-reliance ideology, which has signifi-
cant policy implications.

Those holding self-reliance as a virtue are likely to be less supportive of distributive 
and redistributive programs, wherein hardworking and capable people contribute more to 
government coffers while others benefit from redistribution. The redistributive nature of 
some welfare programs runs counter to the philosophy held by some older people in Hong 
Kong. Young people are articulated in welfare preferences, although the data do not deliver 
a coherent picture of their preferences. As the younger generations are more informed, 
they have a better understanding of the implementation of welfare programs. CSSA, as 
noted previously, is disliked by many in Hong Kong as they think that it breeds laziness. As 
shown before, employed young people under 30 tend not to support increased spending on 
CSSA.

According to the existing literature on age-related differences in public attitudes toward 
redistribution, the older generations tend to support pension benefits and retirement income 
protection. It is worth noting that in the logistic regression, we found that the middle-aged 
unemployed (aged 30–59 and out of the labor force) demonstrated statistically significant 
support for increased spending in this area. However, those aged over 60, irrespective of 
whether they are in work or out of the labor force, did not have a statistically significant 
preference for increased spending on retirement income protection. This suggests some 
complex demographic changes and politico-economic transitions in Hong Kong.

Conventional wisdom suggests that the elderly oppose increased spending on education 
(Busemeyer et al. 2009; Goerres and Tepe 2010). Nevertheless, our study in Hong Kong 
suggests a different pattern. As Busemeyer et  al. (2009) note, in Anglo-Saxon welfare 
states with a minimal supply of welfare programs, an age cleavage plays a significant role. 
Nevertheless, our logistic regression results indicate a complicated picture. We find some 
sort of intergenerational solidarity. The descriptive data analysis shows that many older 
respondents supported increased spending on education. About 80.4% of our respond-
ents aged 60 and above supported increased spending on education, while only 64.1% of 

15 See Ng (2015) on Singapore’s situation.
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the young respondents (aged 30 years or below) favored increased spending in this area. 
This may suggest that intergenerational exchange and reciprocity exist in the Hong Kong 
society.16

Employment status differences seem to work in the Hong Kong context as well. As the 
unemployment rate has been relatively low (roughly lower than 5 percent over the past 
decade in Hong Kong) compared with other developed economies, the portion of the 
population out of the labor force seems insignificant. Nevertheless, Hong Kong’s situa-
tion (low unemployment and relatively low labor force participation including older adults) 
differs from the main categories such as encompassing welfare states with low unemploy-
ment and high labor-market participation, corporatist countries with higher unemployment 
and the relatively lower rate of labor force participation, and Anglo-Saxon countries with 
high unemployment and modest labor market participation (Svallfors 1997). Therefore, 
the relationships between employment status and attitudes toward redistribution tend to 
be complex in reality. This also reflects the nuanced interaction between existing politico-
economic conditions and public opinions about social spending. A caveat is in order. Our 
supplementary analyses through separating the effects of age and employment status sug-
gest that the impact of employment status is not statistically significant in all the models.

In addition to age-related differences in social spending preference, our study confirms 
both the self-interest and social values hypotheses in the Hong Kong context. Some empiri-
cal results show self-interest considerations: for example, families with children tend to 
support increased spending on education. Social values are at work in certain scenarios: 
those who view income inequality as a structural problem in society tend to support 
increased spending on state assistance for the poor; people who see laziness as the cause 
of poverty tend to support reduced spending or maintain current expenditures on CSSA. 
Therefore, the social values held by our respondents affected their preferences regarding 
the investment of public money in certain policy areas.

5  Conclusion

In an aging and economically unequal society, the investigation of age-related differences 
in public attitudes toward social policy is important and significant. Life experience, self-
interest, and social values are intertwined in the Hong Kong context. The age cleavage 
across social policy areas coexists with intergenerational solidarity in terms of distribu-
tive and redistributive policy. Middle-aged adults work and contribute to society through 
a number of channels, such as paying taxes. As they become older and retire, they tend 
to expect that the younger generations and the government will take care of their inter-
ests. At the same time, family life may make older adults realize the importance of inter-
generational exchange and reciprocity. They may, therefore, support increased spending in 
certain policy areas that do not benefit them directly. For example, in some contexts, the 
elderly have been found to support increased spending on education (Goerres and Tepe 
2010). Although the younger generations have less experience in social life, many young 

16 This begs a new, separate research question, that is, whether implicit intra-family support, influenced by 
Confucianism, has any impact on public spending preferences by older people and young people (see Chen 
et al. 2019). This means that older people may think that the improvement of education attainments through 
more government spending on education may finally improve their interests through intra-family financial 
support between parents and children.
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people in Hong Kong support increased spending on welfare and assistance to the poor 
based on descriptive statistics, which may suggest the change of social values. In this study, 
reciprocity and solidarity exist in Hong Kong, which has profound implications for social 
policymaking in an aging society.17

In this study, we have asked which factors determine public attitudes toward social 
spending and welfare programs. We observe that both self-interest and social values mat-
ter in the case of Hong Kong. This means that personal circumstances, for example, rais-
ing children, will lead people to support increased public spending on education. Equally, 
social values, such as considering poverty to be a result of structural factors rather than 
personal failings, tend to lead people to endorse increased spending on helping the poor.

More importantly, we have attempted to understand the impact of age on spending pref-
erences.18 We find that age matters in public attitudes toward social policy, but the signs of 
solidarity are also attested to in the Hong Kong context. Our study shows patterns that dif-
fer from the findings in Western contexts. For example, older people usually favor benefits 
associated with retirement. In this study, the relationship between older adults and support 
for retirement income protection was not found to be statistically significant. Older people 
also favor reducing spending (or maintaining the same level of spending) on welfare in 
general and assistance for the poor. As the chances of living in poverty in later life are rela-
tively high in many developed economies, including Hong Kong, this finding is somewhat 
counterintuitive. It begs the question to be answered in the future. It may be due to a vari-
ety of reasons. Particularly the older generations, who contributed substantially during the 
period of economic take-off in Hong Kong, value self-reliance. They behave altruistically; 
however, it does not mean that retirement income protection, which benefits older people, 
could be compromised due to the current inconclusive result.

Our results bring to the fore the age-related differences in public attitudes toward social 
spending in a small, dynamic (to some extent, fragile) Asian economy. This study did not 
find "elderly power" at play in the Hong Kong context. To some extent, the elderly show 
altruism toward other segments of society. The younger generations also show sympathy 
toward the poor and agree with more spending on the poor (but not spending related to 
CSSA). The government should shore up social investments that benefit older people.19 
These social investments could not only consist of benefits helping them lead a decent 
later life but also public programs enhancing their quality of life and happiness, including 
such social policies as an elderly-friendly employment policy. Some spending on elderly-
specific programs can strengthen family solidarity and lay strong foundations for a sound 
social policy in Hong Kong to support economic growth and address social ills related to 
poverty and income inequality. As we have noted, since the younger generations in Hong 
Kong tend to be more willing to help and support the poor in their society, spending on 
the elderly would not lead to intergenerational blame; it would give young people a chance 
to learn social responsibility through an intergenerational exchange. For the younger 

17 Drawing on cross-country evidence, Wang et al. (2021) note that, understanding social values is crucial 
for policymaking around the world.
18 Intriguingly, the study on the relationship between age and subjective well-being also suggests a life 
cycle pattern with people aged above 65 reporting the highest subjective well-being in the Chinese context 
(Xing and Huang 2014).
19 Fung (2014) pointed out that the welfare regime in Hong Kong has accorded less attention to “non-
productive” groups.
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generations, given their positive attitudes toward some social policy areas, it suggests a 
friendly policy environment for improving distributive and redistributive policy such as 
education, public housing, and assistance to the poor. However, we have not established 
whether younger generations develop self-interest or keep their social values constant as 
they age. The dynamics of age-related differences in public attitudes toward social spend-
ing will shed light on the debate in many other contexts in Asia and beyond.
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