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This study examines the effect of employment on delinquent behavior among young 
people in “hidden situations”. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used, and 
588 young people in these hidden situations were investigated. Results showed that 
some of them had employment; their employment status constituted a mediating effect 
on preventing them from being involved in delinquent behavior. Also, participants who 
had work explained the reasons for not being involved in delinquent behavior. These 
results reflect that whether young people in hidden situation involve in delinquent behavior 
depends on their employment rather than their hidden behavior itself. The implication is 
that practitioners should respect the youths’ self-preferred choice of employment and 
even advocate a revision of the definition of employment in Hong Kong.
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INTRODUCTION

Traditionally, it is stated that employment and delinquent behavior are related (e.g., 1–3). Stability 
in work can reduce young people’s delinquent behavior (e.g., 4, 5). Similar results were also found 
among high-risk youth (6, 7) and people with criminal records (8, 9). For youth in hidden situations, 
it appears to be possible that they have a high likelihood to engage in delinquent behavior such as 
drug-taking and drug-trafficking (10) because of their employment situations such as NEETs (i.e., 
“not in employment, education, or training”), freeters (i.e., “youth floating between dead-end, part-
time jobs”) (11, 16), three-lows (i.e., having low education level, skill level, and motivation level) 
(12), failing to fit into the societal standards for education or career (13, 14), and being reluctant 
to engage into society (15). Also, from a clinical perspective, under limited social support, youth 
in prolonged hidden situations are prone to experiencing mental health issues such as sense of 
loneliness and low self-esteem (16, 17), and even a gradual loss of social skills and initiation to build 
social relationships, which further hinder their social connections and engagement in school or work 
(18). However, as society changes, flexibility in work arrangements is promoted and the Internet is 
used as a platform for handling work arrangements; this leads to the mushrooming of non-typical 
forms of employment, such as freelance, home-based work and Internet-based work (19–21). 
The increasing prevalence of such forms of work definitely triggers a rethinking of whether the 
traditional concept of employment still applies in current society. According to the study conducted 
by Chan (22) on youth in hidden situations in Hong Kong, these youth do have employment, which 
is one of the significant life transitions predicting a decreased likelihood delinquent behavior. 
This demonstrates that these youth are not jobless, only that their jobs do not match the official 
definitions of employment that requires a “formal job attachment” (23) and an “outside workplace” 
(24: 4). In this sense, youth in hidden situations are not necessarily delinquent-prone in light of their 
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employment situation. Against this backdrop, this study seeks to 
further explore these youths’ nature of employment, and how 
their employment influences their engagement in delinquent 
behavior in the local context. It is expected that the study will 
not only help uncover the real situation of these youth in terms 
of their employment and its effects on their delinquent behavior 
but will also generate implications regarding how the concept of 
employment can be understood in contemporary society.

To provide support for the research aims, in the following, 
literature about the relationship between employment and 
delinquent behavior will first be reviewed.

Employment and Delinquent Behavior
While deviant behavior refers to behavior that violates societal 
norms and behavioral standards, or triggers negative reactions 
from others (25), delinquent behavior is referred to as law-
breaking behavior (26). Some behavior can be deviant but not 
law-breaking, while some behavior can be both deviant and law-
breaking (27). In other words, deviant behavior and delinquent 
behavior are conceptually different but, at the same time, have 
overlaps.

Reviewing existing literature, there are theories supporting 
the significant negative relationship between employment 
and delinquent behavior [e.g., Refs. (28–31)]. To begin with, 
according to General Strain Theory (28, 29), strain (e.g., lack of 
financial resources) serves as a state of discomfort that triggers 
delinquent behavior. In this sense, employment will act as a 
legitimate “conventional opportunity structure” for youth to earn 
money, thus reducing the pressure to turn to delinquent behavior 
(32, 33, 301). Next, according to Routine Activities Theory 
(30), it is posited that environmental contexts (e.g., presence of 
guardianship, available opportunities for committing delinquent 
behavior) affect the likelihood of delinquent behavior. In the case 
of youth, having a job brings about a change in how they spend 
their time (34, 35). Since employment helps one earn income (29, 
36), occupies his/her idle time (37), and modifies his/her routine 
activities (38), it helps discourage delinquent behavior (39). 
Also, according to Social Control Theory (31), strong bonds to 
social institutions likely increase one’s sense of responsibility and 
restrict him/her from engaging in delinquent behavior. In this 
sense, employment can be viewed as a social bond, an informal 
social control that helps alter his/her delinquent trajectory and 
decreases his/her engagement in delinquent behavior [e.g., 
Refs. (38, 40, 41)]. Besides, according to Life Course Theory 
(38, 39, 42), successful completion of life events, such as having 
completed high school, having been married, and parenthood, 
can alter one’s life trajectory and subsequent engagement in 
delinquent behavior. Getting a job is one of the transitional 
events that imposes an effect on one’s likelihood of engaging 
in delinquent behavior. All of the above sociological theories 
provide theoretical foundations for the significant link between 
employment and decrease in delinquent behavior.

Subsequent scholars also provided support for the association 
between employment and decrease in delinquent behavior. As 
stated by some scholars [e.g., Refs. (1, 2, 43)], stable work can 
be regarded as a form of informal social control that helps one 

desist from delinquent behavior. Employment encourages social 
conformity, since delinquents are provided with opportunities 
to interact with others who are conventional in work situations; 
this enhances their tendency to conform (38, 44). Further 
elaborated by Sampson and Laub (38), 141), similar to marriage, 
employment is “characterized by an extensive set of obligations, 
expectations, and interdependent social networks,” meaning that 
employment helps generate new situations where supervision and 
monitoring are possible. Supported by Ploeger (37), employment 
discourages delinquent behavior, as it introduces positive work 
ethics and helps establish bonding to conventional society. For 
Caspi et al. (45), employment might even promote the chances 
of experiencing other types of transitions, such as fertility, which 
may strengthen other forms of informal social bonds that further 
steer young people away from delinquent behavior (i.e., earning 
money to support a child’s living). In addition, as stated by 
Cullen and Travis (46), as well as Phillips and Sandstrom (47), 
employment helps bring about healthy development of young 
people, which reduces their delinquent behavior. Employment 
enhances one’s self-esteem (37, 48); it provides new opportunities 
for people to receive social support and changes in routine 
activities, which might promote transformations in identity (38, 
48). Summarizing the above illustrations, employment reduces 
the likelihood of engaging in delinquent behavior by helping one 
socialize to adaptive norms, increase bonding to social bonds 
and life transitions, as well as establish a positive identity.

There is a view positing that the relationship between 
employment and delinquent behavior is a spurious one (e.g., 
33, 49, 50) because the relationship is intervened by various 
preexisting factors. Possible factors are one’s level of self-control 
(e.g., having low self-control leads to engagement in delinquent 
behavior due to the urge for enjoying immediate satisfaction at 
the expense of behavioral consequences) (49) and predisposition 
for delinquent behavior (50). Some scholars pointed out that 
one’s perceived meaningfulness of the transitional events, 
reflective ability, and his/her sense of control over life events 
affect the change in delinquent trajectories (51, 52). Some 
scholars even pointed out that employment might increase 
delinquent behavior [e.g., Refs. (53–55)]. For example, intensive 
work (e.g., long working hours) likely displaces engagement in 
schooling and weakens social control (31, 56), which in turn 
leads to a number of detrimental effects for adolescents including 
lower level of academic achievement (55, 57), dropping out of 
school (56, 58), poorer relationships with peers and family, 
and even poorer health and psychological well-being [e.g., 
Refs. (55, 59)]. Also, employment may bring about financial 
resources and increased autonomy (60), which encourage one’s 
participation in unstructured socializing activities (e.g., partying 
with friends without the presence of authoritative figures) that 
serve as opportunities for engaging in delinquent behavior (35). 
On the other hand, some scholars highlighted the significance 
of the quality of employment, such as stability (42), salary 
(4, 61), benefits (62), degree of satisfaction (62, 63), length of 
working hours [e.g., Refs. (54, 64)], and level of innovation and 
complexity (65), in the effect on delinquent behavior. Full-time 
jobs or higher-quality jobs lower the likelihood of recidivism 
[e.g., Refs. (63, 66–68)]. Explained by Wadsworth (69), (p. 1044), 
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good career development and high-quality jobs encourage one 
to become more conforming, as they are more “at stake” and had 
“more to lose.” It enhances one’s engagement and investment to 
his or her work and brings about high level of satisfaction (50). 
Also, Agnew (66) pointed out that prestige from occupation 
reduced delinquent behavior. Besides, according to Agnew (28), 
jobs that do not create too much stress or psychological burden 
can reduce delinquent behavior among adolescents, since these 
situations are more likely to reduce feelings of frustration or anger 
that might provoke delinquent behavior. Suggested by Mortimer 
(64), the quality of employment affects youths’ psychosocial well-
being; poor quality work likely brings about poor mental health 
and induces delinquent behavior. In addition, some scholars 
even stated that good jobs were related to other factors, such 
as housing and affective relationships, which helped further 
decrease the likelihood of engaging in delinquent behavior (70, 
71). All these notions show that the quality of employment, in 
terms of career development and sense of satisfaction that it 
brings, matters when discussing its effect on desistance.

On the contrary, unemployment increases the likelihood of 
delinquent behavior due to the cumulative disadvantage of long-
term distance from the labor market (72). Low-quality work 
increases the likelihood of delinquent behavior (50). As stated 
by Crutchfield and Pitchford (43), individuals who have unstable 
jobs are more likely to engage in delinquent behavior, as they 
are less likely to be confined by work and have more freedom 
to linger in places like bars and street corners, which induce the 
commitment in delinquent acts. Besides, having low aspirations 
and expectations in work heightens the chance of engaging in 
delinquent behavior, because there is not much to lose (73).

To summarize, although the relationship between employment 
and delinquent behavior is inconsistent, there are a number 
of theoretical notions supporting the idea that employment 
can help one desist from delinquent behavior. Employment, 
especially stable employment, brings about a number of 
positive effects, such as 1) heightening one’s risk involved with 
offending, increasing his/her pressure to conform; 2) increasing 
opportunities for monitoring his/her delinquent behavior; 
3) decreasing his/her idle time for engaging in delinquent 
behavior; 4) facilitating his/her experience in other transitional 
events; 5) experiencing new opportunities for social support and 
developing new identity; and 6) enhancing his/her self-esteem. 
Moreover, employment with higher quality and less pressure has 
a higher effect on desistance.

Insights from the Above Literature to the 
Context of Youth in Hidden Situations
Young people in hidden situations, known as hikikomori in Japan 
(74), are commonly described as having retreated from social 
participations and connections, including school or work, for 
at least 6 months (74–76). As suggested by Saito (74), it might 
not be suitable to attribute youths’ hidden situations to mental 
illnesses. Although this group of youth is related to NEET (11), 
they are different from Otaku who are referred to as “notoriously 
obsessive fans of manga, anime, video games, and other forms 
of Japanese popular culture” (11, 12). When the phenomenon 

was uncovered in Hong Kong in 2004, the definitions of these 
youths were generally similar (77). According to Wong and Ying 
(12), the hidden situations of these youths are provoked by the 
inability to fit into the education system or labor market, leading 
to a lack of social status and becoming Three-lows. Regarding 
their characteristics, there exist two perspectives of illustrations, 
namely, the clinical perspective and the nonclinical perspective 
(77). Scholars supporting the clinical perspective stated that 
being hidden was associated with psychiatric disorders such 
as Internet addiction (78), social anxiety (79, 80), autism (81), 
schizophrenia, and affective disorder (82), while those supporting 
the nonclinical side held that the culture of society (e.g., rigid 
expectations on youth regarding their school-to-work transitions, 
rigid employment practices to which young people find it difficult 
to conform) [e.g., Refs. (13, 14, 83)] was an important cause of 
being hidden. Although there are notions that hikikomori or 
youths in hidden situations lack the ability to maintain a long-
term job (84) due to their fear of encountering failures (85), it 
is also possible that young people actively withdraw because 
they perceive a mismatch with the employment structure and 
mainstream standards in society [e.g., Ref. (86)].

On the other hand, in Hong Kong and Japan, these youths have 
been reported as having committed delinquent behavior, such as 
killing (87) and violence (88). Based on the relationship between 
employment and delinquent behavior as described previously 
[e.g., Refs. (63, 66–68)], it implies that youth in hidden situations 
have a high tendency to engage in delinquent behavior due to their 
unemployment. However, researchers found that, from previous 
practice experience with youths in hidden situations, some of these 
youths engage in home-based work; also, they have low propensity 
to engage in delinquent behavior. This suggests that these youth 
are not homogenously jobless and delinquent-prone as portrayed 
in society. In fact, as society changes, home-based, Internet-based 
work and freelance work have become increasingly prevalent in 
contemporary society (19–21). This means that jobs nowadays 
are no longer restricted to traditional, typical forms of work 
arrangement (e.g., requiring a workplace outside home) (24, 4). It 
is plausible for young people in hidden situations to work at home 
with their computers during prolonged seclusion. Owing to the 
lack of previous studies that investigate these youths’ employment 
situations and the subsequent effects on their delinquent behavior, 
this study aims to fill this research gap. It is expected that this study 
can 1) de-stigmatize these youth as “lacking social status” and 
“being unable to work” and 2) refine the meaning of employment 
so as to respond to the societal changes nowadays.

METHOD

Participants
There were 540 participants in this study, who were recruited 
through purposive sampling. This sampling method is useful for 
locating “unusual” extreme or deviant cases (89, 182), such as 
young people in hidden situations who only appear online but 
are invisible in social situations. Eligible participants should be 
residents of Hong Kong, be within the age range of 12–30, have 
retreated from society for at least 6 months, and have received no 
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psychiatric diagnosis or treatment. The criteria for youth in Hong 
Kong in the context of social service provision is 12–29 years old. 
Hence, the participants in the study were termed as “youths” or 
“young people” in hidden situations.

Of the total participants, 64.1% (N = 346) were male, while 
the rest (35.9%, N = 194) were female. More than half of them 
(61.7%, N = 333) were 21 or older. Participants in this study had 
withdrawn for 1 to 8 years; 51.7% (N = 279) had been hidden 
for 1–2 years, while 48.4% (N = 261) had been hidden for 
longer than 2 years. For their level of hidden situation, 15.9% 
(N = 86) of participants were identified as being in a level 1 
hidden situation (i.e., the lowest level); 73.0% (N = 394) were at 
levels 2 to 4, and 11.1% (N = 60) were at level 5 (i.e., the highest 
level). Regarding their education level, 53.1% of them reported 
to have achieved senior secondary qualification (N  = 287),  
while 29.4% (N = 159) and 17.4% (N = 94) of them had 
achieved the education qualification of college/university or 
above and junior secondary, respectively. With respect to their 
family income, only 37.2% (N = 201) received a family income 
of HK$20,000 or less; more than half of them (62.7%, N = 339) 
had a family income of HK$20,000 or more (US$1 = HK$7.8). 
For their employment status, although most of them (83.5%, 
N = 451) reported to have no employment, there were some 
(15.1%, N = 89) who had work, with most of them (87.6%, 
N = 78) having Internet-based jobs and a few of them (10.1%, 
N = 9) being self-employed. This reflects that young people 
are not necessarily lacking in social status (11) or refusing 
social participations (76), but they have working ability and 
employability. For their criminal records, all of the participants 
had no history of committing delinquent behavior.

Data Collection and Procedure
Participants were own cases from a local service center 
established by the researcher, who were mainly located via 
Internet platforms (e.g., forums and online gaming platforms). 
Due to prior understanding of the participants, researchers were 
able to understand their employment situations and delinquent 
behavior.

Informed consent from participants was achieved by directly 
giving consent forms to those who had reached 18 years of age 
and giving the forms to their parents if they had not reached 18.  
Researchers also met them face-to-face, to explain the aim, 
topic, and process of the study, and assess their eligibility for 
participating in the study. Once all of the aforementioned 
procedures were completed, the questionnaire was administered 
to them.

On the other hand, 56 participants participated in the 
qualitative study. The interviews were conducted in a face-to-face 
manner.

Measurement Scales
Employment
In this study, the transitional event of employment was examined 
to see if it affected participants’ involvement in delinquent 
behavior in life. This piece of information was collected from 

participants by asking them to self-report whether they had a job 
in the questionnaire.

In this study, participants who had full-time work and 
earned a living from their work were considered as employed. 
Among the youths in hidden situations, Internet-based work 
and freelance jobs, which are non-typical work arrangements, 
are common.

Period and Level of Hidden Situation
Period of hidden situation refers to the duration of being hidden. 
This piece of information was obtained from a question about 
how long they had retreated from society in the questionnaire. 
For the level of hidden situation, according to Oiwa (90), there 
are five levels of hidden situation, with item 1 representing the 
lowest level of hidden situation (i.e., “In the past six months, I 
have not gone outside”) and item 5 representing the highest level 
(i.e., “In the past six months, I have not talked to anybody”). 
One’s level of hidden situation indicates the amount of social 
relationships and social support that one possesses during 
hidden situation. Prolonged seclusion does not necessarily 
mean that the youths will not maintain online connections or 
participate in online work.

Delinquent Behavior
The Youth Deviant Behavior Scale of Yang (91) was used to assess 
participants’ engagement in any type of delinquent behavior in 
the past year. This scale was used owing to its suitability for Asian 
contexts like Hong Kong. This scale consists of three subscales, 
including externalizing deviant behavior (30 items, e.g., fighting 
and drug-taking), internalizing deviant behavior (18 items, e.g., 
engaging self-harm behavior and having suicidal attempts), and 
difficulty in academic adaptation (12 items, e.g., sleeping in 
class). Considering the applicability of the scale, only subscales of 
externalizing deviant behavior and internalizing deviant behavior 
were used, and only items relevant to delinquent behavior were 
included in the analysis. All items adopt a five-point Likert scale 
(1 = never; 2 = 1 to 3 times; 3 = 4 to 6 times; 4 = 7 to 9 times;  
5 = more than 10 times).

Delinquent behavior, by definition, is law-breaking behavior 
(26). Not all self-reported delinquent behaviors cause official 
arrests and are included as criminal records (92). In this study, 
participants’ self-reported delinquent behavior was adopted 
because the study aims at investigating the social determinants 
of delinquent behavior among youth in hidden situations (i.e., 
employment status). The details of the participants’ self-reported 
delinquent behavior are presented in Table 1.

Quantitative Analysis
SPSS for Windows 19.0 was the program used for conducting the 
statistical analyses, in which p < .05 was the significance level of 
the study. Analyses included the following: 1) cross-tabulation 
analysis was conducted to see the distribution of participants in 
employment in different periods and levels of hidden situation; 
2) Spearman’s rank correlation was performed to investigate 
whether employment was associated with participants’ period 
and level of hidden situation, as well as their engagement in 
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delinquent behavior; and 3) mediation analysis was undertaken 
to examine whether participants’ employment contributes to the 
link between hidden behavior and delinquent behavior, so as to 
shed light on the importance of employment in affecting their 
engagement in delinquent behavior.

Qualitative Analysis
Other than the quantitative analyses, qualitative verbatim 
accounts of the participants were analyzed to examine how 
their jobs influenced their involvement in delinquent behavior. 
To conduct the qualitative analysis, the recordings of the 
interview were first transcribed, and then the verbatim data of 
the participants were summarized in terms of the reasons for not 
engaging in delinquent behavior.

RESULTS

Employment and Hidden Situation
Figure 1 shows the distribution of employment of participants 
in  the different periods and levels of hidden situation. With 
respect to  the period of hidden situation, about one-fourth 
of participants (25.8%) who had a job had 1 year of hidden 
experience; although only a small number of participants 
(11.2%) with 2  to 3 years of hidden experience had a job, 
over 40% (47.2%) of the participants who had a job had been 
hidden for 5 years or more. This reflects that although young 
people retreat from social participation when they start to 
become hidden, they will have jobs again when they stay in a 
prolonged hidden situation. On the other hand, regarding the 
level of  hidden situation, results showed that as the level of 
hidden situation increased, the number of participants engaging 
in employment decreased. This reflects that fewer young people 
who are in a deeper level of hidden situation have jobs.

The above results suggest that young people in hidden 
situations engage in employment. In the following, correlation 
analysis was performed to investigate whether participants’ 
employment is related to their engagement in delinquent 
behavior.

Employment and Delinquent Behavior
Employment was negatively correlated to delinquent behavior 
(r = −.41). This shows that having a job is related to a decrease 
in delinquent behavior. Additionally, period of hidden situation 
was negatively correlated to delinquent behavior (r = −.38) but 
positively correlated to employment (r = .17), while level of 
hidden situation was positively correlated to delinquent behavior 
(r = .74) but negatively correlated to employment (r = −.39). 
These findings reflect that as young people progress to a hidden 
situation, they are more likely to hold jobs and their involvement 
in delinquent behavior may decrease, while as the level of hidden 
situation increases, young people are less likely to hold jobs and 
their involvement in delinquent behavior may increase.

The results above show that youths in hidden situations can 
attain jobs, and they show lower engagement in delinquent 
behavior. At the same time, for those having a higher level of 
hidden situation, fewer of them get into employment and they 
exhibit more involvement in delinquent behavior. In order to 
further explore the effect of employment on the tendency to 
engage in delinquent behavior in terms of period and level 
of hidden situation, mediation analysis was conducted in the 
following section.

TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics (N = 588).

Variables % N

Gender
 Male 64.1 346
 Female 35.9 194
Age 
 16–20 38.3 207
 21–25 60.0 324
 26–27 1.7 9
Education
 Junior secondary (Years 7–9) 17.4 94
 Senior secondary (Years 10–11) 39.6 214
 Matriculation (Year 13) 13.5 73
 College/university or above 29.4 159
Family income (USD$1 = HK$7.8)
 Below HK$10,000 16.1 87
 HK$10,001–20,000 21.1 114
 HK$20,001–30,000 23.1 125
 HK$30,001 or above 39.6 214
Earning ability
 Yes 49.3 266
 No 50.7 274
Criminal records
 Yes 0.0 0
 No 100.0 540
Period of hidden situation
 1 year 27.8 150
 2 years 23.9 129
 3 years 8.3 45
 4 years 15.4 83
 5 years 11.7 63
 6 years 5.6 30
 7 years 5.0 27
 8 years 2.4 13
Level of hidden situation
 1 15.9 86
 2 14.1 76
 3 30.2 163
 4 28.7 155
 5 11.1 60
Holding full-time employment
 Yes 16.5 89
 No 83.5 451
Types of full-time employment (N = 89)
 Internet-based work 87.6 78
 Self-employed 10.1 9
 Unknown 2.2 2
Types of delinquent behavior committed
 Theft 1.5 8
 Drug taking 5.9 32
 Fraud 0.9 5
 Online fraud/theft 4.1 22
 Hacking 10.9 59
 Spreading virus online deliberately 17.8 96
 Reading pornography 11.1 60
 Online gambling 7.8 42
 Others 3.9 21

Reading pornography includes downloading and distributing pornographic 
materials.
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The Role of Employment in the 
Relationship Between Hidden Behavior 
and Delinquent Behavior
In this analysis, the proposed mediation path was “hidden 
behavior → employment → delinquent behavior.” Both 
period and level of hidden situation were tested. To assess 
the mediation properties of outcome expectancies, PROCESS 
Macro for SPSS (93) was used. The proportion of indirect effect 
on  total effect was derived by expressing the ratio of indirect 
to total effect of X on Y as performed by the Macro (93). Also, 
to test the significance of the proposed mediation paths, Sobel 
tests were undertaken (94).

The indirect effect in each mediation path was found to be 
significant. Results are shown in Table 2 and Figures 2 and 3.

As shown in Figure 2, period of hidden situation negatively 
predicted delinquent behavior (β = −.40). With employment 
having existed as the mediator, the effect of period of hidden 
situation on delinquent behavior diminished (β = −.33). In the 
relationship between period of hidden situation and delinquent 

behavior, employment was a significant mediator, accounting for 
17% of the relationship. Period of hidden situation displayed a 
positive expectancy of employment (β = .20), while employment 
displayed a negative expectancy of delinquent behavior (β = −.34). 
This shows that as participants withdraw for a longer period, 
their engagement in delinquent behavior decreases; employment 
contributes to lowering the engagement in delinquent behavior 
among these young people.

As shown in Figure 3, level of hidden situation showed 
a positive expectancy of delinquent behavior (β = .74). 
With employment included as the mediator, the impact 
of level of hidden situation on delinquent behavior was 
attenuated (β = .69). Employment was a significant mediator 
in the relationship between level of hidden situation and 
delinquent behavior, explaining 7% of the relationship. Level of 
hidden situation negatively expected employment (β = −.40), 
and employment negatively predicted delinquent behavior  
(β = −.13). This suggests that participants at a higher level of hidden  
sit uation show a higher likelihood of involving in delinquent 
behavior; this is because fewer of these young people become  
employed.

The results of the mediation analyses suggest that although 
fewer young people at a higher level of hidden situation have 
jobs, those who stay in hidden situations hold employment. Work 
prevents them from engaging in delinquent behavior. Besides, 
comparing the two mediation analyses, the mediating effect 
of employment is slightly more prominent in the relationship 
between period of hidden situation and delinquent behavior 
than that between level of hidden situation and delinquent 
behavior. This means that the prohibiting effect of employment 
on delinquent behavior is slightly larger among young people 
who have a lower level of hidden situation.

TABLE 2 | Standardized estimates of direct and indirect effects on delinquent 
behavior and mediator (Paths 1 and 2).

Effect % Explained 
of total effect

Sobel Test

Hp→Em→Delin be (total effect) −.398
Hp→Em→Delin be (indirect effect) −.068 17% −6.833****
Hl→Em→Delin be (total effect) .742
Hl→Em→Delin be (indirect effect) .051 7% 3.186**

Hp, period of hidden situation; Hl, level of hidden situation; Em, employment; Delin be, 
delinquent behavior. **p < .01. ****p = .0000.

1 year
25.8% (23)

2 years
5.6% (5)

3 years
5.6% (5)

4 years
15.7% (14)

5 years
20.2% (18)

6 years
14.6% (13) 7 years

7.9% (7)

8 years
4.5% (4)

Level 1
49.4% (44)

Level 2
22.5% (20)

Level 3
16.9% (15)

Level 4
7.9% (7)

Level 5
3.4% (3)
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FIGURE 1 | Participants’ employment status in different periods of hidden situation (in terms of year) and levels of hidden situation (N = 89).
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The following qualitative verbatim accounts of participants 
illustrated different reasons of not engaging in delinquent 
behavior when holding employment:

Not Engaging in Delinquent Behavior due to the 
Structured Environment of Work Where Supervision 
Is Allowed

No (not engaging in delinquent behavior anymore). 
Although I don’t need to go to work, drawing graphics is time-
consuming and I need to pay much attention to this. If I take 
drugs, I will not be able to concentrate on my work, and will 
be scolded. (Youth b)

…now I work for 14 hours every day (as a shop assistant in 
an online store). I won’t do those meaningless things (taking 
drugs) again. In the past, I did this (drug-taking) to kill my 
time. Now I need not do this anymore. (Youth c)

I love my job (working as a translator)…I don’t want to do 
anything which makes me lose my job. (Youth j)

As stated by Youth b and Youth c, jobs reduced their idle 
time to commit delinquent acts. At the same time, the verbatim 
accounts of Youth b reflected that work situations had a 
supervising effect on their behavior, which prohibited them 
from becoming involved in delinquent behavior, such as drug-
taking. Delinquent behavior could affect work performance. 
Also, Youth j reported that having a job increased his cost 
for engaging in delinquent behavior, as he feared that being 
delinquent would make him lose his job.

Not Engaging in Delinquent Behavior due to the 
Establishment of a New Self and New Life Resulted 
From Employment

Now I have different social circles. My friends become 
different. So I no longer engage in hacking activities and set 
cheating programmes… (Youth a)

…in the past, I fooled around in BBS (Bulletin Board 
System) with my peers, criticizing and teasing other people 
as a pastime. At that time, I thought that I had status on 
the Internet. However, when I have a job, I think that BBS 
becomes no longer important. I think that my value can be 
found elsewhere. (Youth e)

In the past, I used the same skill (stealing passwords from 
other players’ accounts in online games) to find money, but it’s 
illegal; now I use the same skills and experience in my work 
(as a game manager), and it’s legal. I feel great! (Youth g)

I love my job (working as a translator), and I can enjoy my 
beloved lifestyle while being able to support my life… (Youth j)

As stated by Youth a, the job created opportunities for him 
to build new social networks, which drove him away from 
delinquent behavior. As expressed by Youth e, jobs brought 
them a new identity, value, and meaning of life. As expressed by 
Youth g and Youth k, having legal jobs increased their self-esteem 
(Youth g). Besides, the verbatim accounts of Youth j reflected 
that he enjoyed his work, as it brought him a high quality of life. 
This implies that work of high quality helps prevent one from 
becoming helpful in delinquent behavior.

Employment

-.128****
-.404****

Delinquent 

behavior

R2= .565Level of hidden 

situation
c= .742**** (c’=.691****) 

FIGURE 3 | Mediation model of level of hidden situation, employment, and delinquent behavior (Path 2). ****p = .0000.

Employment
-.341****

.200****

Delinquent 

behavior

R2= .270Period of hidden 

situation
c= -.398**** (c’= -.330****) 

FIGURE 2 | Mediation model of period of hidden situation, employment, and delinquent behavior (Path 1). ****p = .0000.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry#articles
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry
http://www.frontiersin.org


Delinquent Behavior Among Youth in Hidden SituationChan

8 April 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 229Frontiers in Psychiatry | www.frontiersin.org

Other Reasons for Not Engaging in Delinquent 
Behavior due to Employment

Of course not (not engaging in delinquent behavior 
anymore). I do this (search for bugs) every day when I’m 
at work. No kidding! (He works as a programmer who is 
responsible for finding bugs in online games). (Youth d)

In the past, I didn’t earn money by myself, so I didn’t know 
how difficult money-making is … Now I earn $250 a day, 
which means that I can only get half an ounce of ketamine … 
so expensive! So I don’t take ketamine anymore now. (Youth i)

Now I’m more concerned about other people’s feelings. 
I’ve learnt to take other people’s perspectives before saying 
and doing anything. So I think that I was wrong (to uncover 
and bully other people on the Internet) before. (He works as a 
peer counselor) (Youth l)

On the other hand, participants showed other reasons for 
not engaging in delinquent behavior. For Youth d, employment 
offered him a legitimatized way to engage in bug-finding. Since 
his interests, potentials, and needs had already been fulfilled in 
his job, his drive to engage in delinquent behavior was weakened. 
For Youth i and Youth l, they gave up delinquent behavior 
including drug-taking (Youth i) and cyber bullying (Youth l) 
as they understood the importance of saving money (Youth i) 
and perspective-taking (Youth l), respectively. They thought that 
engaging in delinquent behavior wasted money (Youth i) and 
brought harm to others (Youth l).

In summary, all of the above verbatim accounts of participants 
show that young people in hidden situations have jobs, such as 
graphic design (Youth b), working as an online shop assistant 
(Youth c), programming (Youth d), webpage designing (Youth 
f), working as a game manager (Youth g), making cosplay 
costumes (Youth h), translation (Youth j), working as a sensory 
operator on the gaming platform (Youth k), and working as a peer 
counselor (Youth l). Participants have various reasons for ceasing 
delinquent behavior due to employment. In general, the reasons 
show coherence to the literature review, including increased sense 
of satisfaction brought about by the job, being more “at stake” 
(69, 1,044), and establishment of a new life and identity due to 
employment. Although the money earned from jobs might create 
opportunities for engaging in delinquent behavior [e.g., Ref. (60)], 
it does not apply in the case of the youth participants. It is the 
nature, quality, and meaningfulness of their jobs, as well as their 
outweighing of benefits and drawbacks of being delinquent, that 
effectively prohibit them from engaging in delinquent behavior.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Results showed that 15.1% of youths in hidden situations had 
jobs. They mainly worked in an Internet-based, home-based 
manner, with some of them being self-employed or working as 
freelancers, and they were able to make money from their jobs. 
This suggests that these youths’ being jobless is a prejudice; they 
are not necessarily those who lack social status as described in 
previous literature [e.g., Refs. (11, 12, 76)] but can engage in work 

during prolonged seclusion as their preferred lifestyle and use it 
to support their lives. Also, the relationship between employment 
and delinquent behavior was significant in the context of youths 
in hidden situations. Employment serves as a form of informal 
social control (38) or “meaningful social attachment” (95, 381) to 
reduce the likelihood of being involved in delinquent behavior by 
creating opportunities for supervising behavior, increasing the risk 
for offending, decreasing the idle time for offending, and allowing 
new opportunities to build new social networks. Also, employment 
helps youths in hidden situations to transform, develop a new 
identity, develop a new set of values, and enhance their self-esteem 
(37, 38, 48). Additionally, it is noted that the quality of jobs plays a 
part in these youth’s desistance in delinquent acts (28, 50). As stated 
in previous research, the importance of employment in reducing 
delinquent behavior is the positive experience that employment 
brings (e.g., perceiving a job as good and fulfilling, and enhancing 
self-worth), not just the nature of employment (e.g., full-time or 
part-time) (64, 96). In the case of the youths, it appears that not 
only the structure and stability of their jobs (e.g., working hours) 
are significant—when they love their jobs and think that their jobs 
help them pursue their preferred lifestyle, their employment can 
serve as a form of informal social control that effectively displaces 
the delinquent lives they used to have. All these suggest that the 
relationship between employment and delinquent behavior as 
stated in the existing literature could be applied in the context 
of youth in hidden situation. The work engaged by the youths 
in hidden situations displayed the same impact on reducing 
delinquent behavior as stated in traditional theories.

The results about the youths’ employment situations provoke 
reflections upon the concept of employment in Hong Kong. 
According to the Census and Statistics Department (23), 
“employed population” refers to “persons aged 15 and over who 
have been at work for pay or profit during the 7 days before 
enumeration or who have had formal job attachment”; although 
there are no clear definitions of “formal job attachment,” 
employment is commonly recognized as “working outside” [e.g., 
Ref. (24, 4)]. Also, despite the fact that the Hong Kong Standard 
Industrial Classification Version 2.0 (HSIC V2.0) has covered a 
variety of categories of industries (20 broad categories) including 
primary (e.g., “Agriculture, forestry and fishing”), secondary (e.g., 
“Manufacturing” and “Construction”), and tertiary industries 
(e.g., “Information and communications” and different service 
industries) (97, 12), the delineation of the categories is mostly 
based on the structure of the local economy (23). From the above 
definitions of employment, it is noticed that although various 
types of industries are recognized, the mode of work appears 
to be exclusive of home-based work. A probable result of this 
definition will be that some jobs, such as home-based work and 
Internet-based work, will not receive social recognition and these 
people will still be perceived as jobless or having low motivation 
to work even though they have contributed their labor to earn 
a living. In fact, alongside technological advancement, it is 
well known that Internet-and home-based work is increasingly 
popular among people in contemporary society (98); owing to 
the lifestyle of youths in hidden situations, these youths even play 
a part in pioneering this trend. Hence, in response to societal 
changes, the understanding of employment should change 
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accordingly and the stereotypical understanding of employment 
among the general public should be overturned.

To conclude, the results of this study show that young people 
in hidden situations, though not all of them, have work. This 
helps de-stigmatize them as a group of jobless youth who are 
socially isolated and have a fear of entering the labor market. 
Although, from a clinical perspective, prolonged hidden 
situation would lead to negative consequences including mental 
issues (e.g., depression and social anxiety), social isolation, and 
fear of engaging in interpersonal relationships [e.g., Refs. (99, 
100)], it is pointed out that as long as these youths can find 
out the interests and meaningfulness of work, they will be 
motivated to get a job again (101), which in turn buffers them 
from engaging in delinquent behavior. According to previous 
studies on youths in hidden situations (77, 102), being able to 
pursue the self-preferred interests during prolonged hidden 
situation brings about an enhanced sense of well-being and 
quality of life. Hence, the dominant judgments of these 
youth might no longer apply. Instead, it is necessary to view 
the young people in hidden situations and even the concept 
of employment from a brand-new angle. To address these 
implications, firstly, during practice, instead of encouraging 
young people in hidden situations to “re-engage into the 
mainstream society,” practitioners can try to adopt a youth-
oriented perspective to appreciate their choice of work life and 
the subsequent positive effects; meanwhile, practitioners can 
undergo parental education, to educate the parents of these 
youth about how they can support their children’s growth and 
development through allowing them to pursue the work they 
prefer, rather than forcing their children to step out of home 
and enter the mainstream labor market, which may not suit 
these young people’s needs. Through this kind of intervention, 
it not only helps advocate a change in the public concept about 
youths in hidden situations but also helps nurture positive 
growth and development of the youth as it acknowledges 
their uniqueness and individuality. Most importantly, owing 
to the positive values of home-based or Internet-based work 
engaged by youths in hidden situations, it is advocated that the 
definition of “employment” must be revised and enriched, with 
the meaning of formal work being extended to home-based 
work, Internet-based work, and freelance jobs, so as to respond 
to the societal changes and embrace the diversity in the concept 
of employment in society. The modification of the definition of 

employment will benefit not only youths in hidden situations 
but also other groups of youths who had jobs of similar nature.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES

The sampling method used in this study likely constitutes the 
limitation of this study. Since the participants were mainly 
recruited through the Internet, the sample might probably not be 
able to include young people in hidden situations who do not use 
the Internet. As such, the representability of the sample might be 
hindered. Hence, in the future, similar studies can be performed 
on participants who are recruited by other types of sources to see 
whether similar results can be derived.

Also, it is mentioned that the relationship between employment 
and delinquent behavior is affected by other factors, such as level 
of self-control and delinquent propensity [e.g., Refs. (49, 50)]; 
also, it is even pointed out that prior identity transformation (e.g., 
perceiving the delinquent career as costly rather than beneficial) 
must exist before employment serves as an effective social bond 
to buffer against delinquent behavior (103–105). To see if this 
also applies in the case of youths in hidden situations, in future 
studies these factors can be incorporated into the analysis, so as 
to further enrich the research of youths in hidden situations in 
terms of the relationship between employment and delinquent 
behavior (e.g., the intervening effect of identity change and 
employment in these youths’ desistance in delinquent behavior).
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