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Editorial

Advances in adolescent research in the Chinese culture:
reflections and future research directions

Daniel T.L. Shek, Rachel C.F. Sun and Joav Merrick

A survey of the literature showed由此 there are worrying trends
and phenomena related to the development of adolescents in
different p訂ts of the world, such as mental health problems,
abuse of psychotropic substances, suicide and unemployment
problems. In view of these growing adolescent developmen
tal issues, there is a need to understand the nature of these
problems so that appropriate preventive measures can be
devised. Unfortunately, advance in research on adolescence
is much slower than the growth of adolescent problems. For
ex剖nple， in a discussion of quality of life research in different
stages of the lifespan (1), it was observed that although much
research has been conducted to examine the quality of life of
people in different stages of the lifespan, such as adulthood
in general and old age in particul缸， there are comparatively
fewer research studies on the quality of life of children and
adolescents.

In addition, there are several deficits in the existing ado
lescent research studies. The first deficit concerns how ado
lescent behavior is explained and understood. Although there
are many studies examining adolescent behavior from a
psychological perspective (i.e. , micro-view) or sociological
perspective (i.e. , macro目view) ， there is a growing consensus
among social scientists and allied professionals maintaining
that human behavior is embedded in di宜'erent ecological sys
terns (e.g. , family system and macro socio-cultural system).
As such, it is obvious that a more holistic understanding of
adolescent behavior and the related phenomena with refer
ence to different systems is called for (2). With reference to
di旺erent micro- and macro-systems , the family system can be
regarded as an important developmental context, particularly
in the Asian culture. Unfortunately, studies on family quality
of life with reference to adolescents are sp缸se (1). There is
also growing concern about how families should be studied
as families commonly involve different members which are
more than aggregates of individuals. Methodologically speak
ing, studies on families can require different methodologies
(such as capturing the views of di旺'erent dyads) and statistical
analyses (such as hierarchicallinear modeling).

Second, as pointed out earlier (1), comparatively fewer
studies have examined quality of life of adolescents experi
encing economic disadvantage. Poverty has been a growing
glob

of four children in America live in poverty and 40% of poor
people in the United States are children. Because poverty is a
rising global problem, it is important to understand how peo
pIe explain the causes of poverty and the impact of poverty on
adolescents. Unfortunately, in contrast to the growing prob
lem of poverty in the global context, studies of poor families
have not received the same level of research focus as families
in the middle class. Obviously, more studies on adolescents
experiencing economic disadvantage in the contexts of fami
lies , communities and societies should be conducted.

Third, although there are numerous research studies on the
relationships between adolescents and their s位igni泣ifican叫It吋t血h

ers, such as p征ents and peers , there are comparatively fewer
studies examining how adolescents interact with old people,
and the issue of intergenerational solidarity is much under
researched. In particular, there is a paucity of research stud
ies on how adolescents perceive old people in the Chinese
culture. Obviously, with the growing aging population in the
global context, it is important to understand how adolescents
perceive and interact with old people.

The fourth limitation of the existing scientific literature
is that the majority of the studies have been conducted in
Western contexts based on Western p缸ticipants and com
paratively fewer studies have been conducted in di叮叮

ent Chinese contexts (3 , 4). For ex缸nple， with reference to
PsycINFO, although there were 75 ,086 citations when the
term “parenting" was used, s位i宜1刮il缸 search using “pa缸renting",

a組nd

in September 2010. Obviously, this is not a problem if the
assumption that parenting and the related phenomena are uni
versal in different cultures is valid. However, because culture
plays an important role in the definition and experience of
parenting, the predominance of studies based on non-Chinese
participants is an obvious limitation (5 , 6). Furthermore, there
are few studies examining the cross-cultural applicability of
family and parenting constructs which are mainly developed
in the West. As such, it is important to conduct more studies in
Chinese cultural contexts to understand cross-cultural di叮叮

ences in adolescent development. In p旺ticul缸， with reference
to the question of generalizability of parenting theories and
research findings generated from the Western con
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implication of these figures is that if any theory is claimed
to be universally applicable , relevant data from Chinese
people must be collected. Second, China has a history of
over 5,000 years and family has been strongly emphasized
in the Chinese culture. Cultural beliefs in Chinese culture
provide food for thought for researchers on adolescence in
non-Western cultures. Finally, with the establishment of a
Socialist political system in 1949, development of the Cul
tural Revolution in the mid-1960s to mid-1970s , and adop
tion of the open door policy and economic reforms in China
since late 1970s , it is important to examine how Chinese
adolescents and their families have been transformed in the
past decades.

Another deficit in the literature on adolescent research
concerns substance abuse. Probably because of the influ
ence of the popular culture and youth subculture, substance
abuse among young people has become an acute global prob
lem. Smoking, alcohol abuse, and use of illicit drugs such as
ecstasy and ketamine are growing concerns. As such, many
studies have been conducted to examine the risk and protec
tive factors and preventive drug education (2). Nevertheless,
comparatively fewer studies have been conducted to exam
ine treatment of young substance abusers. Scientific studies
on treatment among young substance abusers are important
because there is a need to better engage young substance
abusers in the treatment process (7). In addition, we know
ve可 little about treatment fears among young substance abus
ers and such understanding is important as far as evidence
based and e旺'ective treatment is concerned. As such, there is
a need to understand the help-seeking process and treatment
experiences of adolescent substance abusers.

Finally, with the changing landscape in the paradigms
of social science research, positivistic and post-positiv
istic research studies no longer monopolize adolescent
research, and studies adopting in峙中retive and construction
ist approaches become popular (8). Unfortunately, there are
few useful references in the field of adolescent medicine and
health addressing the similarities and di旺'erences of the two
approaches.

Against the above background, the papers in this special
issue attempt to address the missing gaps in adolescent devel
opme訓， medicine and health. The topics of adolescent issues
m出is special issue include conceptual gaps and m

Hong Kong , and treatment fears among young substance
abusers in Hong Kong. In addition, one conceptual paper and
one empirical paper on the application of interpretive and
social constructionist principles in adolescent research are
presented. We earnestly hope that these papers can constitute
food for thought for colleagues not just in different Chinese
communities but also in other p缸ts of the world.
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