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Psychological Trauma of Rapid Social 
Transformations: Korea’s Economic Crisis and Hong 

Kong after the Reunification 

Jungsik Kim, Sik Hung Ng & Jihyun Kim ∗ 

Abstract: »Psychologisches Trauma rascher sozialer Transformationen: Ko-
reanische Wirtschaftskrise und Hong Kong nach der Wiedervereinigung«. This 
article discusses the role of people’s subjective evaluations in the psychologi-
cal impact of significant social changes based on two studies: one in Korea af-
ter the economic crisis in 1997 and the other in Hong Kong after the reunifica-
tion with China in 1997. In the series of studies, the relations among people’s 
evaluation of social changes (pace and scope) in major social areas, the avail-
ability of coping resources, and psychological well-being were analyzed. Two 
studies commonly revealed that people’s subjective evaluations mediated the 
relationship between social changes and psychological well-being. Based on 
the results, the authors claim the benefits of utilizing the subjective evaluation 
to study significant social changes. 
Keywords: Social Change, Subjective Evaluation, Social Transformation, Psy-
chological Well-Being. 

 
As Hegel, the philosopher, once noted that everything changes and change 
itself is the only thing that does not change, change is vital to and characteristic 
of everything in the human world. As an organic entity, society is constantly 
changing due to many different forces (e.g., war, transportation, communica-
tion, economic exchange, etc.). In particular, today’s pace of change is incom-
parable: Sztompka (2000) named it “The Century of Change.” Due to rapid 
development in communication and media technology, the world is becoming a 
smaller and interconnected place. Hence, abrupt social changes such as the 
wars in the Middle East and the economic crisis in Asia were globally influen-
tial (Albrow, 1996; Hermans & Kempen, 1998; Marsella, 1998). Because so-
cial change is unavoidable in any society, many scholars in different areas, 
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including psychology and sociology, have studied the psychological conse-
quences of rapid social transformation through various approaches. 

One of the important approaches suggests viewing the consequences of so-
cial change as interactive outcomes that societal level changes are manifested at 
individual level. A number of psychologists and sociologists employ this alter-
native view to understand the individual level psychological processes that link 
the challenges on the societal level to individual reactions and long-term out-
comes of psychosocial adaptation (Pinquart & Silbereisen, 2004; Pinquart, 
Silbereisen, & Körner, 2009; Tomasik & Silbereisen, 2009). In other words, 
they assert that social change manifests itself in individually perceived “situ-
ational imperatives”, “appraisals”, or “demands” that individuals need to be-
come accustomed to (Elder, 1985; Pinquart & Silbereisen, 2004; Silbereisen et 
al., 2006).  

Sztompka (2000) coined the term “Cultural Trauma” to describe the impact 
of sudden social event in comparison with “trauma”, the medical term that 
denotes mental and physical damage caused by a sudden, abrupt, and extreme 
stressful life event. Cultural trauma occurs when the normative and cognitive 
context of human life and social actions lose its homogeneity, coherence, and 
stability. This social phenomenon is called the state of cultural disorientation, 
and such context may include revolution, radical economic change, collapse of 
the financial market, political upheaval, etc. Central point of this idea is the 
view that the individuals are agents. Thus, the change per se is important but 
what is more important is the individuals’ evaluation of social change. This 
view proposes the idea that social change can be traumatic to people as it is 
subjectively experienced without necessarily affecting the individuals’ actual, 
concrete lives. 

Based on such perspective, this article reports two studies conducted in two 
countries: Korea and Hong Kong which recently experienced major social 
transformations. The studies reported here are important in two aspects: it 
focuses on a micro level approach by concentrating on individuals’ subjective 
evaluation of social changes and it also adopts the Transactional Theory of 
Stress to provide a theoretical framework. 

Previous studies 
While social changes occur at a macro level, the influence of social changes is 
both social as well as personal. Many aspects of people’s lives are influenced 
by social changes (psychological well-being, child development, family life 
etc.). Among them, the question of how social change is related to psychologi-
cal well-being has caught the attention of many social theorists regardless of 
their discipline (Conger & Elder, 1994; Durkheim, 1893, 1997; Elder, 1999; 
Lauer, 1991; Noack & Boehnke, 1997; Pinquart & Silbereisen, 2004; Pinquart, 
Silbereisen, & Juang, 2004). Especially around the 1990’s, abundant studies 
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focused on rapid social transformations in the former USSR and in the former 
Eastern Bloc countries. These studies, although conducted in various academic 
disciplines, concurred that social change was related to major indicators of 
psychological well-being, such as suicide, depression, or mental hospital ad-
mission rate (Adwin & Revenson, 1986; Banks & Ullah, 1988; Barteley, 1987; 
Forkel & Silbereisen, 2001; Schroeder, 1997; Schwefel, Svensson, & Zollner, 
1987).  

Theoretical model: Relationship between social change and 
psychological well-being 

Regarding the relationship between social change and psychological well-
being, previous studies are divided into two opposite positions. The first re-
gards social change as a negative phenomenon viewing that social change 
generates negative outcomes. The most well-known theory was proposed by 
Durkheim (1997) who viewed that social changes result in ‘anomie,’ i.e. the 
state of an absence of norms and social-cultural integration, which negatively 
affects well-being. Hegelian and Marxian dialectic also concur with this view 
and proclaimed that social change brings about social costs. This position was 
widely supported in empirical studies that focused on economic changes, such 
as recession and unemployment, (Adwin & Revenson, 1986; Dooley & 
Catalano, 1980; Elder, 1999) and political and social transformations in Ger-
many (Schroeder, 1997), Russia (Balakrishnan, 1993; Sloutsky & Searle-
White, 1993), and Poland (Morris, 1998).  

However, there is also a noticeable argument that asserts social change is 
positively related to well-being. In sociology the idea of progress was once 
dominantly associated with social change. Social change was viewed to be 
synonymous with betterment, improvement, and amelioration of human condi-
tions. Social change was equated with such concepts as evolution, growth, and 
development (Sztompka, 2000). This view proposes that social change may 
provide the individuals with hope, excitement, and other positive opportunities 
to develop useful life skills and achieve self-actualization (Gersten, Langner, 
Eisenberg, & Orzeck, 1974; Wheaton, 1994; Veno & Thomas, 1980). For ex-
ample, Elder’s (1999) longitudinal studies illustrated that male adolescents who 
grew up during the Great Depression in the U.S. developed higher levels of 
adaptability and independence than cohorts who lived in more economically 
stable periods. By starting to work at an early age to support their families, they 
were provided with the opportunity to learn the adults’ roles early. Similarly, in 
East Germany after the unification, some positive consequence were reported: 
the prevalence of mental disorders declined among the young due to many new 
opportunities that were provided to them by the unification (Ihle et al., 2001) 
and family cohesion was increased in the case of parental unemployment 
(Noack, Hofer, Kracke, & Klein-Allermann, 1995). 
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The review of previous studies points out the heterogeneity of psychological 
impact of social change (see Pinquart & Sibereisen, 2004 for review) and sug-
gests that the relationship between social change and psychological well-being 
is still unclear and demands more empirical studies at both macro and micro 
levels. 

To integrate contrasting views on social change, we adopted Lazarus and 
Folkman’s (1984) Transactional Theory of Stress. The theory states that stress 
is an encounter with an environment that is appraised by the individual as tax-
ing his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being. According to 
this theory, any life or social event can be potentially stressful, but whether or 
not it really affects psychological and physical health is a function of people’s 
cognitive appraisal of the potentially stressful event and the availability of 
coping resources. If people judge that either the event is not threatening or they 
have the necessary resources to offset the threat, stress will not occur. Yet, if 
people judge that they lack adequate resources, the event will be appraised as 
threatening and result in deterioration of mental or physical health (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984). 

Similarly, social change is an encounter with a large-scale social event that 
brings alterations in broad life domains and requires people’s adaptations at 
various levels (Crockett & Silbereisen, 2000; Ihle, et al., 2001; Noack, Kracke, 
Wild, & Hofer, 2001). For example, during the economic crisis in Korea in 
1997, the alteration in life was not limited to macro level changes such as the 
increase of unemployment rate, but also included psychological and cultural 
changes such as work values. While the main industry in Korea moved onto 
high-tech industry, a highly individualistic and competitive work ethic began to 
emerge and quickly replaced the traditional work ethics based on a collective 
hierarchy and group goal achievement (Yoo, 2000). During this transition, 
people with adequate resources adapted to the social change successfully. They 
acquired new knowledge and skills through job training to find better paying 
jobs. Thus, the changing work environment was an opportunity for them for a 
better life (Ihle et al., 2001). People with limited resources on the other hand, 
for example, workers with minimum wage jobs, were easily alienated from job 
training and faced the same challenge with much more difficulties. 

In sum, the challenges from and coping with social change is similar to the 
typical stress coping process and the Transactional Theory of Stress provides a 
good theoretical tool to understand the relationship between social change and 
psychological well-being. Elder and Caspi (1990) also proposed a similar view 
in the Control Cycle Theory to explain the impact of abrupt social change on 
adolescents’ development, and a similar study was reported by Pinquart et al. 
(2004). Thus, the present study may not be the first to adopt an integrated stress 
theory to understanding the psychological impact of social change but it is an 
empirical effort to examine its theoretical excellence. 
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Methodological issue: 
Subjective experience of social change 

Previous studies on social change were limited to the analysis of macro level 
variables (Trommsdorff, 2000). For example, economic recession, political 
transformation, and unemployment were often used as variables to operation-
ally measure abrupt social change (Noack, Kracke, Wild & Hofer, 2001). As a 
result, how people subjectively perceive social change and its relation to psy-
chological well-being has been neglected in most researches researches 
(Noack, Kracke, Wild, & Hofer, 2001). 

However, subjective experience of social change can be as important as the 
actual social change for the following reasons. People interpret a certain social 
change, using their own criteria and judgment, and decide whether or not the 
social change is actually influencing their life in a more objective form. In 
general, psychology has a long history of focusing on the importance of subjec-
tive experiences in human behaviors. Gestalt theory (Lewin, 1935) views that 
human beings live in their subjective psychological field and a crucial factor to 
understanding the individual’s experience lies in one’s own interpretation. 
Therefore, we must focus on the person’s own subjective experiences of the 
social world, not on objective analysis. Thus, individuals may exhibit very 
different cognitive and emotional reactions to seemingly similar stressful 
events (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

Similarly, the individual experience of social change is also subjective in 
that people tend to respond purposefully to a changing environment by selec-
tively perceiving events and attributing meaning to these events. Scholars point 
out that only the social changes meaningful to an individual’s subjective psy-
chological space may have an important influence on the individual’s mental 
health (Doerfel-Baasen & Rauh, 2001; Kameoka & Marsella, 1999). This view 
is well formulated in Sztompka’s (2000) “Cultural Trauma Theory”. It is stated 
that people usually experience the state of trauma from the actual occurrence of 
a significant social event, but “trauma” may also arise when people subjec-
tively interpret a disturbing social condition as potentially traumatiz-
ing.Cultural trauma often occurs when people experience rapid, substantial 
social transformation. Cultural trauma results in a state so-called ‘cultural dis-
orientation.’ Cultural disorientation appears when sudden, unexpected, and 
wide-ranging novelty of unaccustomed way of life, emerging due to radically 
changed technological, economic, or political condition. Then, people find out 
that the induced new patterns of actions clash with the old traditional culture. 
Disorientation, it itself, does not necessarily turn into cultural traumas. A 
trauma occurs only when such maladjustment, tensions, and clashes are per-
ceived and experienced as problems, thereby troubling the individuals. Thus, 
individuals’ role in interpreting social change is important. If people define 
situations as real, they are real in their consequences (Merton, 1996). Thus, 
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there may be traumas that are not rooted in any real traumatizing events but 
only in the widespread evaluations and imaginations of such events. Sztompka 
(2000) mentions that “if enough people believe in an imminent invasion from 
Mars, widespread panic will result.” Therefore, in the time of social change, 
not all members of society experience the effects of social change at the same 
time, to the same degree, or in the same way. Even in times of rapid social 
change, only some people actually experience such macro level changes as an 
event that may affect their individual lives. Even when people are objectively 
affected by certain changes, they need not necessarily be aware of the changes, 
or of any changes in their own beliefs and behaviors (Trommsdorff, 2000). 

Reviewed literature suggests that people may develop anxiety, depression, 
and worry because they view societal changes too rapidly. Specifically, if a 
person is keenly aware of a social event, the person may be more vulnerable to 
the possible negative consequences of certain significant changes compared to 
others who are less aware of such changes. The rapid development of commu-
nication and media technology today seems to enable people to gain prompt 
knowledge on changes occurring around the world, which may enormously 
increase their awareness of social changes indirectly but just as vividly as ac-
tual changes. Therefore, an increasing number of scholars have recently fo-
cused on the evaluation of social change as one way to study social change and 
its consequence on psychological well-being (Noack, Kracke, Wild, & Hofer, 
2001; Pinquart & Silbereisen, 2004; Trommsdorff, 2000). 

Two Studies 
Considering the importance of social change as subjective experience, studies 
have been conducted in two countries, Korea and Hong Kong, that experienced 
significant, large scaled, and abrupt social changes while focusing on individu-
als’ subjective experiences. Both studies used the Transactional Theory of 
Stress as the theoretical model to explain the influences of perceived social 
changes on psychological well-being.  

The theoretical model of the two studies is presented in Figure 1. In the 
model, it is conceptualized that the evaluation of social change may have two 
aspects: pace and scope. Pace of change was viewed as a critical factor that 
could bring negative consequences to mental and physical health (Sztompka, 
2000, Toffler, 1980), both at theoretical level and at empirical level (Lauer & 
Lauer, 1976), in many studies such as recession and unemployment in Europe 
and the U.S. (Adwin & Revenson, 1986; Banks & Ullah, 1988; Bartley, 1987; 
Dooley & Catalano, 1980; Elder, 1999; Schwefel, Svensson, & Zollner, 1987), 
and political and social transformations in Germany (Schroeder, 1997). The 
scope of social change was defined by how broadly social change influences 
people’s life (Sztompka, 2000). It proposes that both the pace and the scope of 
social change would potentially increase the negative evaluation of social 
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change. Thus, it was predicted that the pace of social change will be related to 
the negative evaluation of social change (Path A). Since the concept of per-
ceived scope of social change is newly proposed in this study, there is currently 
no empirical research available on how differently the extent of social change 
may affect the psychological well-being. Yet, it was predicted that the social 
changes occurring in broad social areas would also burden people more than 
the social changes occurring in limited areas of society (Path B). 

In the proposed model, the key factor is the evaluation of social change. Ap-
plying the Transactional Theory of Stress, social change is potentially a stressor 
but the actual influence of social change on psychological well-being will be 
determined by people’s appraisal of social change and the availability of per-
ceived coping resources. Thus, the evaluation of social change is proposed as 
the key mediating variable connecting three types of latent variables, which are 
evaluations of social change (pace and scope), coping resources (personal and 
social) and psychological well-being (well-being and ill-being). In other words, 
evaluations of social change lead people to judge social change as potentially 
negative, as predicted by Path A and B, but the final impact on psychological 
well-being will be determined by the reflection of the availability of coping 
resources, especially personal resources (Path C). 

In the model, the mediation effect of coping resources proposes that social 
resources be expressed through personal resources. According to Symbolic 
Interaction Theory (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934), an individual defines one’s 
sense of self using feedbacks from significant others in his or her social envi-
ronment. By internalizing the positive evaluative judgments of others in vari-
ous settings, individuals can define by themselves, positively or negatively. As 
a result, individuals’ self-worth increases by rendering the support, understand-
ing, and positive regard of others (Cutrona & Troutman, 1986; Harter, 1986; 
Harter, 1998; Major et. al., 1990; Newcomb & Keefe, 1997; Rosenberg, 1985; 
Sarason, Saraon, & Pierce, 1994; Salzman & Holahan, 2002). Individuals who 
have more emotional and psychological support can attempt to accomplish 
goals with less fear of failure, and therefore have more opportunities to develop 
mastery experience compared to those with less social support (Bandura, 
1997). Consequently, the mediation model of coping resources predicts that 
social resources bolster personal resources (Path D). 

Psychological well-being is conceptualized through two latent variables: 
well-being and ill-being to the recommendation of the dual factor model of 
psychological well-being (Lawton, Moss, Kleban, & Glicksman, 1991; 
Meehan, 1999). Hence, the hypothesized model postulates that the evaluation 
of social change is separately related to well-being (Path E) and ill-being (Path 
F). 
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Figure 1: Theoretical Model 

 

Korea Study 
The first study (Kim, 2008) focuses on social change in Korea. Korea was hit 
with economic crisis in 1997. While many Asian countries suffered from the 
same crisis, the economic crisis was particularly critical to the Korea society. 
The GNI (Gross National Income) in 1998, dropped from $ 11,380 to $6,823, 
which was equivalent to that of 1991, representing a 40 % loss in one year. The 
unemployment rate, which had been as low as 2 % for the previous 10 years, 
skyrocketed to 8.1 % (Chang, 1999). The poverty population doubled in 1998, 
but did not decrease until 2000 (Kim & Park, 2000). Economic recession dur-
ing this period was especially traumatic since the Korean people had been 
experiencing continued economic growth for four decades since 1950 and 
never suffered from any sort of recession during this time. 

The most traumatic result of economic hardship was family disorganization. 
Due to economic hardship and difficulty in getting a job, young couples 
avoided pregnancy resulting in birth rate drop from 1.8 to 1.71, drastically 
increased number of parents sent their children away to foster families, tempo-
rary care centers or orphanages and failed to bringing them back home, and 
divorce rate increased due to conflicts caused by economic hardship (Hwang, 
2000). According to a survey conducted in 1999, 11 per-cent of the respondents 
experienced some form of domestic violence after a major layoff in 1997. 
Homeless issue became a social problem for the first time since the Korean 
War (Kim, 1999). 
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Unemployment and education interacted with each other. After the crisis, 
many companies in Korea switched from hiring regular workers to hiring non-
standard workers, reaching 20 per-cent of the total worker population in 1999, 
who were not provided with compensation, benefits, or job security (Shim, 
1999). Economic crisis especially increased young populations’ unemployment 
rate. The collapse of the middle class resulted in many college students drop-
ping out to support their family. They could not compete in tougher job compe-
tition owing to lack of education, and eventually became either unemployed or 
nonstandard workers, resulting in a vicious circle. 

Work-related culture was drastically affected as well. The lifetime employ-
ment tradition that had ensured job security since the beginning of Korea’s 
industrialization was abandoned by most companies in order to survive in the 
extremely competitive period. The cessation of lifetime employment suddenly 
goaded the Korean people into meeting very high level of competition in the 
job market, which subsequently changed people’s attitude toward work values 
dramatically. These social changes have left many middle aged Korean work-
ers with worry, anxiety, and extremely high rates of competition and unem-
ployment (Yoo, 2000). 

The political environment between 1997 and 2000 was also characterized 
with crisis, turmoil, and instability. A series of political corruptions (mostly 
originated from the previous regime) instigated conflicts between the conserva-
tives and the liberalists, resulting in a continuously unstable political situation 
(Kim, 2004). Revolutionary progress in technology was another important 
aspect of social change in Korea during this period. Around year 2000, due to 
high-rocketed development in the computer and high-tech industry, a lay per-
son’s life in Korea also changed drastically; becoming very closely connected 
with the use of the technology. It is reported that faced with such rapid changes 
in technology, middle-aged workers of Korea developed an alarmingly in-
creased rate of phobia and anxiety since they were less capable of catching up 
with the latest technology (Yoo, 2000). 

Therefore, social changes in Korea reviewed here indicates that Korea ex-
perienced significant changes throughout most social areas during this period 
of time (Jang, 2003; Kim, 2004) and, therefore, leads to a prediction that the 
Korean people were notably traumatized by such changes in society. 

Preliminary study 
Before evaluations of social change at pace and scope were measured, a pre-
liminary study was conducted to identify the types of social changes that were 
perceived as significant by the lay people. In previous studies on social change, 
researchers chose what types of social changes they would focus on, through a 
priori judgment. The choice of social change types was rarely driven from lay 
people’s perspectives. Although the researchers’ insight is important, this arti-
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cle is more interested in lay people’s subjective experiences. As reviewed (Do-
erfel-Baasen & Rauh, 2001; Kameoka & Marsella, 1999; Sztompka, 2000), 
certain social changes seem more important to some people than others at any 
given time. Therefore, the preliminary study aimed to identify the types of 
social changes perceived as most significant from lay people’s perspectives. 

Ninety-six people participated in the preliminary study. The participants 
were randomly chosen and contacted from a local telephone directory. On 
participants’ agreement, an open-ended survey was mailed to each participant. 
In the open-ended survey, participants were asked to think of specific social 
changes which had occurred most recently or were still occurring in Korea, and 
list as many as they could. 

Analysis was conducted in two steps. First, participants’ responses to the 
open-ended questionnaire were sorted into several social categories. For exam-
ple, “income drops” and “unemployment increases” were placed in the cate-
gory of economy. Two graduate students from the psychology department 
participated in the coding process. The items for social changes were first 
coded by each graduate student and then were later compared against each 
another. As a result, five social areas emerged: politics, economy, health and 
welfare, technology, and crime. 

In the second step, for each of the social changes in the five categories, the 
number of participants that listed them was counted. This technique deduced 
the relative importance of each type of social change compared to changes 
occurring in other social areas. Table 1 presents the list of social changes. So-
cial changes listed by 50 or more participants (out of 96 participants) were 
included in Table 1. It was assumed that the more frequently an item was listed, 
the more important the item was in regard to the type of change. The largest 
number of participants reported changes in economy, suggesting that the most 
significant types of changes occurred in this area. On average, social changes in 
economy were listed by 76 participants. Among the listed items, the most fre-
quently listed change was “economic crisis” (listed by 90 participants), which 
confirmed that social changes in economy was the most significant type of 
changes. The specific types of social change listed in Table 1 were used in the 
main study to asses three aspects of social change: scope, pace, and evaluation. 
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Table 1: List of significant types of social changes in Korea (N = 96) 

Social area Type of Social Change 
Number of 
respondents 

1.Democratization through change of political regime (81) 
2. Political corruption  (76) 
3. Increase of disinterest in politics (73) 
4. Increase of regional conflicts (70) 
5. Decrease of political protests (65) 
6. Increase in activities of non-governmental organizations (55) 
7. Decrease of political ideology conflicts (53) 

Politics 

 M = 68 
1. Economic crisis (90) 
2. Increase of unemployment rate (84) 
3. Income drops (81) 
4. Collapse of middle class (80) 
5. Increase of the homeless (73) 
6. Inflation (71) 
7. Increase of people in poverty (66) 
8. Collapse of life long employment system (53) 
9. Collapses of plutocratic corporations (economic moguls) (50) 

Economy 

 M = 72 
1. Development in use of biomedical technology (79) 
2. More access to health services (74) 
3. Increase of number of mental patients (65) 
4. Increasing supplies of medicare services (61) 
5. Increase of health care expense (52) 

Health and 
Welfare 

 M = 66 
1. Development of computer/internet technology  (91) 
2. Development of technology (other areas but computer technology) (88) 
3. Popular use of technology (e.g., cellular phone) (83) 
4. Virtual/online culture (71) 
5. Booming of online and dot.com business (64) 
6. Increase of internet café (59) 

Technology 

 M = 76 
1. Increase of violent crimes (e.g., murder increases) (76) 
2. Increase of computer crimes (e.g., virus, internet fraud, hacking) (72) 
3. Increase of sex crimes crime (62) 
4. Increase of gangviolence  (57) 
5. Increase of hate crime (53) 
6. Increases of adolescent criminals (51) 

Crime 

 M = 62 
Note: Numbers indicate the frequency by which each social change was listed by participants.  
Only examples of social changes listed by more than half participants are included. 
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Main study 
The preliminary study revealed the types of social changes that were perceived 
as significant to the Korean people. Based on these findings, the main study 
assessed the Korean people’s perception of social changes at three levels (pace, 
scope, and evaluation) and examined how they were related to coping resources 
and psychological well-being. In the main study, 250 people (141 males, 
56.4%, mean age = 31.4, SD = 6.3; 109 females, 43.6%, mean age = 28.7, SD = 
5.2)) working at various companies located in Seoul, the capital city, partici-
pated in the survey. 

Measurements 

Perceived Social Change. To measure the perceived scope of social change, 
different types of changes, which were revealed as important in the Preliminary 
study, were liste throughout the five social areas (politics, economy, health and 
social welfare, technology, and crime). Survey participants reported their sub-
jective evaluations about the scope and magnitude of each social change (e.g., 
“To what extent is [increase of poverty population] happening in our soci-
ety?”). Pace of social change was measured in a similar fashion except that it 
focused on the pace of change. Participants reported their subjective evalua-
tions about the pace of each social change in the five social categories (e.g., 
“How fast or slow is [increase of poverty population] happening in our soci-
ety?”). Participants also reported how they evaluated each social change in the 
five social areas (e.g., “how desirable or undesirable is [increase of poverty 
population]?”). The scales used for all measures of perceived social change 
ranged from 1 to 6. 

Psychological Well-Being. Satisfaction with life was measured by using the 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), Satis-
factions with different life domains (health, marriage, family, finances, job, 
friends, housing, and leisure) were also measured. Positive emotions were 
measured by using four words indicating the emotional states (happiness, con-
fidence, peace, and optimism), and Negative emotions were measured by using 
five words indicating the negative emotional states (anger, fear, sadness, 
shame, and anxiety).In addition, Psychosomatic symptoms were also measured 
because it is known that people in Korea often display their mental states 
through psychosomatic symptoms. Eight symptoms (headache, acid stomach, 
insomnia, increased heartbeat, heartbeat, loss of appetite, heartburns, and feel-
ing heavy) were measured. These symptoms, which were often reported by the 
Koreans (Shin, 1998), were selected from the Brief Symptom List (Derogatis & 
Spencer, 1992). Measures for psychological well-being were assessed using 6-
point scale.  

Coping Resources. Self-efficacy was measured by using the Self-Efficacy 
Scale which was developed by Sherer et al. (1982). Self-esteem was measured 
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by using the Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), which was designed to 
measure the global feeling of self-worth or self-acceptance. Social support was 
measured by using the Provision of Social Relations (Turner, 1992). Measures 
for coping resources were assessed using 6-point scale. 

Results 
First, descriptive analysis of the perceived social change was conducted (Table 
2). Because it was predicted that social change would be perceived at three 
different dimensions and the changes in different social areas would be viewed 
by participants to a different extent, the evaluations of social changes were 
compared across different social categories. 

Table 2: Evaluations of Social Change in Korea by Different Social Areas 

Scope 
of Change 

Pace 
of Change 

Evaluation 
of Change 

 

M SD M SD M SD 
Politics 2.64 1.44 2.12 1.28 3.09 1.31 
Economy 4.94 1.22 4.20 1.33 3.11 1.29 
Health and Welfare 3.39 1.28 3.12 1.25 3.28 1.31 
Technology 4.80 1.24 4.70 1.66 2.66 1.31 
Crime 4.20 1.84 4.35 2.11 3.10 1.27 

Note. 1. N = 250. 
2. Scope of social change (1= not at all, 6 = very much); pace of social change (1= very slow, 
6 = very fast), evaluation of change (1 = very positive, 6 = very negative). 

 
As predicted, it was found that overall evaluations of social change in three 

aspects differed across social categories. In the ‘pace of change’ dimension, 
technology was perceived as the most rapidly changing social area (M = 4.70, 
SD = 1.66) followed by economy (M = 4.20, SD = 1.33) and crime (M = 4.35, 
SD = 2.11). In the ‘scope of change’ dimension, economy was perceived as the 
greatest scope change (M = 4.94, SD = 1.12). The scope of change in politics 
was viewed as the least changing (M = 2.64, SD = 1.44). ‘Evaluation’ of social 
change showed different patterns. The changes in health and social welfare 
were viewed most negatively (M = 3.28, SD = 1.31). 

A repeated measure analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed that pace, 
scope, and evaluation of social change differed significantly across five social 
areas. The evaluations of social change also differed across five social areas. 

Thus, the results of the descriptive analysis indicate that participants per-
ceived the same type of social change to a different extent in the three dimen-
sions of social change (i.e., pace, scope, and evaluation). This indicates that the 
survey participants perceived three aspects of social change as qualitatively 
different dimensions. For example, one may perceive the pace of change in the 
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economy as the fastest, but he or she may evaluate social change in other social 
areas more negatively. 

Structural equation model analysis was employed to examine the multiple 
relationships among the perceived social change, evaluation of social change, 
psychological well-being, and coping resources. This statistical technique pro-
vides knowledge on how well the proposed model would fit with the collected 
data. The analysis consists of two parts: constructing a measurement model and 
performing latent model tests. The measurement model examines how well 
theoretically constructed variables are well measured by the observed variables 
that were actually used. The structural model examines the interrelationships 
among latent variables that are built with the observed variables. 

As a result, the fit indices of the measurement model indicated that the ini-
tial model was acceptable, χ2 (231, N = 250) = 695.81, p < .001, χ2 /df = 2.96, 
NFI = .95, TLI = .97, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06 (90% CI: lower bound = .08, 
upper bound = .04). Factor loadings of indicators ranged from .52 to .97, pre-
senting a satisfactory model fit. 

Following the measurement model analysis, a latent model test was con-
ducted to examine the mediation process of the evaluation of negative social 
change. The Korea study examined several competing models that had differ-
ent patterns of path connections among the variables to find a best fiting model. 
The initially proposed model predicted that the evaluation of social change 
would act as a mediating variable between the perceived pace and scope of 
social change and psychological well-being, as well as between coping re-
sources (social and personal) and psychological well-being (well-being and ill-
being). It was also predicted that social resources would be mediated through 
personal resources. 

The initial model reported a satisfactory model fit but was revised in minor 
by examining the model fit of competing models. As a result, it was revised 
into a hybrid model that includes direct paths and mediation paths from coping 
resources. Because the path from personal resources to psychological well-
being was highly significant in the model modification process, the final model 
added direct paths from personal resources to well-being and ill-being. The 
model predicted both mediation and direct influence from personal sources to 
well-being and only mediated influence from social resources. The final model 
is presented in Figure 2. 

Final model had a satisfactory model fit; χ2 = (263, N = 250) = 678.46, p < 
.001, χ2 /df = 2.83, NFI = .96, TLI = .97, CFI =.98, RMSEA = 0.04 (90% CI: 
lower bound = 01, upper bound = .05). In the model, 26.31 percent of the vari-
ance in well-being and 51.20 percent of the variance in ill-being were ex-
plained by the combination of the perceived scope, pace, and evaluation of 
social change. 
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Figure 2: Final structural model of social change and psychological well-being 
in Korea  

 
Note: 
1. N = 250 
2. PEMO = Positive Emotion, SWL = Satisfaction with Life, SLD = Satisfaction with Life 
Domains,  
Somatic = Somatic Symptoms, NEMO = Negative Emotions. 
3. All path coefficients are significant at p < .01 
4. Model fit indices: χ2 = 678.46***, df =240, χ2 /df = 2.83, NFI = .96, TLI = .97, CFI =.98, 
RMSEA =.05,  
CI for RMSEA = .03 (lower), .05(upper) 

 
Several noteworthy findings emerged from the final model. First, both scope 

and pace of social change were inversely related to the evaluation of social 
change, which indicated that the more rapidly and to a greater scope people 
perceived the occurring social change, the more negatively they viewed the 
social change. Second, two major mediation processes by the evaluation of 
change were revealed. The evaluation of social change mediated the relation-
ship between the perceived scope and pace of social change and psychological 
well-being (well-being and ill-being). Direct paths were not found between the 
perceived pace and scope of social change and psychological well-being. The 
evaluation of social change also mediated personal resources and psychological 
well-being. The connection between personal resources and well-being and ill-
being mediated through the evaluation of social change (β = -.17, p < .001) for 
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well-being and (β =.33, p < .001) for ill-being, although they had direct paths to 
well-being (β=79, p < .001) and ill-being (β = -.58, p < .001). As predicted, 
social resources were highly associated with personal resources (β =.77, p < 
.001), indicating that people with more perceived social resources would have a 
higher sense of personal resources. These results supported the predication that 
the evaluation of the stressors is a key to health outcome results, which are 
based on the availability of coping resources. 

The second analysis in Korea Study was performed to examine the modera-
tion effects by the coping resources. Both personal and social resources have 
been demonstrated as moderators to buffer the impact of stress on psychologi-
cal well-being (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Jex & Bliese, 1999; Pinquart, et al., 
2004). Mediation and moderation models have both advantages and disadvan-
tages. In general, the mediation model is informative on the questions such as 
‘how are variables related with each other?’ by explaining multiple structural 
relationships among different variables in the model (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 
For example, it is informative to know that personal resources influence well-
being indirectly through the mediation of the evaluation of negative social 
change. However, interpretations from a mediation model are often limited to 
depicting correlation based relationships. A mediation model can be vulnerable 
to conceptual confusion due to possible correlations between variables in a 
model. Some theorists view coping resources, such as self-esteem, as indicators 
of psychological well-being (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Therefore, any correlation 
between well-being and coping resource measures may confuse an explanation 
about the power of coping resources in stress reduction. As a result, this study 
also tested for moderation effects of personal and social resources following 
the mediation model test. Testing both mediation and moderation effects in one 
study is not unusual and is found recently in some studies (Wei, Mallinckrodt, 
Russell, & Abraham, 2004) and such method would provide more in-depth 
knowledge of coping resources’ effects. 

To test the moderation effects by coping resources, multi-group analyses 
were performed for each of the three coping resources, respectively. In order to 
conduct multi-group analyses, the sample was divided into two groups based 
on whether the participants scored above or below the median score on each of 
the coping resource measures. The baseline unconstrained model, in which all 
structural paths were freely estimated, was then compared with the constrained 
model, in which all structural paths (those between the latent constructs) were 
constrained to be equal. In this procedure, if the unconstrained model and the 
constrained model showed significant difference in the Chi-square test, it can 
be interpreted that the difference is due to the constrained factor. The results of 
difference tests between the unconstrained models and the model with all path 
constrained are presented in Table 3(a). For self-efficacy as the moderator, the 
Chi-square difference between the two models was ∆χ2 (49) = 344.92, p < .001. 
This indicated that the structural paths were not invariant across two groups. 
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The differences were also significant across high and low groups of self-esteem 
(∆χ2 (49) = 388.72, p < .001) and social support, ∆χ2 (49) = 309.78, p < .001, 
indicating that all coping resources had moderating effects on structural paths. 
In multi-group analysis of SEM, an extra step is taken to compare constrained 
and unconstrained models. If the constrained model is judged to be different 
from the unconstrained model, the unconstrained model is again compared to a 
series of other constrained models where each of the structural paths is con-
strained at equal statuses to discern which structural path is not invariant. The 
difference is interpreted as being caused by the specific path. 

Table 3(b) illustrates the changes in path coefficients that indicate whether 
the paths between the evaluation of social change and psychological well-being 
were changed by different levels of coping resources. Inspection of changes in 
path coefficients showed that coping resources buffered the impact of evalua-
tion of negative social change on well-being and ill-being. 

The only non-significant difference was the path between evaluation of 
change and well-being, which indicated a slight improvement on well-being, 
but was not at a significant level. The path coefficient between the evaluation 
of social change and well-being became significantly smaller in the high cop-
ing resource group. The test of invariance of structural path on the evaluation 
of negative social change to ill-being showed similar results. 

Discussion 
Two important results were obtained from the Korea Study. First, the subjec-
tive evaluation of social change was significantly related with psychological 
well-being. Second, it also revealed that the employing the theoretical model, 
Transactional Model of Stress, was valid to explain the relationship. Evaluation 
process of social change mediated the perceived pace and scope of social 
change on psychological well-being. And this evaluation was influenced by the 
perceived extent of coping resources. The moderation effects of coping re-
sources were also found. All together, the Korea study showed initial confirma-
tion that the focus on individuals’ subjective experience is a valid approach. 
 
.



Re
su

lts
 o

f m
ul

ti-
gr

ou
p 

an
al

ys
is

 a
nd

 m
od

er
at

io
n 

ef
fe

ct
 b

y 
co

pi
ng

 re
so

ur
ce

s 

Ta
bl

e 
3 

(a
): 

M
od

el
 fi

t i
nd

ic
es

 

M
od

er
at

in
g 

V
ar

ia
bl

e 
M

od
el

 c
om

pa
re

d 
χ2 

df
 

χ2 /d
f 

∆χ
2 

∆χ
2 /∆

df
 

N
FI

 
TL

I 
C

FI
 

R
M

SE
A

 

U
nc

on
st

ra
in

ed
 m

od
el

 
12

50
.1

5 
48

2 
2.

59
 

 
 

.9
4 

.9
5 

.9
7 

.0
8 

Se
lf-

ef
fic

ac
y 

Pa
th

 c
oe

ff
ic

ie
nt

s c
on

-
st

ra
in

ed
 to

 b
e 

eq
ua

l 
15

95
.0

7 
53

1 
3.

00
 

34
4.

92
 

7.
03

**
* 

.9
2 

.9
3 

.9
1 

.0
8 

U
nc

on
st

ra
in

ed
 m

od
el

 
12

54
.4

9 
48

2 
2.

06
 

 
 

.9
5 

.9
6 

.9
4 

.0
9 

Se
lf-

es
te

em
 

Pa
th

 c
oe

ff
ic

ie
nt

s c
on

-
st

ra
in

ed
 to

 b
e 

eq
ua

l 
16

43
.2

1 
53

1 
3.

09
 

38
8.

72
 

7.
93

**
* 

.9
0 

.9
3 

.9
2 

.0
9 

U
nc

on
st

ra
in

ed
 m

od
el

 
11

29
.2

8 
48

2 
2.

34
 

 
 

.9
4 

.9
2 

.9
6 

.0
8 

So
ci

al
 su

pp
or

t 
Pa

th
 c

oe
ff

ic
ie

nt
s c

on
-

st
ra

in
ed

 to
 b

e 
eq

ua
l 

14
39

.0
6 

53
1 

2.
71

 
30

9.
78

 
6.

32
**

* 
.9

2 
.9

5 
.9

3 
.0

9 

  



Ta
bl

e 
3 

(b
): 

C
ha

ng
es

 in
 st

an
da

rd
iz

ed
 v

al
ue

 fo
r m

od
er

at
io

n 
ef

fe
ct

 

C
ha

ng
es

 in
 st

an
da

rd
iz

ed
 p

at
h 

co
ef

fic
ie

nt
s 

 
Se

lf-
ef

fic
ac

y 
Se

lf-
es

te
em

 
So

ci
al

 su
pp

or
t 

Pa
th

 in
 st

ru
ct

ur
al

 m
od

el
 

Lo
w

 to
 h

ig
h 

Lo
w

 to
 h

ig
h 

Lo
w

 to
 h

ig
 

Sc
op

e 
→

 e
va

lu
at

io
n

.4
6 
→

 .4
1 

(n
s)

 
.4

1 
→

 .1
9 

(*
**

)
.2

4 
→

 .3
2 

(*
)

Pa
ce

 →
 e

va
lu

at
io

n
.1

5 
→

 .1
2 

(n
s)

 
.1

9 
→

 .0
8 

(*
**

)
.3

3 
→

 .0
9 

(*
**

)
Ev

al
ua

tio
n 
→

 w
el

l-b
ei

ng
-.

19
 →

 -.
22

 (n
s)

 
-.

43
 →

 -.
07

 (*
**

)
-.

21
 →

 -.
08

 (*
**

)
Ev

al
ua

tio
n 
→

 il
l-b

ei
ng

.6
7 
→

 .1
9 

(*
**

) 
.7

1 
→

 .0
7 

(*
**

)
.4

9 
→

 .0
7 

(*
**

)
Pe

rs
on

al
 →

 w
el

l-b
ei

ng
.7

8 
→

 .6
8 

(*
**

) 
.6

0 
→

 .5
3 

(n
s)

.7
8 
→

 .6
3 

(*
*)

Pe
rs

on
al

 →
 il

l-b
ei

ng
-.3

4 
→

 -.
64

 (*
**

) 
-.

27
 →

 -.
59

 (*
**

)
-.

48
 →

 -.
67

 (*
**

)
So

ci
al

 →
 p

er
so

na
l

.8
4 
→

 .5
1 

(*
**

) 
.8

1→
 .4

3 
(*

*)
.8

6→
 .6

4 
(*

**
)

N
ot

e.
 

1.
 ∆
χ2 

re
pr

es
en

ts
 th

e 
di

ff
er

en
ce

 in
 c

hi
-s

qu
ar

e 
be

tw
ee

n 
un

co
ns

tra
in

ed
 m

od
el

 a
nd

 th
e 

sp
ec

ifi
c 

m
od

el
 in

 q
ue

st
io

n;
  

2.
 N

FI
 =

 B
en

tle
r-

B
on

ne
t F

it 
In

de
x,

 T
LI

 =
 T

uc
ke

r-
Le

w
is

 In
de

x,
 C

FI
 =

 c
om

pa
ra

tiv
e 

fit
 in

de
x;

 R
M

SE
A

 =
 ro

ot
s m

ea
n 

sq
ua

re
 e

rr
or

 o
f a

pp
ro

xi
m

at
io

n 
 

3.
 P

ac
e 

= 
pa

ce
 o

f s
oc

ia
l c

ha
ng

e,
 s

co
pe

 =
 s

co
pe

 o
f s

oc
ia

l c
ha

ng
e,

 e
va

lu
at

io
n 

= 
ev

al
ua

tio
n 

of
 s

oc
ia

l c
ha

ng
e,

 p
er

so
n 

= 
pe

rs
on

al
 re

so
ur

ce
s, 

so
ci

al
 =

 s
oc

ia
l 

re
so

ur
ce

s 
4.

 A
ll 

in
di

vi
du

al
 p

at
hs

 w
er

e 
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

 fo
r b

ot
h 

su
bg

ro
up

s. 
5.

 *
 p

 <
 .0

5,
 *

* 
p 

< 
.0

1,
 *

**
 p

 <
 .0

01
 

  



 139

Hong Kong study: 
Replication and validation of Korea study 

The next study focused on the Hong Kong society. The Hong Kong study was 
conducted to examine the validity of the structural model that was supported in 
Korea. To become a general model, the model proposed in Korea Study should 
be valid in other countries that also experienced significant social changes 
regardless of the type of social changes. 

Hong Kong was chosen as the venue for this purpose because the country 
experienced a historical social change: the reunification with the People’s Re-
public of China in 1997. As scholars studying the German case pointed out, 
unification is a prototype of abrupt social change. Hong Kong had been a col-
ony of the British for almost 200 years. From the Tiananmen Incident in 1989 
to Hong Kong’s own political reform in 1992 and its later reunification with 
the PRC in 1997, in the short span of ten years, Hong Kong has experienced 
many critical social changes. However, the reunification was, in many ways, 
the climax of these changes. The reunification was not only a symbol of the 
end of British colonial rule, but was simultaneously an important political 
experiment: two ideologies, capitalism and communism, would henceforth 
coexist in one country for the next 50 years. Many cross-cultural studies 
pointed out that Hong Kong society has been westernized during the colonial 
period, resulting in the development of an independent national identity and 
social culture very different from those of PRC’s (Chiu & Liew, 2000). 

Hong Kong’s reunification was followed by various social changes such as 
economic recession, an increase in unemployment rate, changes in Hong Kong 
citizens’ social identity, as well as the change of its political situation (Abram, 
Hinkle, & Tomlins, 1999; Chiu & Liew, 2000; Lui, 1999). These changes 
influenced individuals’ lives and plans for the future. For example, since 1989, 
anticipating the reunification, about 60,000 Hong Kong Chinese emigrated 
steadily to Canada, the United States, and Australia because of the uncertain 
future of Hong Kong (Wong, 1994; Salaff & Wong, 2000). It seems that people 
in Hong Kong developed a sense of the future of Hong Kong and then made 
personal decisions about their own futures based on their evaluations of the 
past social changes occurring since the reunification. 

Furthermore, social changes in Hong Kong are a continuous process. In-
deed, many social indicators show that social changes in Hong Kong are still in 
progress. For example, the 2002 report of the Hong Kong Transition Project, 
which has surveyed people’s opinions on a variety of social events in Hong 
Kong, shows that social turmoil still exists. This report shows that Hong Kong 
people’s concerns about the economic situation, which again turned sharply 
negative around July 2001, although there was no significant triggering event 
in China in 2001. The number of pessimists increased from 6 percent in 1997 
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to 41 percent in 2001, while the number of optimists dropped from 62 percent 
to 24 percent. Unemployment rate rose to 7.7 percent during the period of April 
to June in 2002. Dissatisfaction with government increased to 68 percent from 
35 percent, its lowest point in January 1998, since the reunification. These 
social indicators indicate that the anxiety and worry levels currently affect the 
Hong Kong people’s sense of well-being. 

Method 
Research method in the Hong Kong study was overall the same as that in the 
Korea study to examine the validity of the Korea study’s theoretical model. 
The social changes were measured through individuals’ subjective evaluations. 
Compared with the Korea Study, there were few differences. The first differ-
ence was that in choosing major types of social changes, five social areas were 
chosen but social welfare was chosen instead of the changes in technology 
because literatures indicated that social welfare system and benefits changed to 
a great extent after the reunification (Lui, 1999). A preliminary method similar 
with the Korea study was used to find the significant type of social changes. 
The second difference was that the Hong Kong study used shorter form of 
measurements. The data in the Hong Kong study was collected through a tele-
phone survey. Due to the nature of telephone survey, the questionnaire used in 
the Korea study was modified to be of a shorter form. The third difference was 
that the scope of social change was not measured in the Hong Kong study. This 
was due to the delicacy of translation. The scope or extent of social change did 
not have exact matching words in Chinese. To measure psychological well-
being, items from the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 
Griffin, 1985) and the Chinese Affect Scale (Hamid & Cheng, 1996) were used. 
Perceived self-efficacy was used to measure psychological resource, and per-
ceived social support was used to measure social resource. To measure per-
sonal resources, the Chinese version of General Self-Efficacy Scale (Cheung & 
Sun, 1999) was used. For social resources, the Provision of Social Relations 
(Turner, Frankel, & Levin, 1983) was used. Because there was no Chinese 
version of this measure, the Provision of Social Relations was translated into 
Chinese and checked by back translation. 

In the Hong Kong Study, 200 people responded to the survey. The number 
of female participants (N = 106, 53 %, average age = 38.23) was slightly larger 
than male participants (N = 94, 47.0 %, average age = 36.82). Since approach-
ing the reunification, Hong Kong people’s social identity showed changes and 
the self-reported identity was ‘Hongkonger’ (19.0 %), ‘Hongkonger, only sec-
ondary Chinese’ (28%), ‘Chinese’ (17.5%), and ‘Chinese, only secondary 
Hongkonger’ (35.5%) in this study, indicating that single social identity in-
creased. Employment status was that 89.5 percent were employed and 10.5 
percent were unemployed. 
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Results 
A descriptive analysis reported in Table 4 show the participants’ general 
evaluations of social changes. The participants felt that the overall social 
changes in Hong Kong (M = 3.16, SD = 1.10) had occurred rapidly since the 
reunification. The participants’ evaluation of the overall changes in Hong Kong 
was not positive in general. Participants reported that Hong Kong had become 
a worse place after reunification (M = 3.86, SD = 1.02) and was also changing 
for the worse (M = 3.89, SD = 1.11). 

Table 4: Evaluations of Social Change in Korea by Different Social Areas  

Evalu-
ation Overall Economy Politics Social 

Welfare Education Housing 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 
Pace 3.16 1.10 3.66 1.22 3.61 1.09 3.42 1.15 3.28 1.40 3.22 1.32 
Evalu-
ation 3.89 1.11 4.81 .74 3.81 1.09 3.39 1.02 3.69 .97 3.52 1.17 

Note. Pace of social change (1 = very slow, 5 = very fast); Evaluation: Evaluation of social 
change (1 = much better, 5 = much worse) 
 

The participants’ perceived pace of change and their subsequent evaluations 
of changes varied according to different social areas. The participants reported 
that the changes in economy were the fastest (M = 3.66, SD = 1.22) and for the 
worse (M = 4.81, SD = 0.74) compared to the other social areas. A repeated 
measure one-way ANOVA showed significant differences in the perceived 
paces, F (3.99, 7.39) = 6.11, p < .001 and in the evaluation, F (3.82, 15.11) = 
29.05, p < .001 of different social areas. A post-hoc analysis showed that ex-
cluding the comparison between education and housing, all the social areas 
were perceived to be significantly different from each other, both in the pace of 
changes and in the evaluations of these changes. 

As examined in the Korea Study, the complex relationships among the per-
ceived social changes, the evaluations of social changes, well-being, and ill-
being were examined by two-step structural equation modeling analyses: 
measurement model and latent model tests. 

Measurement model was acceptable with a good fit: χ2 (280, N = 200) = 
299.26, χ2/df = 1.01, GFI = .95, TLI = 0.96, CFI = 0.96, RMSEA = .03 (90% 
CI: lower bound = 01, upper bound = .04) and measurement variables proposed 
in initial model remained with no item dropped. As in the Korea study, the 
Hong Kong study also revealed as the final model, a hybrid model that pre-
dicted both direct paths from personal resources and mediations through the 
evaluation of social change to well-being and ill-being. Final model revealed a 
good model fit. (χ2 = 312.15, df = 285, χ2/df = 1.09, GFI = .94, TLI = .97, CFI = 
.97, and RMSEA = .02, CI: lower bound = .00, upper bound = .03). All paths in 
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this model were significant (p < .01). Thus, the final model was accepted as the 
best fitting model and further model modification was not made.  

The final model for Hong Kong social change and all path coefficients are 
presented in Figure 3. Several important findings in the Hong Kong study are 
as follows. First, the evaluation of social change plays an important mediation 
role. The pace of social change directly influences the evaluation of social 
change (β = -.56, p < .01), which indicates that the faster people perceived 
social changes in Hong Kong, the more negatively they evaluated the changes. 
In support of the proposed model, the evaluation of social changes in turn in-
creases well-being (β = .20, p < .01) and decreases ill-being (β = -.20, p < .01). 
In the model, the direct effects of the pace of social change almost disappeared 
when they were mediated by the evaluation of social change (indirect effect = -
.30 on well-being and .15 on ill-being; direct effect = .00 on well-being and -
.10 on ill-being). The evaluation of social changes also mediates the effects of 
personal resources on psychological well-being. However, the direct effects of 
personal resources (direct effect = .63 on well-being, -.30 on ill-being) are 
larger than indirect effects (indirect effect = .10 on well-being and -.12 on ill-
being), supporting the idea that the hybrid model is the best model for the data. 
The direct effects of social resources on psychological well-being are not sig-
nificant (β = .06, ns) and therefore it would appear that most effects by social 
resources are mediated through personal resources. 

Figure 3: Final structural model of social change and psychological well-being 
in Hong Kong 

 
Note. 1. Model fit indices: χ2 = 312.15, df = 285, χ2/df = 1.09, GFI = .94, TLI = .97, CFI = .97, 
and RMSEA = .02, CI: lower bound = .00, upper bound = .03. 
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Discussion 
Findings in the Hong Kong Study supported the Korea Study. Perceived social 
changes had a significant relationship with psychological well-being. The rela-
tionship between the perceived social change and psychological well-being was 
mediated by the evaluation of social changes, in which the coping resources 
played a key role. Adaptation of the Transactional Model of Stress was vali-
dated in the Hong Kong Study, too. Although the scope of social change was 
not assessed in the Hong Kong Study, the theoretical model proposed in the 
Korea Study was supported by the Hong Kong data. Because the data in the 
Hong Kong study was collected through telephone survey, the generalization of 
findings was strong. Although the types of social changes were somewhat 
different, the evaluation of alterations, occurring in major social areas, had a 
similar relationship with psychological well-being, suggesting that the pro-
posed theoretical model is reliable.  

Overall Discussion 
Social change may be an integral part in people’s psychological well-being not 
only as an objective social event, but also as a subjective event. The evaluation 
of social changes may influence individuals even before the actual social 
change touches their lives and alters their lively conditions. Although the 
evaluation of significant social changes and its relationship to people’s psycho-
logical well-being is an important question, there is a lacuna in this area of 
research. In this context, studies conducted in Korea and Hong Kong revealed 
insightful knowledge on the given question. 

The studies reported in this article have several points that are worthy of 
discussion. First, both studies showed that the faster and the more negatively 
changes are perceived, the less well-being and more ill-being is experienced. It 
is important to note that the evaluations of social change, not the experiences of 
actual social changes, were solely related with psychological outcomes. It was 
concluded that the individuals’ subjective experience functions as a medium to 
interconnect the influence of changes at the societal level with individual’s 
psychological outcome. Findings from two studies are consistent with 
Sztompka’s (2000) view that the subjective experience of social change brings 
psychological trauma even if it does not concretely affects the individuals’ life 
conditions. The findings indicate that, although not clinically traumatized, the 
psychological well-beings of the people in Korea and Hong Kong are signifi-
cantly affected by their evaluation of various changes in their society. This 
argument is not a new idea. Similar sociological theories were proposed by 
Durkheim (1951) and Lauer and Lauer (1976) as well as by the well known 
futurist, Toffler (1980) along with Hegelian and Marxian’s view on dialectical 
social development. However, all these theories were proposed mostly at a 
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theoretical level, awaiting empirical tests. This article provides systematic 
empirical examinations and support for these previously proposed theories. The 
importance of the findings is that it recognizes the evaluation of social change 
as a significant social stressor, which was rarely highlighted in previous stud-
ies. There are numerous studies on stress in psychology and related areas 
(26,725 articles with the word ‘stress’ in the title were scanned in the PsyINFO 
Database). The majority of researchers focused on the individuals’ major life 
events (for review see Werner & Frost, 2000) but few acknowledged social 
changes as an important stress factor. We are witnessing the rapid increase of 
the connections between individuals and society today. Due to the development 
of communication media, people’s awareness of social changes is keen today 
and the susceptibility to potential threat from these changes has been increased 
drastically. This article verified such an idea, by showing through a stress the-
ory, how changes at a societal level can be connected to individuals’ mental 
health.  

The second major question in two studies, which encompass multiple struc-
tural path relations, was is there a relationship between the evaluation of social 
change and psychological well-being? This question was approached by testing 
two types of mediating effects of the evaluation of social change: the first be-
tween the pace of social change and well-being, and the other between coping 
resources and psychological well-being. This question also tests whether the 
Transactional Theory of Stress is a valid theoretical tool in understanding so-
cial change and psychological well-being. The results of the two studies consis-
tently supported the Transactional Theory of Stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) 
in that it proposes the mediating effects of the appraisal of resources. The 
evaluation of social change significantly mediated the influences of coping 
resources on psychological well-being. Thus, the proposed prediction concern-
ing mediation effects was supported. Therefore, it may be concluded that the 
Transactional Theory of Stress is a conceptually valid tool to explain the rela-
tionship between social change and psychological well-being.  

In summary, the two studies reported in this article showed that the use of 
subjective evaluation to assess social change at individual level is a reliable 
measurement technique. Throughout the studies, subjective evaluation consis-
tently showed significant explanation in variance in psychological well-being, 
thus supporting the importance of subjective experience, both theoretically and 
methodologically. As found in studies conducted in European countries re-
viewed in introduction, social change studies are rare in psychology or limited 
to macro approach in sociology. The two studies conducted in the Asian coun-
tries that experienced significant social changes provided confirmation that 
measuring subjective experience is a good tool to study the impact of signifi-
cant social changes. 
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Limitation and conclusion 
The first limitation is that because the structural equation modeling does not 
test causal relationships, the findings in this study still leaves the possibility 
that the level of psychological well-being may reversely affect people’s evalua-
tions of social change. For example, Noack et al. (2001) found that level of 
satisfaction with political situation influenced the perceptions of uncertainty 
and pace of social change among German adolescents. Testing this view was 
not conducted in this study because it was beyond the scope of the main thesis 
of this study and due to the constrained space. Yet, it should be noted that 
examining any causal relationship between the evaluation of social change and 
psychological well-being will be necessary in future studies. This type of limi-
tation is related with the analysis in the Korea Study that examined mediation 
effects by coping resources based on one sample. Mediation model in such is 
basically a correlation model, so this method cannot fully exclude the possibil-
ity that other factors can affect dependent variables, which may result in 
pseudo-mediation effect. This limitation can be resolved in an experimental 
design that we recommend a future study will need to handle. 

Second limitation is that people’s actual experience of social change was not 
measured. The results in the two studies do not ignore or underestimate the 
impact of actual experience of social change. It is desirable that both actual and 
perceived change be studied together in a series of studies to understand the 
full relationship between social change and psychological well-being. Because 
the main purpose of the studies was to theorize the importance of the subjective 
evaluation of social change, primary focus was given to the subjective evalua-
tion of social change that had been neglected in previous researches. Future 
research must integrate both actual and subjective experiences of social 
changes.  

In conclusion, this article claims, first, that the evaluation of social change 
are a significant social stressor to understand the influence of rapid social 
change on psychological well-being. Secondly, this article confirmed that the 
Transactional Model of Stress is an integral conceptual tool to understand the 
complex dynamic of social change’s impact on psychological well-being by 
adopting a new approach. 
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