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Abstract

In neighborhood-effects research, the voices of young residents are seldom 
heard. The present study examines how an adolescent sample living in a high-
poverty area of Hong Kong is affected by its neighborhood and wider com-
munity contexts. Using the method of photovoice, the adolescents expressed 
their perceptions of the salient characteristics of their neighborhood/
community. The geographical milieu where the respondents are situated is a 
remote district commonly known as the “City of Sadness.” Fifty-four adoles-
cents (aged 12 to 17) were recruited to photograph neighborhood and com-
munity conditions and discuss their perceptions of them. Content analysis of 
the narratives solicited from eight photovoice sessions identified the complex 
feelings of satisfaction, dissatisfaction, and fear participants felt about their 
neighborhood. In addition, a survey of a random sample of 22 parents was 
also undertaken to understand the uniqueness of the adolescents’ opinions. 
Implications on how the neighborhood contexts impact adolescents’ percep-
tions and development are discussed.
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In recent decades, growing attention has been given to the relationship between 
the neighborhood environment and human development with the former being 
an important cause of the latter. Drawing on the ecological models in develop-
mental psychology (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), many studies view the perceptions 
and developments of individuals as being affected by the series of systems in 
which they reside—the nuclear family, extended family, peer group, neighbor-
hood, community and institutions such as the school or workplace. These 
models emphasize the fact that our everyday contexts matter and that human 
development is a process that occurs within various nested settings within 
these contexts (Schaefer-McDaniel, 2007). Although the assumption that 
human development cannot be studied without a consideration of its related 
multiple ecological systems has been readily accepted in developmental psy-
chological research, the majority of studies mainly focus on how the family and 
peer group shape human behavior, motivations, and achievements (e.g., Deng 
& Roosa, 2007; Ryan, 2001). This article, instead, aims to focus on the influ-
ences of the neighborhood and the wider community contexts on perceptions 
and developments using an adolescent sample as a case in point.

In the literature, studies have shown how the concurrent social disorganiza-
tion and disruption within communities or neighborhoods are associated with 
problematic individual behaviors through mechanisms of resource (mis-)
allocations, social control, and collective socialization (Snedker, Herting, & 
Walton, 2009). The general framework argues that disadvantaged and unstable 
neighborhoods have fewer resources, employment opportunities, formal and 
informal forms of social control and monitoring, and overall less collective 
efficacy than advantaged and stable neighborhoods (Elliott et al., 1996). 
Several empirical studies have shown that various neighborhood variables such 
as poverty and unemployment rates, proportion of professional/managerial 
workers, and minority composition have been associated with the number of risk 
factors on health (Ku, Sonenstein, & Pleck, 1993; Nowell, Berkowitz, Deacon, 
& Foster-Fishman, 2006; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000); the rate of school drop-
outs (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanow, & Sealand, 1993; Crane, 1991); and 
academic achievement, problem behavior, and parent–child relationships (Fauth, 
Leventhal, & Brooks-Gunn, 2007). Although these studies underscore the 
importance of individual, family, and neighborhood/community variables 
as separate analytical entities and their statistical interactions, relatively less 
attention has been paid in considering how these various levels of data can be 
integrated in the actors’ complex, subjective perceptions of their neighborhoods 
and communities.

In fact, in the wider literature of community building, scholars have increas-
ingly attended to the residents’ subjective options as the key to improve the 
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living environments with an explicit initiative called the “bottom-up” approach 
(Ho & Ng, 2006; Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). However, as has been 
rightly pointed out by Schaefer-McDaniel (2007, p. 415), much research on 
neighborhood effects rely mainly on crude census reports and statistical data 
to measure neighborhood space and issues, such as the neighborhood poverty 
level, vacant housing rate, and proportion of households with dependent chil-
dren. Although collecting objective descriptions and statistical data of neigh-
borhoods from outsiders is a preferred method of measuring neighborhoods, 
Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2003) suggest that neighborhood research would 
indeed benefit more from surveys on residents’ perceptions of their neighbor-
hood in terms of neighborhood quality and disorder. Schaefer-McDaniel (2007) 
reaffirms the value inherent in this approach as it focuses on the perception 
of residents who come into direct contact with their neighborhood on a daily 
basis (see also Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Aber, 1997). Leventhal and Brooks-
Gunn remarked that at the core of neighborhood research are comprehensive 
surveys of residents’ opinions so as to reveal the dynamics of various neighbor-
hood processes, which are easily ignored in research based on census reports 
and macro-socioeconomic data (see also Curtis, Dooley, & Phipps, 2004). 
Brooks-Gunn et al. (1993) astutely points out that the absence of experiential 
data combining information at the individual, family, and neighborhood levels 
has hampered research on the effects of neighborhoods on children and ado-
lescents (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993).

Schaefer-McDaniel (2007) also points out that it seems to be the norm that 
neighborhood research focuses predominantly on adult residents, even if out-
comes measured in the community are related to children and youth (see also 
Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Meyers & Miller, 2004). It is only relatively 
recently that scholars have become aware of the neglect of the perceptions of 
youth and adolescents in neighborhood research (e.g., Nicotera, 2002; Hume, 
Salmon, & Ball, 2005; Kwok & Ku, 2008). However, in fact, concerns over 
the effects of residence in a poor neighborhood on children and adolescents 
may date back several decades. For example, the social disorganization theory 
posits that structural factors of the neighborhood, such as poverty, residential 
instability, single parenthood, and ethnic heterogeneity are of great importance 
in explaining adolescent behavior through their ability to avoid or promote 
neighborhood organization, which maintains public order (Shaw & McKay, 
1942). Since the early 1990s, scholars have increasingly attended to the influ-
ence of neighborhood contexts on young residents. For example, the study by 
Brooks-Gunn et al. (1993) suggests that neighborhoods characterized by high 
socioeconomic status had positive effects on childhood intelligence, lower 
school drop-out rates, and instances of teenage births among adolescents.
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One should note that to incorporate the adolescent’s voice into the larger 
community-building process is more than just an upholding of the humanis-
tic principle of equal participation of different stakeholders in effecting social 
change and development (Brant Castellano, 2004). Children and young peo-
ple are by nature important informants of the conditions of the community as 
they very often spend more time outside home exploring their neighborhoods 
than adults and parents (Chawla, 2002; Hart, 1979; Proshansky & Fabian, 
1987). Furthermore, some researchers on adolescents also emphasize that the 
neighborhood is of primary importance for children in middle childhood and 
early adolescence due to their increased mobility and autonomy (Moore, 
1986; Nicotera, 2002; Spilsbury, 2002). In other words, children and adoles-
cents are the primary consumers or occupants of neighborhoods which are 
called by some scholars as their own “turf” (Burton & Price-Spratlen, 1999; 
Holaday, Swan, & Turner-Henson, 1997). Schaefer-McDaniel (2007, p. 
417) further asserted that failure to recognize and incorporate young peo-
ple’s voices and perceptions of their neighborhoods in neighborhood 
research “may be a methodological flaw” and acknowledges that young ado-
lescents are perceptive about the qualities of the neighborhood and capable of 
conceptualizing and defining their neighborhoods spatially (see also Spilsbury, 
2002). Schaefer-McDaniel supported that the incorporation of the youth 
voice in her neighborhood research allowed the researcher to formulate “test-
able hypotheses concerning the importance of neighborhood factors” 
(Polivka, Lovell, & Smith, 1998, p. 171).

The aim of the present study is to ascertain how the neighborhood/
community contexts shape adolescents’ perceptions and development through 
understanding their subjective point of view of their everyday living milieu. 
Central to the analyses is a corpus of qualitative data aimed at exploring the 
multifaceted subjective experiences of a group of adolescent residents. By 
means of the methodology of photovoice, the participants were able to express 
their perceptions of the salient characteristics of their neighborhoods and the 
wider community. In essence, the participants were asked to photograph the 
neighborhood/community conditions and discuss their perceptions of them in 
a group session.

The neighborhood, or the wider community, in question is a distressed, 
low-income area of Hong Kong called Tin Shui Wai (TSW), which is located 
in a secluded northwestern corner of Hong Kong (see Figure 1). Having devel-
oped into a “new town” in the early 1990s, TSW has earned a notorious repu-
tation aggravated by a number of family tragedies, including murder-suicides. 
Apart from domestic violence, the discourse of the “City of Sadness,” as TSW 
has been labeled, began to emerge in the context of high unemployment, high 
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rates of juvenile delinquency, and insufficient facilities along with negative 
media attention and a sense of dissatisfaction, and sometimes fear, among 
residents. According to the 2006 census, Yuen Long District, where TSW geo-
graphically belongs to, had the largest proportion of persons aged below 15 in 
its population (18% vs. the Hong Kong average of 13.7%).1 Cross-district 
mobility of this large number of adolescents is usually limited due to poor 
public transport and high transport costs. Hence, it would be logical to claim 
that adolescents are more sensitive to the needs and the problems of the neigh-
borhood than adults as young residents have a stronger reliance on local 
recreational and commercial facilities for social activities and entertainment. 
As will be made apparent in the subsequent discussion, many lingering social 
problems in TSW are adolescent related, such as the presence of triads (crim-
inal gangs), domestic violence, and the lack of recreational facilities. In 2006, 
TSW had the highest number of reported child abuse cases, the highest juve-
nile crime rate for youth aged 10 to 15 and 16 to 20, and the second highest 
number of reported spousal abuse cases (Siu, 2008).

Before proceeding further, more details about TSW and the methodological 
significance of photovoice require some elaboration.

Figure 1. Map of Hong Kong and the location of Tin Shui Wai
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Some Factual and Media(ted) 
Conditions of TSW

Located within the Yuen Long District, TSW used to be an area mainly occupied 
by fish and duck farms. It had a small population until the late 1980s, when 
it began to metamorphose into a rapidly developing new town under the joint 
efforts of the government and a private developer. Geographically, the TSW 
area can be divided into TSW-South and TSW-North, using the present Tin 
Wah Road as the dividing line (see Figure 2). TSW-North began to develop 
in 1998, when building works for housing estates commenced followed by 
phased population intake since 2001. As projected by the planning depart-
ment, the overall population of TSW is expected to increase from 258,600 in 
2003 to about 291,400 in 2011, while the population of the whole Yuen Long 
District is also expected to increase from 542,600 in 2003 to 639,300 in 2011 
(Review Panel on Family Services in Tin Shui Wai, 2004).

TSW has a high density of subsidized housing, which includes 11 public 
housing (PH) estates and 6 home ownership scheme (HOS) estates taking up 
about 58% and 22%, respectively, of the total population. This homogeneity 
is more prominent in TSW-North (Development Bureau, 2008). PH estates 
were established in Hong Kong to provide rental flats to low-income house-
holds, whereas HOS estates offer state-subsidized flats sold to households 
who find it difficult to purchase flats on the private market.

Dominated by residential developments, TSW offers limited employment 
opportunities for its residents. As indicated by figures related to Comprehensive 
Social Security Assistance (CSSA),2 the unemployment and underemployment 
rates in TSW have remained high for years. The working population employed 
in TSW was only about 9.8% in 2007. High transportation costs are often cited 
as the main obstacle to TSW residents going to work in other parts of Hong 
Kong (Development Bureau, 2008). In 2006, TSW had the highest number 
of households whose total income was less than the CSSA benefit level, the 
highest number of households having at least one unemployed member, and 
the highest number of unemployed (Siu, 2008). In the same year, the median 
TSW monthly household income was HK$4,2973 per member, which is 25.3% 
lower than the Hong Kong average.4

Most of TSW residents have either relocated from other districts or are 
new arrivals from mainland China with weak social support. Statistics in 
2006 show that nearly 6% of TSW’s population were new arrivals who had 
resided in Hong Kong for less than 7 years, whereas the Hong Kong–wide 
average was only 3.2%.5 Many have complained about the lack of com-
munity support services and various local facilities. As stated by Chan (1997), 
many migrant families had no option but to move to new PH estates remote 
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Figure 2. Location Map of Tin Shui Wai

from Hong Kong’s downtown areas, such as TSW. To opt for PH estates 
located closer to larger urban areas, they usually needed to wait for several 
more years. Consequently, TSW residents were usually far from friends,  
relatives, social services, and shopping areas, and to travel around the 
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community and to other communities by means of public transport is 
expensive, especially for families receiving CSSA (Kwok & Ku, 2008). 
Thus, it was fair for Chan (1997) to remark that many migrants choosing to 
live in PH units in remote, newly developed towns were “not a real choice, but 
rather a choice of the lesser evil.”

Over the past 5 years or so, TSW has become widely known as the scene 
for many family tragedies. One particular incident stood out. On April 11, 
2004, a 46-year-old man killed his wife (aged 31) and 6-year-old twin daugh-
ters. Being the figurehead of a family receiving CSSA, the man attempted 
suicide after the murder and died 11 days later. The mother, who was a new 
arrival from the mainland, had reported to police that she and the children had 
been abused by the husband. She had also sought help from social workers 
and a refuge for women prior to the tragedy. The incident aroused a great deal 
of public attention and concern, especially in respect of the needs of TSW as 
a new community. Although the incident was not the first case of serious domes-
tic violence that drew public attention, the tragedy marked the beginning of 
turning TSW into a “construction” of the mass media.

A systematic examination of 22 reports after the incident on April 11, 2004 
that dealt with TSW family tragedies from two most popular local presses—
Apple Daily and Oriental Daily News (see appendix)6—suggested that TSW 
was portrayed as community set apart by despair and deprivation. For exam-
ple, a report entitled “Full of Despair and Terror, Discriminated Residents 
Call TSW a Hell” wrote,

Family tragedies, like killing one’s spouse and kids, charcoal death a 
family of five in a murder-suicide case, students jumping from height, 
child abuse etc., are often identified [in TSW]. Some women living in 
the community for years admit that the aura of despair and terror pre-
vails. They regret that they cannot afford to move out and are like being 
trapped in hell.

Also, popular in the mediated image of TSW was the lack of sympathy 
among neighbors. For example, a story named “Self-Help Teams Seek Hidden 
Parents” wrote,

Many living in TSW are migrants from the mainland and low-income 
families. The community has been one of the problematic regions. Even 
worse, most of the parents in those families have low self-esteem and 
high sense of dignity. A considerable proportion of them are not willing 
to receive help from others. Consequently, these families can be hardly 
identified.
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Being influenced by the group suicide case on July 4, 2006 in which three 
female friends died of charcoal burning, the then director of social welfare 
coined TSW as a “City of Sadness.”7 Since then, the discourse of “sadness” 
has fuelled the subsequent mass media as well as official constructions of the 
problems in TSW. A member of Hong Kong’s Legislative Council (LegCo) 
once gave a vivid description of the “sadness” label:

The “sadness” of the town is traceable back to flaws in its planning. The 
densely populated town does not have enough public facilities to offer 
to its residents. Old folks have no place to socialise. Children do not have 
a playground to go to. Book lovers do not have a library in the neigh-
bourhood. The “sadness” has been exacerbated by the town’s poor con-
nectivity. A single bus journey from TSW to downtown Kowloon will 
cost at least [HK]$20.7. As a result, it has been effectively cut off 
from the rest of Hong Kong as if TSW were an island. I met a couple 
of resident Form 5 students who have never set foot in Tsim Sha Tsui.8 
The high cost of transportation also deters job seekers from taking up 
employment offered in localities that would require them to spend half 
of their meagre income on bus fares. (Leong, 2007)

What have been illustrated are the “problematic” conditions of TSW as 
reflected in the official figures and the mass media. The present study, how-
ever, endeavors to take a new tack in understanding the “problems” of, and 
suggest revitalization strategies to, TSW. It aims to apply the photovoice 
method in order to enable TSW’s adolescents to express their opinions on 
community conditions, which have hitherto been largely ignored in the 
community-building process. Although the number of participants involved 
in this study is small, the narratives derived from the photovoice assignment 
offer a glimpse of the experiences of young TSW residents. As will be made 
apparent, these findings constitute a unique “bottom-up” gaze which will be 
helpful in formulating community-building strategies most needed to the 
“City of Sadness.”

In the present study, about 60 adolescents were initially recruited to con-
duct the photovoice exercise. Fifty-four participants were able to complete the 
picture-taking assignment and the discussion session. Content analysis of the 
narratives solicited from eight photovoice discussion sessions was carried 
out to identify satisfaction and dissatisfaction, and the fear and feelings toward 
their neighborhood. Furthermore, in order to understand the uniqueness of the 
adolescents’ opinions, a random sample of 22 parents of participants were 
surveyed to get an idea of the views of the adult residents.
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Photovoice

The term photovoice was coined by Professor Caroline Wang for using 
participants’ photographs as a vehicle to tap into daily realities and the core 
meanings and significances of these realities as defined by participants them-
selves (Hurworth, 2003; Wang & Burris, 1997). It is a qualitative participa-
tory research methodology which allows participants to represent their world 
through the medium of photography as well as participants’ verbal expressions 
on images. Each participant was given a camera to photograph the reali-
ties of their daily lives. Then, based on their photographs, participants are 
given the opportunity for personal reflection or group dialogue with other 
participants through which they can freely express their perceptions and 
subjective view of the situation (Harrison, 2002; McIntyre, 2003; Wang & 
Burris, 1997; Wilson et al., 2007). The aim of the photovoice exercise is to 
compel young residents to reflect on and discern their own perspectives and 
explain the meanings behind their photographs. Through guided facilita-
tion, participants are engaged in critical analysis of the social conditions 
of the community that their photographs represent (Carlsson, 2001; Riley & 
Manias, 2003; Strack & Magill, 2004; Wang, Cash, & Powers, 2000; Wang, 
Morrel-Samuels, Hutchison, Bell, & Pestronk, 2004; Wang & Pies, 2004).

In the literature, the photovoice exercise has been increasingly popular as a 
research tool to allow subordinate populations a voice in the purpose to create 
positive change to their physical and social environments. To date, these popu-
lations have covered homeless people (Radley, Hodgetts, & Cullen, 2005); 
senior citizens (LeClerc, Wells, Craig, & Wilson, 2002); rural Chinese women 
(Wu et al., 1995); immigrant workers (Gallo, 2002); mothers with learning 
disabilities (Booth & Booth, 2003); refugee youths (Berman, Ford-Bilboe, 
Moutrey, & Cekic, 2001); and people living with HIV/AIDS (Hergenrather, 
Rhodes, & Clark, 2006).

Nowell et al. (2006) succinctly outlined the major methodological advantages 
of photovoice. First, the methodology is designed to allow participants to 
present a subjective viewpoint of their lives that they most want to share with 
others. Second, photovoice can enable participants to unearth issues and expe-
riences which they may have taken for granted or have not noticed in their 
mundane everyday lives (Aschermann, Dannenberg, & Schultz, 1998). Third, 
through the photovoice process, the researcher can expand on their original 
questions at the same time that participants can potentially call forth cre-
ative associations and yield new dimensions which can inform the researcher 
(Clark-Ibanez, 2004). Last, the methodology is premised on the principle of 
empowerment in that it provides an appropriate tool (i.e., a camera) and a 
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milieu (i.e., the discussion session) to the people who might not normally have 
access to the decision-making mechanism that is firmly held by stakeholders 
outside the community (Rose, 1997). Embedded in photovoice is an enlight-
ening process which arouses community awareness of the conditions which 
affect the lives of participants (Foster-Fishman, Nowell, Deacon, Nievar, & 
McCann, 2005). The arousal of such an awareness—or what Paulo Freire 
(1972) calls critical consciousness—is an effective empowerment process to 
local people who come to terms with their subordinate, historical-social situ-
ation (Purcell, 2009). In this connection, Castleden, Garvin, and First Nation 
(2008) claimed that to use photovoice in community building could effectively 
balance power against ruling groups, create a sense of ownership among sub-
ordinate people, foster trust among local people, build capacity, and respond 
to the cultural preferences of residents.

Method
Participants

Participant recruitment and data collection took place between March and 
April, 2009. Adolescents in Secondary One to Three were recruited from 
two secondary schools (one in TSW-N; one TSW-S) and one youth centre 
(in TSW-S). We asked these three collaborative organizations to post a recruit-
ment advertisement to enlist interested participants who had been living in 
TSW for not less than 5 years. Consequently, 60 adolescents were recruited, 
and 54 participants completed both the photovoice assignment and the discus-
sion session. Among the participants, 75.9% were recruited from secondary 
schools: 25.9% from the school in TSW-N, 50% from the school in TSW-S, 
and 24.1% from the youth centre. Among them, 63% were girls. Ages ranged 
from 12 to 17 years (M = 13.9). The proportion of participants residing in 
TSW-N and TSW-S was equal. Eight discussion sessions were held with 6 to 
7 participants in each session.

In order to further understand the uniqueness of the adolescents’ opinions, 
participants’ parents were asked to fill in a short questionnaire on a voluntary 
basis. Consequently, 22 questionnaire returns were received.

Measures and Procedures
Once the adolescent participants agreed to take part in our study, they were 
given a short training session regarding the ethical and technical use of the 
24-exposure disposable camera. Then, being given a camera, each participant 
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was asked to take photographs based on five themes: (a) the places they liked 
most; (b) the places they disliked most; (c) the things they liked most; (d) the 
things they disliked most; (e) other places/things that interested them.

At the end of each training session, each participant was asked to fill in a 
short questionnaire indicating their views on the severity of various social prob-
lems in TSW. This quantitative survey covered two parts. The first part was 
on the perceived degree of social cohesion in the neighborhood and sense of 
satisfaction living in TSW. For social cohesion, we asked whether respondents 
agreed with four statements: “I am living in a(n) neighborhood (estate) with 
close neighborhood relationships”; “People living in my neighborhood 
(estate) are willing to help each other”; “In general, people living in my estate 
do not interact much with neighbors”; and “The neighborhood (estate) I am 
living makes me feel like ‘home.’” As for sense of satisfaction, we asked the 
degree to which respondents agreed with the following three statements: “I 
have a sense of belonging to my neighborhood (estate)”; “I feel satisfied liv-
ing in my neighborhood (estate)”; and “I feel satisfied living in TSW.” 
Respondents were asked to rate each statement on a 5-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree.

The second part of the survey was based on the perceived seriousness of 
nine social problems in the community: (a) unemployment; (b) health care; 
(c) the issue of Triads; (d) drugs; (e) domestic violence; (f) inconvenient trans-
portation; (g) facility insufficiency; (h) lack of sympathy among neighbors; and 
(i) lack of respect for the law. Respondents were asked to rate the degree of 
severity of the social problems on a 4-point scale ranging from very serious to 
not serious at all.

Participants were encouraged to give a similar version of the questionnaire 
to their parents while reiterating that the participation of their parents was totally 
voluntary. If their parents agreed to complete the questionnaire and participants 
were able to return the questionnaire to their respective organizations within 
2 weeks, these participants would be awarded a HK$10 fast-food restau-
rant coupon, after the validity of the parents’ answers was confirmed by the 
research team.

After the training session, each participant was given 2 weeks to take the 
photographs and return the camera to his or her respective organization. The 
research team then developed the film. During the photovoice discussion ses-
sions, participants were encouraged to talk about their stories and comment 
on the places and things they had photographed. In the discussion session, the 
facilitator gave a preamble after which participants were asked to show their 
own photographs one at a time. Each participant was asked where the picture 
was taken, why it was taken, and what it meant to him or her.
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The research team were also concerned with important places and things 
which were not photographed (Booth & Booth, 2003). The absence of places 
and things might be due to many reasons. For example, some places (e.g., 
swimming pools) and things (e.g., selling hot sweet potatoes) are seasonally 
related and could not be photographed during the research period. Furthermore, 
participants might not have been available during the research period to take 
photos of locations that required a considerable walk. In this case, we always 
asked near the end of each session, Did you shoot all the things you wanted to 
shoot? Was there anything you wanted to photograph but could not do so due 
to various reasons? At the end of the discussion, participants were thanked for 
their participation and received a HK$30 coupon to a fast-food restaurant.

Analysis
All discussion sessions were digitally recorded (by means of iTunes) with 
permission from all participants. All the contents were transcribed verbatim. 
A process of discovery was conducted with the manuscripts to identify key 
themes (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). The research team then revisited the whole 
text to create more complex categories from the emergent themes through 
a sorting, comparing, and contrasting process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 
Grounded theory was adopted in the analysis process as this theory is not a 
means to prove or disprove hypotheses, but to generate categories that can 
better capture the complex experiences inherent in participants’ discursive 
accounts (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It is expected that the resulting categories 
would be able to grasp the multilayered, and very often nuanced, meanings of 
the participants. Consequently, eight categories were refined.

Results
The Survey

In order to understand adolescents’ opinions in possessing a unique view of 
TSW’s community conditions, one needs to understand the specific pattern 
of adolescent residents’ perceptions in comparison with that of adult residents 
and, in our case, their parent’s opinions. The quantitative findings revealed 
that respondents from both groups considered social cohesion was high with 
more than half of the participants “agreeing” or “strongly agreeing” with state-
ments relating to social cohesion (see Table 1). This finding marks a rebuttal 
to the popular image of weak social cohesion in TSW as has been extensively 
publicized in the mass media. However, in comparison with their parents, 
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adolescent respondents perceived a lower sense of belonging to their neigh-
borhood and a low degree of satisfaction living in the neighborhoods of TSW 
and the district as a whole. However, it is worth noting that the extent of the 
differences between the two groups was not statistically significant in most 
items, except for the item of “having a sense of belonging to my neighbor-
hood.” Only in this case did adolescent residents express marginally signifi-
cant differences in their responses compared with their parents.

The reason behind this pattern is complex. One way of explaining the dif-
ferential attitudes is that adolescents expressed a stronger negative perception 
of the social problems in the community than adult residents. Table 2 indi-
cates that a higher number of adolescents deemed the social problems “serious/
very serious” compared with parents. Only three social problems—namely, 
unemployment, inconvenient transportation, and poor health care—out of 
nine prompted the parent group to express slightly more concern than the ado-
lescent group. Although chi-square tests revealed that only “domestic vio-
lence” was rated significantly higher by adolescent residents as serious than 
their parents, the general pattern implies a stronger relevance of these specific 
problems to the lives of adult residents.

Despite differing degrees of perceived severity, the two groups showed a 
similar ranking on the seriousness of various social problems in TSW. Whereas 
“domestic violence” and “insufficient facilities” were given top priority, the 

Table 1. Attitudes of Adolescent and Parent Respondents Toward Social 
Cohesion and Sense of Belonging and Satisfaction

Agree or strongly agree

 
Adolescent 

(N = 54)
Parent 

(N = 22)

Social cohesion . . .
 I am living in a(n) neighborhood (estate) with close 

neighborhood relationships
56.6% 54.6%

 People living in my neighborhood (estate) are willing to 
help each other

53.7% 59.1%

 The neighborhood (estate) where I am living makes me 
feel like “home”

55.5% 54.5%

Sense of belonging and satisfaction . . .
 I have a sense of belonging to my neighborhood (estate) 53.7%* 72.7%*
 I feel satisfied living in my neighborhood (estate) 61.1% 68.1%
 I feel satisfied living in Tin Shui Wai 59.2% 63.6%

*p < .10.
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problems of unemployment, lack of respect for the law, and lack of sympathy 
among neighbors were considered as relatively less serious.

Photovoice
From the photos taken by participants and their reflections on these images, 
it was revealed that adolescents had multiple complex feelings regarding the 
conditions and characteristics of their neighborhood. The photovoice discus-
sion sessions also revealed the views of adolescent residents on whom they 
were as people, how they perceived being viewed by others, what behaviors 
were considered socially acceptable, and what their aspirations were. The 
following eight categories with photo plates mark our attempt to grasp these 
mixed and complicated meanings as well as various cues the young adoles-
cents find important for their neighborhoods as well as their lives. Please 
note that the names of the participants have been changed.

Plate 1: Community Bonding: “TSW is not sad”
Unlike what the discourse of “sadness” implies, the majority of respondents 
expressed satisfaction with living in TSW. Several respondents expressed 
their explicit positive feelings with their neighborhoods mediated by joyful 
experience and positive memoirs, for example,

Table 2. Adolescent and Parent Respondents’ Perceived Seriousness of Social 
Problems in TSW

Serious or very seriousa

 Adolescent (N = 54) Parent (N = 22)

Domestic violence 63.0% (1)* 40.9% (2)*
Facility insufficiency 61.1% (2) 55.5% (1)
Triad problem 53.7% (3) 36.4% (4)
Drug 38.9% (4) 36.4% (4)
Health care 37.0% (5) 33.3% (5)
Inconvenient transportation 37.0% (5) 38.9% (3)
Unemployment 31.5% (6) 31.8% (6)
Lack of respect for law 29.6% (7) 18.2% (7)
Lack of sympathy among neighbors 18.5% (8) 18.2% (8)

a. Ranking in brackets.
*p < .10.
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This photo is about the smiling faces of the children playing in the 
garden near my home. . . . They do not smile because they started smil-
ing when I took out the camera. . . . I want to show to others that 
people living in TSW are not sad at all. (Ann, 14)

Some took photographs of places they like the most.

It is my primary school. I have mixed feelings about it, both happy and 
upsetting. My classmates were nice. I had many good friends there. . . . 
But, I hated the teachers. They did not know how to teach and this pre-
vented me from entering a good secondary school. (Betty, 14)

This is the TSW sport stadium. It is the place I like the most. I won a 
prize inside [at the school athletic meet] and I find this place memo-
rable. (Anthony, 15)

“This is Kingswood Ginza [the biggest shopping mall in TSW—the 
authors]. I took it [this photo] because I once did volunteering work 
inside. . . . I helped mentally ill people to raise funds. I found that expe-
rience very meaningful, and that’s why I like this place.” (Karen, 12)

Plate 2: Urban Outlook: “Fresh air and  
greenery needed, not another housing estate”
Adolescents’ perception of their neighborhood was often linked to the physical 
environment of the community. They particularly liked the fresh air and being 
in close proximity to green space. They discussed not liking the loud noises 
and polluted air on construction sites and from traffic. For example, pointing 
at a photo of a construction site, a participant said,

I hate it. . . . It is very noisy and it pollutes the air. . . . You can see 
construction sites everywhere in TSW. They are not building anything 
useful to residents. . . . We do not need another housing estate. The 
housing estates in TSW have been too densely packed. (Eva, 12)

Some used images to reflect the natural aspects of TSW as a positive 
distinction against other economically prosperous regions of Hong Kong. 
For example, in explaining his photograph of the bright blue sky, one partici-
pant said,
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 Plate 1.

What I like most about TSW is its fresh air. The blue sky here repre-
sents fresh air. . . . I find the air so polluted when I go to Mongkok.9 
(Tom, 14)

Other participants said,
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I cannot breathe when I go to Sham Shui Po10 to buy computer products. 
(Chris, 14)

I like the green space in TSW. I took this photo because I found the 
plants very beautiful. (Stephanie, 14)

It is the scene outside my room. I can see the sunset. I can see birds 
flying around. I feel that it is just beautiful. (Tina, 16)

When asked what had been missed in the present photovoice assignment, 
two participants mentioned that they wished to photograph scenic spots in 
TSW which were not within walking distance.

I wanted to take photos of Lau Fau Shan.11 It was very beautiful. . . . 
I remember that there is a place where the whole area is built by oyster 
shells. (Alex, 14)

I wanted to take a photo of Ah Kai Shan.12 But, it is too far away. . . . It 
is very beautiful there. (Julian, 15)

Plate 3: Spatial Inferiority: “I can’t  
believe we have a high-class estate in TSW”
Although participants tended to resist the dominant discourse of “sadness,” they 
generally acknowledged the negative image of TSW had been anchored in the 
mind of the Hong Kong populace. For example, when two participants reflected 
on the photographs of “the place they like most,” they spoke of this issue in inter-
esting ways. Having photographed a new housing estate, one participant said,

This is Central Park Towers. . . . It is glamorous. . . . I cannot believe 
that there is such a high-class estate in TSW. . . . People say that TSW 
is the “City of Sadness.” When you speak of people committing suicide, 
jumping from heights, etc., the incidents only happen in the PH estates. 
It doesn’t happen in HOS estates and private estates. . . . Living inside 
[Central Park Towers] is surely not “sad” at all! (Connie, 14)

Pointing at the photo of Kingswood Ginza, one participant remarked,

Kingswood Ginza is a place I like most. It is because Joey Yung [a 
famous Hong Kong pop singer] once sang here. It is very rare that a 
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singer would sing at TSW. . . . But, it was years ago. Joey Yung at that 
time was not as famous as nowadays. . . . Famous singers are not willing 
to come to sing at TSW. (Tom, 14)

Plate 4: Neighborhood Safety: “It is convenient but unsafe”

All discussion sessions involved issues relating to neighborhood safety with-
out this being brought up by the facilitator. Discussions all involved a spe-
cific shopping mall, “Kingswood Richly Plaza” (KRP) located in TSW-South. 
KRP was often categorized as either a “place liked the most” or a “place 
disliked the most,” showing the complicated and often conflicting feelings of 
the participants.

Adolescents in particular, were aware of the presence of rowdy youth 
(fei zhai), otherwise known as “golden hairs” (jin mao), in their neighbor-
hoods. It should be noted that, in Hong Kong “golden hair” refers to 
rowdy teenagers who make explicit their deviant identity by dyeing their 
hair gold. The participants were able to locate and discuss particular 
places where these rowdy youth misbehaved.

KRP is a place I spend most of my free time. . . . Many things which 
interest me can be found there, like shops selling games, comics and 
sport accessories. . . . The prices are inexpensive. The food is good. . . . 
[But,] [t]here is always a group of rowdy youths loitering at the entrance. 
They sit in front of KRP. . . . Their hair is dyed gold. . . . I am not afraid 
of them. I just ignore them. (Anthony, 15)

Plate 2. 
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Plate 3.

KRP is convenient for me. There are many interesting things I can see 
or buy. . . . You can always find something to eat too. . . . I do not go 
there at night. The “golden hairs” always hang around there. They stare 
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at people in an unfriendly way. When you just take a look at them, they 
will yell at you and say: “What are you looking at?” “What is your 
problem?” (John, 15)

I once saw them [the golden hairs] pick quarrels with passersby. One 
passerby seemed to do nothing, but the rowdy teenagers swore loudly 
at him. The policemen were nearby, and tried to stop them. You know, 
these rowdy youth bully people even when the police are not far away! 
(Sean, 13)

Such feelings were particularly pronounced among female participants.

I don’t like KRP. I find it too dangerous. They [the golden-hair kids] 
tried to flirt with me several times. (Connie, 14)

Here, parents’ perception of safety also affected the geographic mobility 
of the adolescents around their neighborhood. Several female participants 
pointed out this issue in the discussions.

I don’t go to KRP. My mother does not allow me to. She says that KRP 
is too dangerous. (Elaine, 15)

After that incident [an incident of being chatted up by a “golden hair”], 
my mother told me not to go there at night. . . . After 7:30 pm, I do not 
go there, not even just to pass by. (Connie, 14)

Plate 5: Community Facilities: “The facilities are good,  
but the people who use them are not”
Another set of photographs which reflected the mixed feelings of young resi-
dents about TSW were related to the conditions of recreational facilities in 
TSW, including the playgrounds, the swimming pool, the youth centre, and the 
students’ study room. In the discussions, participants usually attributed this to 
the poor maintenance of some facilities and to the “low-quality” of users. 
A commonly quoted example was the swimming pool.

The swimming pool is the place I like the most. We have only one 
swimming pool in TSW. . . . The water quality is very poor. There are 
particles in the water. (Debbie, 14)
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Plate 4. 

I like the swimming pool. . . . [But,] [t]he children urinate in the pool. 
[I believe that] [t]hey shit there as well. I really wanted to take a photo 
of the bad water quality, but the effects [of the photos] will not be 
good. . . . Some parents just do not look after their kids well. (Sally, 12)

The participants also noted the play equipment was in poor condition and 
there was graffiti in some playgrounds. This was negatively related to their 
perceptions of these places.

I spend most of my after-school time playing basketball there. I hate 
people scribbling on public facilities. It was why I took the picture of 
the graffiti [as the thing I dislike most]. . . . Look at the ground; it is in 
very poor condition. (Tom, 14)

Several participants also pointed out the misbehavior of the rowdy teenag-
ers in the youth centre and the students’ study room which had deterred them 
from using the facilities.

I like to go to the [youth] centre. But, I never to the youth centre at Tin 
Heng Estate. I did go once there. It was occupied by rowdy teenagers. 
It was very noisy inside. (Alice, 16)
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I don’t go to the students’ study room near Tin Heng Estate. One time, I 
went there and wanted to study. I saw a group of “golden hair” kids sitting 
around at the entrance. I even dared not go in. . . . The facilities are good, 
but it is taken by bad people. I feel very unhappy about it. (Betty, 14)

One participant uses an interesting metaphor to express the moral incivil-
ity of people in the community.

This photo captures the weeds on the street. I hate weeds. . . . The 
weeds are just like bad people in the community, like the rowdy youth 
and the people who lack a social conscience. . . . The way weeds hinder 
the growth of trees and causes an eyesore to people is just like the bad 
people hindering the development of TSW. Most people living here are 
good people. It is the bad people who give the impression that TSW 
people are of poor quality. (Betty, 14)

Plate 6: Neighborhood Quality: “Cleanliness  
and a sense of order are at stake”
The adolescents’ in particular valued cleanliness and neatness in their neighbor-
hoods. They had a strong negative perception of the presence of unauthorized 
advertisement boards, disorderly parking of bicycles, drying clothes in pub-
lic areas, and undisciplined ways of disposing garbage.

This picture of “recycling bins” means environmental protection. It is 
a good deed. . . . It is the thing I like. (Joan, 14)

It is really an eyesore. People park their bicycles all over the place. . . . 
It is common in TSW. You can see it everywhere. (John, 15)

I hate this kind of advertisement board. You can see it everywhere in 
TSW. It is bad-looking and it simply breaches the law. . . . I don’t think 
that it is the right way of doing business. (Stephan, 13)

People don’t dispose of their cigarette butts properly. I hate people who 
smoke. It chokes my throat. . . . Such a way of disposing cigarettes 
makes people think that all TSW residents are of low quality. (Peter, 14)

I dislike people drying their clothes in the public area. It looks very 
unpleasant. And, it is illegal too. (Anthony 15)
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Plate 5.

The garbage is just placed on the roadside. It looks awful. (Simon, 16)

Lively discussion was generated on how the low neighborhood quality 
was attributed to the “low-quality” of residents in TSW. Several participants 
explicitly stated that the presence of mainland migrants was to blame.
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People throw rubbish on the street. . . . Hong Kong people will not 
do that. They are from the mainland. . . . I saw people from the main-
land spit when they were riding the roller coaster at Ocean Park.13 I 
think that TSW has too many people from the mainland. (Connie, 14)

Plate 7: Facility Quality: “I like to go  
there frequently . . . well, but I have no choice”
The adolescents liked the fast-food restaurants and the cinema where they could 
meet with friends. However, the lack of variety in the choice of shops, and the 
problem of far-away shopping malls usually aroused a negative perception.

This is McDonalds. It is spacious. I study there after school, and talk with 
friends there. . . . No one will drive us away. . . . In fact, we have no choice 
as there is place to sit around, especially, during summer when the 
temperature is very high outside. There is no place with air-conditioning. 
. . . There are benches inside the shopping malls, but are most occupied 
by old grannies in summer. There is utterly no place for us. (Heidi, 12)

This is Maxim’s fast-food shop. I often have lunch there with my fam-
ily. It is convenient. In fact, Maxims is the only choice we have. . . . 
There is a Chinese restaurant there, also run by Maxims, but it takes a 
long time to wait for the food to come. . . . In the shopping mall, we 
have the fast-food restaurant, the Chinese restaurant and the bakery 
which are all run by Maxims. . . . To go to KRP is not possible. . . . It 
is too far away. (Emily, 13)

This photo is the cinema. I like watching movies with my friends. . . . 
The screen there is small. The seats are packed. There are only four 
screens. . . . But, in TSW, we have no choice. It is all we have. . . . 
I want to go to Yuen Long to watch movies that do not show here. But, 
my friends are not willing to go that far. (Catherine, 15)

Plate 8: Facility Sufficiency: “What is special 
about TSW is that we do not have . . .”
The participants’ sentiments of not having sufficient public facilities generally 
contribute to their poor view of the neighborhood. The negative perception of 
this theme was particularly pronounced among those living in TSW-North. The 
most frequently mentioned facility lacking was a hospital. For example, in 
explaining the photo of an ambulance, one participant said,
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Plate 6.
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The ambulance is something I like most. . . . You can hear the siren 
around TSW as we don’t have a hospital here. . . . The ambulance 
means that people are being transferred to Tuen Mun Hospital. 
(Catherine, 15)

Other things that TSW lacked were a standard-sized swimming pool, a 
decent continuous cycling path, sufficient bicycle-parking space and a large-
scale shopping mall. One should note that what mattered to the participants 
was not whether a particular facility existed. Rather, discussions have been 
covered on the fact that the features of some facilities were either not user 
friendly or unable to meet the needs of the residents.

We have only one swimming pool in TSW. . . . It is not of standard 
size. . . . The lanes are not straight, but zigzag. People cannot train for 
swimming contests with a pool like this.” (Ann, 14)

Plate 7. 
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The playground is not for us, but only for the kids aged 6 or 7. Look at 
this, the play equipment is too small. They are for kids only. (Eva, 14)

We have many cycling paths, but they are short and discontinuous. . . . 
You need to stop and wait for the traffic light after riding for a few 
seconds. . . . What is the meaning of cycling like that?! . . . The only 
continuous portion of the cycling path is besides the “smelly river”. 
Well, as its name implies, it is smelly! . . . There is a lot of garbage 
inside the river. (Sean, 13)

The bicycle parking space is not enough. . . . People now just squeeze 
in their bicycles in the pack. (Alfred, 16)

We need a large-scale shopping mall, like Tuen Mun. They have famous 
department stores, like Citistore14. . . . We always have the same shops 
in [the malls of] TSW. (Connie, 14)

Discussion
Findings from the present study reinforce the fact that adolescents are per-
ceptive of their surroundings, both to positive features characterizing their 
neighborhood/community and to the negative aspects. Although previous research 
has identified themes prevalent for adult residents, the present study is unique 
in its adolescent-centered approach, adding to the neighborhood effects litera-
ture by revealing the adolescent residents’ views and perceptions of their 
neighborhood in a complicated form that integrates the actor’s subjective 
visual gaze and verbal opinions. To demonstrate that adolescents are valuable 
informers about their neighborhood and constitute a unique and insightful 
perspective on evaluating community issues are thus another call for attend-
ing to the adolescents’ voice which remains largely overlooked in neighbor-
hood literature (Polivka et al., 1998; Spilsbury, 2002).

This study also contributes to the literature through its use of unusual 
and creative methodological approaches, incorporating survey, photovoice, 
and group discussion. Photovoice, in particular, was a fun and interesting 
way of engaging adolescents in an entertaining and thought-provoking task 
of capturing their local neighborhood. The photovoice assignment made ado-
lescents feel more actively involved in the research process as opposed to 
merely completing a questionnaire, almost as if they “owned” a piece of the 
research through their active involvement and photographic contributions as 
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well as the follow-up discussions of their comments and interpretations of the 
meaning behind the photographs participants chose to take.

Although a growing body of research focuses on the contributions of con-
textual processes to adolescent perception and development (e.g., Brooks-
Gunn et al., 1993; Clampet-Lundquist, 2007; Fauth et al., 2007), very few 
empirical studies have focused on the Hong Kong Chinese context, and spe-
cifically on a community with such a unique history as TSW. Through the 
means of photovoice, the present study aimed to reflect the complicated and 
nuanced perceptions of adolescent residents who were foregrounded and 
treated as experts of their own experience.

The quantitative findings revealed that the adolescent residents reported 
lower neighborhood cohesion and overall satisfaction in living in TSW than 
their parents though most of their differences were not confirmed in chi-
squared tests. Only in the item “having a sense of belonging to my neighbor-
hood” did adolescents express marginally significant differences than their 
parents. From the photovoice exercise, this pattern seemed to be linked to the 
negative media image of TSW as the respondents usually expressed their 
concerns over the validity of the popular discourse of the “city of sadness” 

Plate 8.
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(cf. Plate 1). For example, while the survey data suggested that most adoles-
cents deemed “domestic violence” as a serious community problem, none 
actively raised the issue in the discussion. When prompted, most participants 
revealed that they had not experienced or witnessed the occurrence of domes-
tic violence. They admitted that the extensive mass media construction of 
TSW tainted by the discourse of sadness would affect their perceived level of 
severity of domestic violence. Also reflected in the photovoice was the youths’ 
perceived discrimination based on spatiality. A number of respondents have 
expressed a sense of spatial inferiority as TSW has been widely portrayed as 
a lower class community filled with problematic households (cf. Plate 3). 
All these media(ted) portrayals might elicit feelings of inadequacy among 
the adolescents who are more susceptible to the influence of the mass 
media than their parents (e.g., Giles & Maltby, 2004), and might ultimately 
lessen their sense of belonging within their neighborhood (Wilkinson, 1999). 
In the neighborhood-effects literature, the role of the mass media is rarely 
given attention. The case of TSW calls for further explorations in this area. 
While a number of studies have documented links between youths’ per-
ceived discrimination in the community and their distress and substance use 
(Gibbons, Gerrard, Cleveland, & Wills, 2004; Guthrie, Young, Williams, 
Boyd, & Kintner, 2002), it will be interesting to explore in the future how 
adolescents’ perceived spatial inferiority is related to various developmental 
problems.

The photovoice exercise also suggested how the adolescents actively sought 
positive bonding with their neighborhood as they might highlight those aspects 
to which they felt a personal bond or a sense of history. For example, the posi-
tive perceptions of the adjacent rural regions of Ah Kai Shan and Lau Fau 
Shan reveal an opportunity to develop these places not just as scenic spots, 
but as milieus where schools can carry out social service in order to develop 
a positive collective identity. The remoteness and relatively low level of 
commercial development of TSW have given the adolescent residents a high 
readiness to embrace the natural environment. The photovoice revealed 
the adolescents’ predilection for preserving the natural landscape over hav-
ing more construction sites that might merely boost local economic activities 
(cf. Plate 2).

The theme of feeling unsafe in the community was frequently identified in 
every session even if the participants had indicated in the survey a strong sense 
of belonging to their neighborhood and satisfaction living in TSW. Teens often 
reported little contact with residents who could provide them with positive 
modeling. Rather, complaints were often registered against “low-quality” users 
(cf. Plates 5 & 6). In support of Schaefer-McDaniel (2007), adolescents in the 
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current study did not like the congregation of youths on the streets, in particu-
lar, outside KRP (cf. Plate 4). This perception has invoked a sense of fear and 
insecurity among the adolescents which might affect their social interaction 
and ultimately cultivate an apathetic attitude among the teens toward commu-
nity participation and change. Nowell et al. (2006) shows that the neighborhood 
effects on residents’ disengaged attitude toward change can be complex. They 
stated that the lack of enthusiasm toward improving the neighborhood might 
constitute part of the self-protection mechanism such that it “not only protects 
residents from the sense of shame resulting from negative judgments of the 
neighborhood but it also allows them to direct their energies at upward mobility 
to a better neighborhood” (p. 42).

Our findings also indicate that if neighborhood effects on teens’ percep-
tions are to be positive, both the issues of availability and quality of public 
facilities must be able to meet the needs of the users. In the study, many verbal 
and visual cues have been directed at the lack and undesirable quality of a 
number of public and commercial facilities in the community (cf. Plates 7 & 8). 
The zigzag-shaped swimming pool, the discontinuous cycling paths, and the 
lack of sufficient bicycle-parking space and a large-scale shopping mall have 
created obstacles in any youth empowerment processes which attempt to instill 
a sense of commitment among the adolescent residents to build local ties that 
facilitate social capital flows.

Concluding Remarks
The present study underscores the importance of communicating with young 
residents in understanding how neighborhood contexts shape actors’ per-
ceptions and developments. The present study not only helps practitioners 
recognize a broad spectrum of positive qualities in the community but also 
acts as a vehicle to cultivate the collective sense of efficacy among youth in 
distressed neighborhoods. This study calls for more research on the part of 
practitioners to think broadly as to find other ways to delve into the subjec-
tivity of residents and inspire hope and the sense of possibility for change in 
the grassroots stakeholders of the community.

For future research, there is a strong need for longitudinal studies of neighbor-
hood dynamics. Just as individuals change, develop, and are sometimes trans-
formed, so too neighborhoods can be viewed as dynamic entities (Sampson, 
Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002). There is little information available in 
the literature regarding how neighborhoods change or evolve over time. This 
is particularly significant considering that the neighborhood used in the 
current study is locally regarded as a “new town” and thus is likely to evolve. 
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As Sampson et al. (2002) have previously mentioned, it is crucial for research-
ers to redouble their efforts to investigate the social processes of neighbor-
hoods in a dynamic and interactive fashion.

Limitations
Findings from the present study do need to be considered in light of several 
limitations. The photovoice project only renders visible a limited range of 
factors. In the present case, participants often lamented that they could only 
take pictures of the rowdy teenagers congregating at the entrance of KRP. 
Some said that they felt scared to take out the camera inside the students’ 
study room to capture the disturbance created by the “golden hairs.” Therefore, 
the facilitator had been instructed to guide the participants to question and 
comment on the “images of their world” which were represented in their 
photographs.

This limitation is also related to the fact that the photo taking was a politi-
cal act. In fact, the participants had been reminded in the camera-training 
sessions that their camera was a weapon. It would offend others if the bound-
ary of privacy was breached. Despite the training, we found that some  
participants did not follow all the ethical principles they had learnt. For 
example, a couple of adolescents reflected that when they took the pic-
ture of garbage on the street, they also unintentionally included a nearby 
street cleaner. On those occasions, the street cleaners expressed their displea-
sure or even verbally abused the adolescents, since the former assumed that 
the photographs would be used to show that they are not doing their job well. 
Indicating that photovoice may create more ethical challenges than other 
qualitative methods, such as focus groups and in-depth interviews, Castleden 
et al. (2008) astutely pinpointed that photovoice “can be considered an intru-
sive activity and may lead to unintended consequences” (see also Riley & 
Manias, 2003).

While the extent to which our findings can represent and be generalized 
to the whole community remains undetermined, our hope is that through the 
effort of photovoice, practitioners will give more attention to the unique 
value of adolescent residents’ voices regarding future improvements in the 
community.
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Appendix

Newspaper Reports on Tin Shui Wai  
Used in the Present Study

Date Press Headline

July 5, 2006 Apple Daily Full of Despair and Terror, Discriminated 
Residents Call TSW a Hell

— — “Male Cheater Caused Tragedy,” Says a Good 
Friend

— — Neighbours of the Haunted House Move Out 
Quick

— — Look at the Bright Side of Life to Reduce 
Negative Feeling

— — The Dead Woman Once Tried to Kill Herself 
and Her Son

— Oriental Daily News Three Sisters Killed in Flat
— — Inadequate Community Support Services in 

TSW
October 

15, 2007
Apple Daily No Communication Between the Family and 

the Social Workers; Remedial Measures in 
the Report Are Lip Service

— — “Feeling Pressure” Caused Three Deaths; 
Mother Threw Her Kids Out, Then Jumped 
Herself

— — Unanswered Hotlines Close Down Help 
Channels

— — Scared Residents Saw the Flash of a Shadow 
and Then a Big Bang

— Oriental Daily News TSW Is in Tears and Blood
— — Welfare Department Shrugged Off 

Criticism; Case Cannot Be Closely 
Followed-Up

— — Welfare Department Is Incompetent and Mean, 
TSW Death Toll Mounts

— — Tin Yiu Estate Residents Reproach Welfare 
Department

— — Hotline Calls Messed Around; Help Seekers 
Fed Up

— — Self-help Teams Seek Hidden Parents

(continued)
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Date Press Headline

— — Blamed for Not Disarming the Bomb of 
Domestic Violence

November 
10, 2007

Apple Daily Brave Man Jumped Into Nullah to Save 
Pregnant Woman

— — Activities Organized to Build Up Networks 
Among Neighbours

— — Spirit of Mutual Help Lacking Among 
Neighbours

— Oriental Daily News Woman Jumps Into Nullah With Her 11-Month 
Child

Appendix (continued)

Notes

 1. http://www.bycensus2006.gov.hk/FileManager/EN/Content_962/fb_key 
_findings_06bc.pdf (last visited April 27, 2009).

 2. The Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) is a monetary welfare 
benefit provided by the Hong Kong government (HKSARG) to support people 
who are in financial need.

 3. US$1 ≈ HK$7.75.
 4. Information provided by the Census and Statistics Department, HKSARG.
 5. Information provided by the Census and Statistics Department, HKSARG.
 6. These reports were selected from the Wisenews database. We limited our search 

only on the day and one day after the major family tragedy was identified in Tin 
Shui Wai (TSW).

 7. “City of Sadness” is named after a Taiwanese historical film of the same name. 
Produced in 1989, the film tells the story of a family embroiled in the “White 
Terror” that was wrought on the Taiwanese people by the Nationalist Party after 
their arrival from mainland China in the late 1940s. The movie covered several 
tragic events in Taiwan’s history including the Party’s authoritarian misdeeds 
after its 1945 takeover of Taiwan from Japan and the February-28th incident in 
which thousands of people were killed.

 8. Tsim Sha Tsui is on the tip of the Kowloon Peninsula pointing toward Victoria 
Harbor. It is a world-famous tourist shopping area.

 9. Like what its name literally implies, Mongkok is the “flourishing-and-busy corner” 
of Hong Kong in Kowloon. Major industries in Mongkok are retail shops, restau-
rants (including fast food restaurants), and entertainment.
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10. Sham Shui Po is another low-income district of Hong Kong. Located in Kowloon, 
Sham Shui Po is well-known for inexpensive computer products.

11. Lau Fau Shan is famous for seafood, in particular, oysters.
12. Ah Kai Shan is a mountain located to the east of TSW.
13. Ocean Park is a famous theme park located at the southern part of Hong Kong 

Island.
14. Citistore is a well-known department store in Hong Kong.
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