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ABSTRACT 

In many developed countries or regions, wide income disparities increase the difficulty in 

reducing poverty. In their day-to-day lives, poor people often feel less accepted by the 

society. The failures in communicating with social groups and receiving social support 

leads to negative consequences on individual well-being and higher level of social exclusion. 

Based on the debate upon alternative approaches to conceptualizing and operationalizing 

poverty, this study attempts to verify a mediation model with data from a household survey 

(N= 1202) in Hong Kong. The results of structural equation modeling reveal that deprivation 

is a more powerful indicator than income poverty for specifying the negative relations of 

poverty with interpersonal communication, social support, and social acceptance; the 

negative impact of deprivation on social acceptance can be reduced by two significant 

mediators of interpersonal communication and social support. The results are discussed in 

terms of directions for future research and policy and welfare intervention. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Poverty reflects a situation in which people lack the resources required to meet their 

basic needs for living. One of the important purposes of poverty research is to highlight the 

failings of economic and social policies and draw attention to where and how many actions 

are needed. Although economic growth has delivered material prosperity to many societies, 

the benefits have disproportionately benefited the rich, and not enough has been done 

to improve the quality of life of poor individuals. Long-standing forms of inequality persist 

while gaps are opening in new aspects of life (UNDP, 2019). Wide income disparities in 

developed countries or regions such as Hong Kong increase the difficulty in alleviating 

poverty (Saunders, Wong, & Wong, 2014a). Inequality in Hong Kong is growing. The 

median monthly household income of the top decile was 44 times greater than that of the 

lowest decile in 2016, an increase from 34 times in 2006 (Oxfam Hong Kong, 2018). 

According to the Hong Kong Government, more than 1.37 million people in Hong Kong 

were living below the poverty line in 2017 (Government of the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region, 2018). The Gini coefficient of Hong Kong was 0.539, compared to 

0.411 in the US and 0.458 in Singapore (Census and Statistics Department of HKSAR, 

2017). The new statistics sparked questions from lawmakers and social workers about the 

effectiveness of the government’s poverty-alleviation measures (Lam, 2017). Against this 

background, the present study attempts to investigate the relationships between poverty and 

the factors of interpersonal communication, social support, and social acceptance. 

This study contributes to the ongoing debate on the measurement and operationalization 

of poverty by comparing the indicators from two assessment approaches. In many places, 

income-based measures are extensively used by researchers and governments to measure 

poverty and classify poor populations. Nevertheless, the conventional measures of income 

poverty have often been criticized (e.g., Bradshaw & Finch, 2003; Borooah, 2005). In 

contrast, deprivation analysis builds on the essential goods and services available 

to individuals, families, and groups in the population, which is determined and experienced 

by the people of a given society (Townsend, 1979). This debate is important to government 
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policy execution and social support system development, not just because it defines who is 

vulnerable and requires help but also because it leads to several crucial questions related to 

anti-poverty campaigns: What is the purpose for poverty alleviation? What is the appropriate 

way in which the society should help the poor people? In what specific way (addressing 

which aspect) should we help them? 

Poverty not only leads to pressure in terms of meeting life expenses and shortages 

in financial resources but also affects individuals’ socio-psychological well-being. 

Experiences of discrimination, isolation, and loneliness are often found among poor 

populations in Hong Kong (Crabtree & Wong, 2013; Wong, 2008; Wong & Lee, 2001). A 

number of factors have contributed to this trend. For example, disadvantages caused by 

poverty prevent people from participating in social activities and civil engagement and 

restrict their ability to social integration. Poverty leads to a decrease in interpersonal 

communication and social support, which is consistent with the previous findings of a 

negative relationship between poverty and adverse impacts on life satisfaction and happiness 

(e.g., Lee et al., 1999; Millar & Ridge, 2009). In recent years, social inclusion has been a 

focus of social policy in many countries (Chan et al., 2014). This study investigates the 

negative effects of poverty on social acceptance and the mediating role of interpersonal 

communication and social support. The results provide policy implications for anti-poverty 

strategy.  

Empirically, this study focuses on the effects of two poverty indicators on social 

acceptance and the mediation paths through interpersonal communication and social support. 

This article is organized as follows: Following the introduction, the second section reviews 

the literature on the concepts addressed in the study. The third section provides a brief 

summary of measures and sample characteristics, while the main findings are presented and 

analyzed in the fourth section. Finally, the fifth section provides a concluding discussion on 

the findings, limitations of the study, and directions for future research. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Income Poverty and Deprivation 

Defining and measuring poverty is always the first challenge for researchers, social 

workers, and policymakers for guiding anti-poverty policies. Ongoing scholarly debate 

emphasizes that the conceptualization and operationalization of poverty are essential in 

poverty and quality of life research because they identify the vulnerable individuals. 

Researchers have developed competing approaches to assess poverty and classify objects 

for poverty alleviation. 

One method that has been widely used is income-based or monetary measures 

(Haveman, 2009). This involves identifying the gap between received income (individual or 

household) and a specific threshold (i.e., the poverty line), which reflects the necessary 

financial level to meet existing needs. A person is regarded as ‘poor’ if his or her income (or 

expenditure) falls below a poverty line value. This form of operationalization underlines the 

ability of income to support a minimum standard of living (e.g., Lee & Chou, 2016) and is 

easy to assess. However, critics argue that this type of assessment cannot capture other 

dimensions of poverty and quality of life, such as assets, consumption, debt, opportunities for 

development, and social well-being (Bradshaw & Finch, 2003; 

Chan & Chou, 2016; Ringen, 1988; Sherraden, 1991; Whelan & Maître, 2007).  

Moreover, if simply assessed by their income figures, low or 

no income populations may fail to demonstrate their ability to obtain or maintain available 

resources as well as how they survive at an acceptable standard of living. For example, most 

equivalence scales based on income level make no allowance for the decline in monetary 

income and changes in (material) needs for living among old people, and this can bias the 

estimates of poverty status for this group (Chou & Lee, 2017). Moreover, the assessment is 

unable to distinguish the rich elderly with sufficient property or investments from the real 

poor through a single-dimensional criteria. 

Alternatively, the asset- (or item-) based approach focuses more on how the underlying 

concept ‘deprivation’ is conceived. Deprivation analysis examines whether people’s lack of 

possessions falls below a critical threshold by constructing a ‘possessions index’ to measure 
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the number (or proportion) of items from a prescribed list of necessities for basic survival 

(Townsend, 1979; Nolan & Whelan, 1996). It is developed from the socially perceived 

necessities approach and builds upon relativity and consensus theories (Saunders, 2011). The 

deprivation measures focus directly on people’s actual ability to acquire the necessities to 

meet their basic needs (Ringen,1988). When identifying deprivation, the emphasized 

affordability of basic items allows more room for both economic resources other than income 

(e.g., wealth or credit) and non-economic resources (e.g., education or dental care), which 

can be relied upon in times of need (Saunders, Wong, & Wong, 2014b). 

Recent studies have proposed a capability approach to poverty measures, where poverty 

is viewed as the deprivation of certain basic capabilities (Hick, 2012). Both capability and the 

asset-based approaches conceptualize poverty as deprivations in real life and question the 

central role often afforded to income in poverty measurement. The discussion suggests that 

poverty should not be presumed as a consequence of low income, or that at least it should not 

be defined on the basis of monetary income alone (Alkire & Foster, 2011a; OECD, 2011). 

The multidimensional framework of the capability approach is good for cross-society 

comparison and resource allocation, although it is sometimes difficult to operationalize in 

multivariate models empirically. Because many interconnected aspects that poor people 

experience in daily life are related to the umbrella term of poverty, such as education, labor, 

health, housing, and childhood (Alkire & Foster, 2011b). The antecedent and subsequent 

variables are not easy to distinguish.  

The choice between approaches would not be critical if the estimates produced by the 

methods were similar in reflecting the extent and nature of poverty. However, some findings 

reveal that income poverty was not highly correlated with deprivation (e.g., 

Bradshaw & Finch, 2003; Borooah, 2005; Saunders, Naudoo, & Griffiths, 2007; OECD 

2008, p. 190–193). Recent literature shows a preference for deprivation measures rather 

than the conventional income poverty line setting (Callan et al., 1993; 

Nolan & Whelan, 1996; Boarini & d’Ercole, 2006; Whelan & Maître,2007). This trend 

reflects the recognition of conceptual and practical limitations of the income-based approach, 

combined with increasing awareness of the need to ground the estimates more firmly in the 
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living conditions that people are able to attain and align them more closely with community 

norms about acceptable minimum standards (Boarini & d’Ercole, 2006; Saunders, 2011; also 

see OECD, 2008, p. 178–179). 

The above discussion is in line with the growing community concern over poverty and 

the ongoing debate over poverty policy in Hong Kong. The majority of local policy research 

and implementation still uses an income poverty approach, only differing in terms of how and 

where to draw the poverty line (e.g., Chan & Chou, 2016; Lee & Chou, 2016). In 2013, after 

many years of debate, the Commission on Poverty of Hong Kong established 

a controversial official (government-endorsed) poverty line in Hong Kong. Specifically, the 

poverty threshold was set as half of the median household income adjusted by household 

size, which is a relative income-based poverty measurement. The main reasons for this are 

that information regarding household income is widely available in administrative 

and census data and it is easily understood, internationally comparable, and typically reflects 

families’ most important sources of income for meeting their living standards, according to 

the Hong Kong SAR Government (Commission on Poverty of Hong Kong, 2013, 

2016). Since that time, the monetary-based threshold has become a primary reference for 

poverty policy intervention and allocation of welfare resources. One implication for social 

welfare policy is the distribution of recurrent cash in order to fill the income poverty gap. 

But, whether and how the monetary subsidy can ensure accessible and affordable services for 

health management and engagement in social activities remain questionable 

(Chou & Lee, 2017; Saunders, Wong, & Wong, 2013). Based on the ongoing debate, this 

study intends to validate the international trend within the local context by comparing the 

effects of income poverty and deprivation on several consequential indicators. When poverty 

is understood as deprivation rather than purely as a lack of income or shortage of financial 

resources (Beja, 2013; Madonia Cracolici, & Cuffaro, 2013; Narayan et al., 2000; 

OECD, 2011; Stiglitz, Sen, & Fitoussi, 2009), the investigation of quality of life and living 

conditions is more focused on the social support that poor people could have and the 

subjective well-being they perceive. Therefore, the main research question this study asks is 

as follows:  
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RQ: Does deprivation serves as a better indicator than income poverty on 

subsequent variables and to what extent?  

  

2.2 Social Acceptance and Poverty 

Poverty may cause advantages to accrue for some individuals while being denied to 

others. The discussion on social exclusion or inclusion has received substantial attention in 

recent years, often as a concept allied to that of poverty. Social exclusion and 

disadvantage prevent individuals from participating in various social 

activities (Hatfield, 2004) or restrict their ability to create and maintain social support, 

leading to low levels of social acceptance (Hawthorne, 2006; LaVeist et al., 1997). The 

discussion on social exclusion has largely focused on relational issues and exclusion from the 

benefits of social protection and the right to social development (Hartley, 2016; Rodgers, 

Gore, & Figueiredo, 1995), usually with conclusive arguments in support of inclusive 

community and social well-being as policy goals to manage poverty in many societies. 

Social exclusion is a broad issue that is affected by influences at various levels. 

Burchardt, Le Grand, and Piachaud (2002) elaborate the construct from four perspectives: 1) 

Consumption – where individuals lack the capacity to purchase goods and services; 2) 

Production – where individuals are unable to find employment; 3) Involvement – in local and 

national politics and organizations; and 4) Social interaction and family support. Thus, 

empirical investigations of social exclusion examine the subjective feeling of social 

acceptance and its relations with the above-mentioned perspectives experienced in daily life. 

In this study, we define social acceptance as the subjective well-being people perceived based 

on living experiences of being valued and respected as well as the feeling that one is 

congruent with other people, groups, and society. Previous studies have identified the effects 

of socioeconomic status on social acceptance at both the community 

and society levels (Béland, 2007; Green & Rogers, 2001; Stewart et al., 2009). In 

many places around the world, there are powerless groups that suffer from poverty, social 

exclusion, and barriers to social mobility (Marlier & Atkinson, 2010). Therefore, one of the 
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missions of many ongoing anti-poverty campaigns is to make the powerless feel more 

included and respected by the mainstream society. 

Building an inclusive society has long been a stated objective of Hong Kong. A range of 

policy initiatives has been developed to support the underprivileged and vulnerable groups 

through education, employment, housing, and other supports or services (e.g., Hong Kong 

SAR Government, 2017). Practically, the promotion of social acceptance is not 

abstract but highly relevant to the local politics in places such like Hong Kong. Although 

social exclusion has yet to emerge as a major social issue, the growing awareness of 

poverty and income inequality highlights the insufficient community support despite the 

material prosperity of the city (Saunders, Wong, & Wong, 2014b). Previous studies 

have shown that specific groups face exclusion as a result of economic and social policy 

failings, including the elderly (e.g., Lee & Chou, 2016), immigrants from the Chinese 

mainland (e.g., Law & Lee, 2006), unemployed youth (e.g., Wong & Ying, 2006), and 

women who have been subjected to violence (e.g., Chan & Chan, 2003). Studies of social 

acceptance are grounded in the identification of social disadvantage, considering actual 

living conditions and community expectations (Saunders, Wong, & Wong, 2014b) and 

critically rethinking the social separation between what is judged as advantageous and 

disadvantageous to human well-being (Hartley, 2016). Based on the above discussion and the 

alternative operationalization of poverty, we hypothesize the following: 

H1a: Income poverty has a negative effect on social acceptance. 

H1b: Deprivation has a negative effect on social acceptance. 

 

2.3 Social Support and Interpersonal Communication 

In order to alleviate the negative effects of poverty and enhance social acceptance 

among poor people, social support is suggested as an important aspect at the frontline of anti-

poverty campaigns (Böhnke, 2008). Social supports refers to the material, emotional, and 

social resources provided by different levels of the social system to people in need to help 

them cope with life stressors. Social supports contribute to individuals’ sense of self-efficacy 

and social well-being. The receipt and provision of support enhance belonging and reduce 
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isolation, helping individuals to feel more accepted and valued in the society (Brown et 

al., 2003; Siedlecki et al., 2014). However, people living on low incomes and in deprived 

conditions, particularly those who are older, disabled, or single, often face isolation, 

loneliness, and a lack of emotional support. A previous study recognized the impact of both 

tangible and close emotional support for poor people (Green & Rodgers, 2001). Decades of 

social support research has demonstrated that a lack of social support may even lead to 

negative physical and mental health outcomes (e.g., House, Landis, & 

Umberson, 1988; Wright & Bell, 2003). Locally, the community sector and support for the 

poor has been criticized for being undeveloped in Hong Kong (La Grange & Yung, 2001). 

One reason for this might due to the conventional poverty policy interventions and allocation 

of welfare resources, which are primarily based on the operational definition of the income 

gap threshold. The social support system for poor people was selective and yet 

comprehensive. Therefore, it is reasonable to test how the lack of social support in daily life 

reinforces the decrease in social acceptance perceived by poor people. The following 

hypotheses are thus offered: 

H2: Social support has a positive effect on social acceptance. 

H3a: Income poverty has a negative effect on social support. 

H3b: Deprivation has a negative effect on social support. 

 

The literature has identified a number of intervening variables that further 

complicate the relationship between social support and well-being 

outcomes. Those variables include differences in individual coping styles and adaptation to 

stressful situations (Zeidner, Matthews, & Shemesh, 2016; Pierce, Sarason, & 

Sarason, 1996) and perceptions of support providers and recipients in the context which 

support takes place occurs (Edwards & Noller, 1998). Among these variables, social 

relationships and interpersonal communication play a significant role in determining people’s 

adaptive functioning and well-being (Wills, 1985). Deficits in interpersonal communication 

competence could account for the smaller social support network sizes and lower levels of 

satisfaction among both more anxiously attached and more avoidantly attached 
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individuals (Anders & Tucker, 2005). Conventional socio-political research indicates that 

different interpersonal relationships are influential to the creation of social capital (i.e., 

trusted and supportive communities) and have implications for individual well-being (e.g., 

Cattell, 2001; Morrow, 1999). Discussions on neighborhood and community building have 

also emphasized the role of interpersonal communication in receiving and providing 

emotional support, experienced belonging, and establishing lasting friendships, as effective 

interpersonal interactions can satisfy people’s social psychological needs and enhance their 

subjective well-being (Zhang, Xu, & Hou, 2018). Individuals have frequent communication 

with social acquaintances, characterized by an exchange of instrumental, emotional, and 

affirmational support with friends, neighbors, or family. This tends to nurture a 

stronger sense of community and belonging, which is essential to social acceptance (Fisher, 

Sonn, & Bishop, 2002). Thus, we hypothesize the following: 

H4a: Interpersonal communication has a positive effect on social support. 

 

Previous research indicated that interpersonal communication was the main means to 

promote inclusion and oppose discrimination (Chan et al., 2014). This is because 

communication helps people to understand others’ points of view and allows their voices and 

needs to be heard. Hence, the capacity of interpersonal communication is considered to be an 

explanatory factor for social acceptance, and it plays an important role in facilitating the 

social support one would receive from family, friends, social acquaintances, and 

communities. Take the elderly as an example. Older persons who have more frequent 

communication with family and friends are more likely to receive sufficient daily care as well 

as financial and emotional support (Lee & Kwok, 2005). An early study demonstrated that 

remaining connected with different social contacts and frequent communication are 

beneficial to older persons’ receipt of social support and psychological well-being (Phillips et 

al., 2008). Thus, we hypothesize the following: 

H4b: Interpersonal communication has a positive effect on social acceptance. 
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Nowadays, due to the rise of social media and the rapid development of communication 

technologies, people have more communication channels to stay connected with each other. 

However, poverty often hampers social interaction and effective interpersonal 

communication because of poor living conditions. For instance, the working poor usually 

need to work long hours, and the rhythm of their families’ daily lives involves large blocks of 

family, self-care, and leisure activities (Roy, Tubbs, & Burton, 2004). In order to earn a 

living, the breadwinner of a family must work so much that there may be insufficient time to 

communicate with his or her children and elderly parents, relatives, or friends. In Hong 

Kong, the situation is even worse for poor families with senior member(s) and single-parent 

families; in such cases, the non-monetary support given to the elderly and children was found 

to be insufficient (Cheung, 2015; La Grange & Yung, 2001). Moreover, insufficient 

interpersonal communication leads to less useful information exchange and fewer lifelong 

learning opportunities from various social sources, according to sociological studies on the 

effect of social networks and social capital on self-achievement and social mobility (Cattell, 

2001; Granovetter, 1973). Poor people tend to lag behind the majority of society in new 

technology adoption and enrollment in social activities. Some might even feel shy or 

ashamed to take an active social role. This inabilty to communicate with others 

may prevent poor individuals from receiving the support they need or fostering a strong 

perception of social acceptance (Stewart et al. 2009). Thus, we hypothesize the following:  

H5a: Income poverty is negatively correlated with interpersonal communication. 

H5b: Deprivation is negatively correlated with interpersonal communication. 

 

[Insert Figure 1 Here] 

  

The hypotheses are summarized in Figure 1. A mediation model between poverty and 

social acceptance through interpersonal communication and social support will be tested. The 

model emphasizes the protective roles of social support and interpersonal communication and 

answer the research question regarding the explanatory power of income poverty compared 

to deprivation. Deprivation better differentiates poor people who perceive lower social 
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acceptance and have insufficient interpersonal communication and social support. 

Particularly, the following hypotheses are presented:  

H6: Deprivation has a stronger effect on social support than income poverty. 

H7: Deprivation has a stronger effect on social acceptance than income poverty. 

  

3 METHODS 

3.1 Data and Sampling 

The data came primarily from an interdisciplinary collaborative research project on 

social disadvantages, well-being, and health in Hong Kong (SDWH-HK). Face-to-face 

questionnaire interviews were conducted during two time periods. The first wave of survey 

field work lasted from June 2014 to August 2015. A sample of 25,000 addresses and 200 

segments was obtained from the Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department (C&SD), 

based on the C&SD frame of quarters. We adopted a two-stage stratified sampling, which 

first stratified records in the frame of quarters by geographical area (i.e., respondents’ living 

areas by District Council) and then by type of quarters (i.e., public and private housing). A 

systemic replicate sampling technique with fixed sampling intervals and non-repetitive 

random numbers was used to select the sampling units. Eventually, 4947 addresses were 

sampled with 3791 valid cases, of which 2282 households were successfully enumerated. 

Within each household, one family member aged 18 or above was selected as a target 

respondent using the last birthday method (for methodology details and analyses of the first 

wave of data, see Chung et al., 2018a, 2018b; Lau & Bradshaw, 2018).  

The second wave of survey data was used in this study, which was obtained during the 

period from February 2016 to March 2017. Of the2,282 completed cases in the first wave, 

1,480 household respondents participated in the call-back survey fieldwork. The main reason 

for the decrease in sample size was mainly due to losing contact or absence from home 

during the interview times. This issue was particularly pronounced among those living in 

private housing. Other reasons for missing cases included change of address, vacation, and 

death. 



 13 

The final sample for analysis included 1,202 respondent cases, providing valid answers 

to the questions about demographics, poverty and deprivation status, and any other key 

variables in the current study. The data were weighted according to the age and sex 

distribution of the Hong Kong population in the most recent census. 

 

3.2 Measures 

Specific measurement items were adopted to assess the variables in this study. Both the 

survey commissioner and the research team verified the validity and reliability of the 

measures at different execution stages. 

The concept of poverty was measured by the indicators of the relative income poverty 

gap and necessities deprivation, which follow the monetary and item-based approaches. 

Based on the above operational definitions, we used the official poverty line (in monthly 

income) and respondent’s income as a reference to calculate the difference between two 

figures to reflect income poverty (i.e., Relative income poverty gap = Individual monthly 

income – Official poverty monthly income). A negative value for the relative gap indicates 

that the respondent’s income is below the estimated monetary level required to meet existing 

needs to live in Hong Kong. Official poverty refers to the pre-intervention poverty threshold 

of domestic households by household size in the Hong Kong Poverty Situation Report 2016 

(Commission on Poverty of Hong Kong, 2017). Specifically, people who lived in a 

household below the official poverty line in 2016 (i.e., one-person household: HK$4,000; 

two-person household: HK$9,000; three-person household: HK$15,000; four-person 

household: HK$18,500; five-person household: HK$19,000; and six-person and above 

household: HK$20,000) were classified as “officially poor.” The income-based 

poverty measure was a relative figure. People who lived in a household with equivalised 

household income below half of the median equivalised household income (i.e., HK$6059.2) 

based on all households in this study were classified as “relative poor.” 

To measure poverty from the operational definition of deprived necessities, we 

constructed a Deprivation Index (DI-23). The respondents were asked whether they perceived 

a list of material-based and social items as necessities in the social and family lives of the 
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majority of the Hong Kong population. The item selection built upon the result of The 

Poverty and Social Exclusion in Hong Kong (PSEHK) project (Gordon, Lau, Pantazis, & Lai, 

2014). The resulting 23-item DI was used to assess whether the respondents could afford the 

list of materials and social necessities, with 18 items related to material deprivation and five 

items related to social deprivation. The Cronbach’s alpha of the DI was 0.833. An 

accumulative score was computed, with a higher figure indicating that more necessities were 

deprived from a respondent’s social and family life.  

Social acceptance was measured by a three-question index. Participants were asked to 

indicate whether they had the following experiences in their daily life: being “treated friendly 

by other people,” “understood by other people,” and “treated with respect by other people” 

(Cronbach’s α = 0.660). A higher cumulative score (ranging from 0 to 3) reflected the 

respondent’s positive feelings about being treated friendly, understood, and respected by 

other people in their life. 

Social support was measured by three items, including “I have someone to look after me 

and help with housework when I am sick”; “I have someone to find when I needed practical 

help around my home (e.g., moving heavy furniture)”; and “I can find help when I needed 

someone to give advice about an important decision in your life (e.g., changing jobs, moving 

housing)”. The three items broadly covered the circumstances in which an individual might 

receive support for instrumental needs in daily life. The items were rated on a 4-point Likert 

scale with higher scores reflecting higher levels of social support. The internal consistency of 

the scale was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = 0.86). 

Interpersonal communication was measured by three questions. The operational 

definitions included the frequency of interpersonal communication on two levels. 

Respondents were asked how often they communicated with friends and family 1) in person 

and 2) through other communication channels (e.g., telephone and social media). The 

questions were measured on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from (1) seldom (i.e., less than 

once a month) to (6) always (i.e., everyday). Specific to the possible life experiences of poor 

people, an additional question regarding “whether any specific reason prevent the 

respondents from meeting up with family and friends more often” was also asked. 



 15 

  

4 RESULTS 

All the variables included in the model and their inter-correlations are shown in Table 1. 

  

[Insert Table 1 Here] 

  

We used IBM SPSS AMOS version 23 for Windows to build the Structural Equation 

Modeling (SEM) for hypotheses testing. Based on the literature review and hypotheses 

inferences, we structured the model as shown in Figure 1, in which both the income 

poverty gap and deprivation were defined as anxogenous factors with the rest of 

three variables endogenous. 

The results indicated a satisfactory fit of the proposed model: χ2 = 140.83 (df = 36, 

p < .05), χ2/df = 3.91, CFI = 0.97, NFI = 0.96, IFI =0.97, RMSEA = 0.049 (90% CI 0.04, 

0.06). Generally, 22% of the variance in social acceptance was explained (see Figure 2). 

  

[Insert Figure 2 Here] 

  

Significant direct effects of deprivation were found on interpersonal communication 

(β = -0.14, p < 0.001), social support (β = -0.29, p < 0.001), and social acceptance (β = -0.20, 

p < 0.001). Thus, H5b, H3b, and H1b were supported. Respondents with higher levels of 

social support felt more socially accepted (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). H2 was also supported. 

Comparatively, the effects of the income poverty gap on interpersonal communication (β = -

0.04, n.s.), social support (β = -0.08, p < 0.01), and social acceptance (β = 0.03, n.s.) were 

weaker and less significant. Both H1a and H5a were rejected, while H3a was supported. 

Interpersonal communication was found to be significantly correlated with social support 

(β = 0.26, p < 0.001) and social acceptance (β = 0.28, p < 0.001), supporting H4a and H4b.  

Comparatively. the model revealed that deprivation is a more significant indicator for 

specifying the associations among poverty, social support, and social acceptance. Thus, H6 

and H7 were supported. 



 16 

To further examine the paths from deprivation and income poverty to social 

acceptance, mediation effects were found by the SEM. The indirect effects of income poverty 

gap on social acceptance were significant for social support (β = -0.03, ps < 0.05). The results 

further indicated that the indirect correlation between income poverty and social acceptance 

needs to be explained by other factors, such as social support. The results also indicated that 

the negative impact of deprivation on social acceptance could be reduced by the intervention 

of interpersonal communication (β = -0.12, ps < 0.01) and social support (β = -0.09, ps < 

0.01). An indirect effect of deprivation on social support via interpersonal communication 

was also found (β = -0.04, ps < 0.01), indicating that effective interpersonal communication 

can facilitate the social support received by the poor. The indirect effects of major variables 

on social acceptance were verified by a bootstrap test (two-tailed significance BC) in the final 

model. 

In summary, the SEM results provide empirical evidence for theoretical discussion and 

policy review. Comparatively, income poverty is transient, while deprivation tends to be 

chronic, and the money-metric definition does not always capture living standards, 

particularly among the elderly, the unemployed, and adolescents. For people who are living 

in poverty, low/no income is just one of the possible statuses, and it is insufficient to reflect 

the multi-dimensional quality of life. Thus, even though income poverty is somehow 

associated with social acceptance in the multivariate model, the effect is indirect, being 

mediated by other social factors (i.e., interpersonal communication and social support). 

Meanwhile, interpersonal communication and social support plays a mediating role in 

enhancing social acceptance for the poor people.  

  

5 DISCUSSION 

The choice of approach and measure affects the estimation of poverty status and leads 

to different implications for the social groups that are most affected by related policy 

reforms. The present study demonstrates that deprivation is a more sensitive 

poverty measure of people with low social acceptance and insufficient social support and 

interpersonal communication. The findings suggest that the current poverty policy 
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intervention and allocation of welfare resources based on income threshold should be 

critically reviewed. Like many western societies, the structural problem of the aging 

population is becoming normal in Hong Kong, which makes the monetary assessment less 

valid because most elderly individuals no longer receive any wage income after the age 

of 65. Some elderly individuals are not necessarily poor, but those who are vulnerable can not 

be easily identified through income or monetary measures. The implication for the long run is 

that it is difficult to address the poverty problem simply by 

improving economic conditions alone (Saunders, Wong & Wong, 2014b). Some people 

cannot meet their basic needs because of social exclusion rather than a lack of money. Hence, 

policy should focus on ensuring that the poor can meet their specific needs in day-to-day 

living and allocate resources to improve their quality of life. In addition to monetary support, 

issues faced by poor people, such as limited access to healthcare, discrimination in the labor 

market, information asymmetry, difficulty in accessing public services, and limited financial 

instruments due to language or ethnicity barriers, are more crucial factors for estimating 

who is most at risk of poverty. 

The research on poverty and social acceptance is analytically and operationally relevant 

at all levels of policy-making. Building an inclusive society in which people with different 

backgrounds feel welcomed and accepted is becoming increasingly difficult in many places 

around the world. Moreover, in the long run, the exclusion of poor people from political and 

economic power and the divided communities will threaten democracy and civil society. One 

extreme consequence could be that a sense of low social acceptance might result in urban 

rioting and the disaffection of social members, especially young people who lack social 

mobility. 

Thus, achieving an inclusive society is a goal with universal appeal. Living in 

poverty can lead to profound consequences in individuals’ social lives. The conceptual 

model proposed in this study promotes the mediating roles of interpersonal communication 

and social support for social inclusion. It is suggested that efficient interpersonal 

communication and social interaction with family, friends, and others can facilitate social 

support from available resources and supporting networks. If an individual fails to stay 
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connected with family, friends, and community, the social support system will be less 

effective in providing buffers from life stresses. More effective policy and welfare 

interventions that reduce the harm resulting from stressors may be needed to prevent the 

social exclusion problems among poor and aging populations. An array of new social 

services could be developed for people with needs related to living necessities, 

communication, and social support. The results of the current study are potentially useful for 

policy-makers in the anti-poverty campaign. The government can take a proactive role in 

assisting interventions to strengthen social support networks for poor people. Resources 

could be invested in communities to promote communication among stakeholders. In turn, 

this could enhance the social well-being and quality of life of the poor population in Hong 

Kong 

There are several limitations to the current study. First, the measures of the key 

constructs were adopted from a large questionnaire survey dataset. Because of the length and 

other practical constraints, each construct only had a few measurement items. Although a 

multiple-item strategy was adopted to ensure measurement reliability, the items used could 

only be regarded as indicators of each construct rather than a comprehensive examination of 

all details. Future studies should further explore the relationships between deprivation and 

particular communication and social support attributes (e.g., communication via social 

networks and types of social support). Second, an asset-based measurement was adopted to 

measure poverty (deprivation) in the current study. Although the generation of the 

deprivation index was contextualized and the statistical results demonstrated strong 

explanatory power of the subsequent variables, the measurement still has its limitations. For 

example, there could be inclusion and exclusion errors in selecting beneficiaries of social 

protection programs using proxy-means testing. Future research is therefore needed to 

replicate and further verify the deprived item list in Hong Kong. Third, a one-directional 

relationship from poverty and deprivation to social acceptance was proposed in the current 

study. Nevertheless, empirical evidence stemming from the discrimination literature suggests 

a reverse relationship going from social acceptance to income poverty (e.g., Lee, Biglan & 

Cody, 2018). We recognize that the reverse feedback among all the considered variables 
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should not be ignored. Future studies should further examine the mutual dynamics in social 

reality. A longitudinal analysis is required to verify the causality.  
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Figure 1. Hypothesized structural model 
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Figure 2. Modelling of income poverty and deprivation on social acceptance mediated by interpersonal communication and social support 
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Table 1 Correlation results among major variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Income Poverty Gap 1.00         

2. Deprivation Index 0.29*** 1.00       

3. Interpersonal Communication - 0.11*** - 0.12*** 1.00     

4. Social Support - 0.17*** - 0.33*** 0.22*** 1.00   

5. Social Acceptance - 0.08** - 0.27*** 0.21*** 0.30*** 1.00 

Note. N = 1202; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 

 

 


