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Educational and Early Socioeconomic
Status Attainment in Hong Kong

Abstract

Hong Kong residents believe that they are living in an achievement-ori-
ented society, that is, status in the Hong Kong social structure is allocated
in accordance with individuals’ achievements rather than socially as-
cribed attributes. This conclusion, which has unambiguously been con-
firmed by social-psychological studies in the last two decades, will be
verified in this study by objective status-attainment data. The data used in
this study are generated from the Hong Kong 1981 census data. The
attainment models guiding the analysis are Duncan’s Basic Model, the
Wisconsin Model, and the structuralist models. The study reveais that
ascribed attributes, such as family background and sex, have significant
impacts on the status-attainment processes of young men and women in
Hong Kong during the 1970s. These ascribed attributes assert their effects
mainly through their influence on educational achievement, which in
turn imposes significant effect on occupational-status attainment. In other
words, achievement and ascription have joined forces in a particular way
in determining the attainment opportunities of young men and women in
Hong Kong. At the crux of this ascription-achievement partnership is the
educational system which acts as a mediator between social origins and
destinations. Taken together, this study has revealed that achievement is
by no means the sole criterion for the allocation of social opportunities as
most of Hong Kong residents perceive. Ascription also find its way to
assert itself into the attainment process mainly through the educational
system.

ong Kong has been depicted as an achievement-oriented so-
Hciety. Studies in the last two decades have unambiguously
concluded that Hong Kong residents believe that social status
within the social structure of Hong Kong is allocated in accor-
dance with individuals” achievement rather than their ascribed
attributes.’

In the early 1970s, Chaneéy and Podmore found in their survey
of young adults that 62.7 percent of respondents agreed with the
statement that “Hong Kong is truly a land of opportunity and



people get pretty much of what they deserve here” (Chaney and
Podmore, 1973:60). In 1969 Johnson conducted a survey on the
community leaders in Tsuen Wan and found that over half of the
respondents identified achievement rather than ascription as the
primary determinant for individual success in Hong Kong (John-
son, 1971:252). In a survey conducted in Kwun Tong in 1985, Lau
and Kuan found that “an overwhelming 87.6 percent of respon-
dents agi"eed or strongly agreed that Hong Kong was a place full
of developmental opportunities. Hence, it is individual efforts
that count in one’s success or failure” (Lau and Kuan, 1988:63-64).
Again in a similar survey done in 1986, Lau and Kuan found that
“84.2 percent of respondents... agreed that in Hong Kong, pro-
vided a person had the ability and worked hard, he should have
the opportunity to improve his social and economic status”
(1988:64).

These research findings have consensually indicated that
Hong Kong is an achievement-oriented society. However, all the
above mentioned findings are based on social psychological data.
Thatis, they are but the social reality perceived by samples of
Hong Kong residents. None of these studies have ever tried to
confirm the subjective perception they have revealed with objec-
tive data. For instance, the subjective attributions of personal suc-
cess to achievement have never been verified with conventional
status attainment models.

It is, therefore, the purpose of this essay to employ objective
status-attainment data to validate whether social opportunities
are catered to individuals because of achievement rather than
ascription, that is, whether Hong Kong is really an achievement-
orientated society as her residents perceive.

The status-attainment data used in this study are constructed
from the Hong Kong 1981 census data. The attainment models
guiding the following analysis are Blau and Duncan’s Basic
Model, the Socialization Model, and the Structuralist Models.
Hence, in the following pages, I will first review the theoretical
backgrounds of various status attainment models. Then the data
set and instrument used in the analysis will be explicated. Three

status attainment models will be tested against the data. It is
hoped that this analysis could reveal some significant factors
contributing to the attainment opportunities of socioeconomic sta-
tus of young men and wormen in Hong Kong in the 1970s.

1. Status Attainment Study: A Review

It has commonly been recognized that within the area of mobility
study, there are two distinct methodological traditions. One is the
contingency-table tradition, while the other is the regression tradi-
tion (Duncan, 1979:793; Hauser et al., 1975:586; Hauser, 1978:920-

-921; and Pullum, 1975:2). Status attainment study belongs to the

latter, Hence, in the review that follows, I will confine my exposi-
tion to the major theories and researches of the regression tradi-
tion of mobility study.? Accordingly, the following review will be
organized in a chronological way which reflects the development
of the regression tradition. They are the Blau-Duncan status at-
tainment model, the Wisconsin model, and the structuralist mod-
els.

L1, Blau-Duncan Status Attainment Model

There has been a general consensus that Blau and Duncan, in their
path-breaking work — The American Occupational Structure (1967)
— have made invaluable contributions to mobility study both
methodologically and conceptually. One reviewer even asserted
that the work had started a “conceptual and methodological revo-
tution” in mobility study (Kerckhoff, 1984:140-141). Therefore, it
will be helpful to outline the significance of the work before we
discuss the details of its theory and methodology.

Before the mid-1960s, social mobility study had been domi-
nated by the mobility-table tradition. However, the research tradi-
tion suffered from one essential methodological limitation, thatis,
the focus of analysis was limited to the descriptive level. Mobility-
table analysis focused mainly on exploring the general patterns of



social mobility but stopped short of providing any explanation to
them (Kerckhoff, 1984).” By utilizing the socioeconomic index con-
structed by Duncan (1961), Blau and Duncan transformed the
occupational titles from a categorical variable to a continuous
variable. As a result, more refined statistical models, such as re-
gression analysis, could be used in the study. Based upon this
methodological refinement, various kinds of intervening vari-
ables could then be introduced into the study. Thus, it conceptu-
ally transformed the conventional model of cross-tabulation of
origin by destination to a model of attainment path. Subsequently,
it raised the level of inquiry of mobility study from exploratory
and descriptive to explanatory and analytical.

Blau and Duncan started their analysis with a basic model
which injected two intervening variables into the conventional
origin-destination model. The two intervening variables were ed-
ucational level and early work experience {(the first job) of the
sons. The model is presented in Figure 1. This basic model was
tested against a data set collected in the United States in March
1962, which contained 20,700 males aged 20 to 64. The analysis
revealed that the model could explain 43 percent of the variance of
the sons” occupational status in 1962, 33 percent of the variance of
their first job, and 26 percent of that of educational attainment.
Among the direct effects on occupational achievement, the effect
of educational attainment was the greatest (the path coefficient,
p= .394), following was the first job (p = .281), and then the father’s
occupation (p = .115). Blau and Duncan concluded that “although
most of the influence of social origins on occupational achieve-
ments is mediated by education and early experience, social ori-
gins have a continuing impact on career that is independent of the
two variables pertaining to career preparation” (1967:403).

Blau and Duncan extended their analysis by including addi-

“tional variables into the basic model. They input some structural
variables, such as race, region of birth, nativity, and types of
community in which one lived and worked (1967:207-294). Some
variables pertaining to family background were also injected into
the model, for instance, number of siblings, sibling position, the

relations among siblings, and the marital status of the sons. On the
whole, Blau and Duncan laid the groundwork for a new research
tradition which is now commonly called status attainment study.

Figure 1.  Blau-Duncan Basic Model of Attainment

Origin Intervening Variables Destination
Father's Son’s Education Son’s
Education [ e} Occupation
Father's Son’s First Jab in 1962
Occupation

Source: Blav and Duncan, 1967:170, Fig. 5.1,

Before we end the explanation of the Blau-Duncan model, we
should highlight one critique of the model as well as its defense,
because this discourse is of great relevance to the present study.
The critique claimed that applying Duncan’s socioeconomic index
to the attainment model brought spurious results. That was be-
cause Duncan’s index, which used educational achievement as
one of the two predictors of the occupational status; at the same
time education was included as an independent variable in the
regression equation to predict occupational status attainment.
Therefore, the regression equation was itself a self-fulfilling
prophecy, because a high correlation between occupation and
education had already been built into the index (Blau and Duncan,
1967:124). '

Blau and Duncan admitted that “the criticism is germane, and
the critics’ point must somehow be met” (1967:124-125). They
organized their defenses as follows:

The first response to the critics, then might be that the
status score, interpreted as an estimate of occupational
prestige, should legitimately reflect the fact that one de-
terminant of an occupation’s prestige s, in fact, the edu-
cational level of its incumbents. But because not all



persons in an occupation have the same educational at-

tainment, the formula for the status score does not by any

means produce a perfect correlation between the esti-

mated prestige of the individual’s occupation and his

educational attainment. On the other hand, in the light of

our rather full knowledge of occupational prestige, no

acceptable estimate of occupational prestige could fail to

show some appreciable correlation between an

individual’s education and the prestige of the occupation

in which he is engaged. It could be argued, in other

words, that the apparent circularity of the procedure that

was followed is simply a realisticreflection of the fact that

high-prestige occupations do recruit men with superior

education whereas low-prestige occupations recruit men

with inferior schooling, by and large. (1967:125)
Empirically, Blau and Duncan replaced the Duncan’s sociceco-
nomic index with another measurement of occupational prestige,
which did not explicitly include an education component, in their
attainment analysis. In comparing the results of the two analyses,
they found a general similarity between them (1967:126-128; cf.
Duncan and Hodge, 1963). In fact, Blau and Duncan’s defense was
well received and no explicit refutation has ever been put forth.

1.2, The Wisconsin Model

- Among the studies initiated by the Blau-Duncan model, the stud-
ies conducted by William Sewell and his colleagues in the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin have been widely regarded as the most
influential because they have input some significant elaborations
into the model. The contributions made by the Wisconsin model,
as it is now commonly called, can be summarized into two as-
pects. Methodologically, the Wisconsin model is basically a longi-
tudinal study which consists of a series of follow-up studies at
different points of time in the respondents’ careers. Thus, the data
collected are regarded as more reliable and valid than those col-
lected in cross-sectional studies in which respondents are asked to
recall information at different phases of their careers. Further-

more, since data are collected simultaneously with the
respondents’ career development, that makes it possible to intro-
duce a set of socio-psychological variables into the model. As a
result, the Blau-Duncan model has been conceptually expanded.
The Wisconsin model is summarized in Figure 2.

The initial study of the Wisconsin model was conducted in
1957 by J.K. Little, with the cooperation of the Wisconsin State
Superintendent of Schools. The study covered almost all the high
school seniors, both male and female, in the state of Wisconsin.
The original objective of the study was “to obtain information that
would be useful in the planning of statewide programs of higher
education” (Sewell and Hauser, 1975:15-16). Thus, the study con-
tained substantial information about the educational and occupa-
tional aspirations of the respondents. In 1962, the data were
turned over to Sewell and a random sample of approximately
one-third of the fotal respondents was drawn for further study. In
1964, seven years after the students graduated, a follow-up study
was conducted by Sewell and his colleagues. The follow-up study,
however, only contained the males in the random sample (Sewell
et al., 1969; Sewell ef al., 1970; Sewell and Hauser, 1975; and Sewell
et al., 1976). The second follow-up study was conducted in 1975. It
contained approximately 90 percent of the one-third random sam-
ple, both males and females (Sewell et al., 1980; and Clarridgeef al.,
1977). These studies presented a detailed picture of status attain-
ment process of both males and females in the United States.

As for the results of the studies, take the 1975 study as an
example: the model was able to explain, for the male sample, 54
percent of the variance of educational attainment, 62 percent of
that of early occupational achievement, and 47 percent of that of
occupational achievement at the age of thirty-five (Sewell ¢t al.,
1980:571). In comparison with the Blau-Duncan model, the Wis-
consin model significantly improved the predicting power on
educational attainment but did not gain much on predicting the
occupational achievement at middle age. Thus, it was pointed out
that the Wisconsin model was in essence a model of educational
attainment and socialization rather than of occupational attain-



Destination
ment at the Age of

ment at the Age of
Mid-Thirties

Mid-Twenties
(X1) Occupational Achieve-

(X2) Cccupational Achieve-

Intervening Variables
- Teachers” Encouragementt for College

- Parental Encouragement for College
- Friends’ College Plan

(X6) Significant Others’ Influence
(¥4} Occupational Aspiration
(X3) Educational Attainment

(X7) Academic Performance
(X5} Educational Aspiration

——

The Wisconsin Model
Origin

- Average Annual Parental Income

- Father’s Education
- Mother’s Education

- Father’s Occupation
Sources: Sewell et af., 1969; and Sewell ef af., 1980,

(X9) Sociceconomic Status of Family

{XR) Mental Ability

Figure 2,

ment (Kerckhoff, 1976 and 1984) because all it input into the status
attainment model was a set of variables which accounted for the
outcome of education and socialization.

The Wisconsin model triggered a number of similar longitudi-
nal studies, for instance, the Explorations in Equality of
Opportunity (EEO) survey (Alexander et al., 1975; Alexander and
Eckland, 1980) and the Project Talent survey (Jencks and Brown,
1975; Porter, 1974; Weis and Steel, 1980; and Jencks ef al., 1983);
and it still attracts considerable attention within the forum of the
discipline (cf. Kerckhoff, 1980; and Sociology of Education Vol. 56,
No.1, 1983).

1.3, The Structuralist Models

In the mid-1970s, the status attainment model met strong criti-
cismn, the first of which was launched by Lewis A. Coser in his
Presidential Address at the Annual Meeting of the American
Sociological Association. In his speech entitled “Two Methods in
Search of a Substance” (Coser, 1975), Coser took issue with two
research methods, one of which was path analysis, specifically its
application to stratification studies. Coser quoted Blau and
Duncan’s work (1967) as an example and accused the research
tradition of “a hypertrophy of method at the expense of substan-
tive theory” (1975:698). Such an accusation of being “atheoretical”
triggered heated debate, and subsequently led to serious reflec-
tions on the theoretical bases of the research tradition (Burawoy,
1977; Crowder, 1974; Horan, 1978; Horan et al., 1981; Colclough
and Horan, 1983; and Knottnerus, 1987).

Horan and his colleagues, on several occasions, pointed out
that “status attainment was not atheoretical. Quite the contrary, it
was heavily theory-laden” (Horan, 1978:534). Horan argued his
case by underlining two aspects of the Blau-Duncan model which,
he claimed, reflected the underlying theoretical orientation of the
model. First of all, Horan pointed to the Duncan’s socioeconomic
index, which was an essential building block of the model, and
asserted that it basically reflected “the functionalist conception of
a unidimensional, consensual evaluation of occupations” (Horan,
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1978:536). To support his point, Horan contrasted Duncan’s index
with some functionalist classics, such as Parsons’ article, “An
Analytical Approach to the Theory of Social Stratification”; and
the work of Davis and Moore, “Some Principles of Stratification”
(Horan, 1978; cf. Crowder, 1974). Furthermore, Horan concluded
that Duncan’s index accorded strikingly with functionalist con-
ception and principles of stratification. Secondly, Horan pointed
to the attainment process itself and claimed that the process was
built upon a functionalistic and neo-classical conception of occu-
pational placement (1978:537; cf. Stolzenberg, 1975). He asserted
that both the Blau-Duncan model and the Wisconsin model as-
sumed that the status attainment process was “an open, fully
competitive market process in which individual characteristics
are identified and rewarded according to their societal value”
(1978:537). Horan contended that the status attainment model was
heavily laden with the functionalist and neo-classical conceptions
of stratification. More recently, Knottnerus pointed to another
more general theoretical conception underlying the status attain-
ment model, that is, the implied overall image of society (1987).
Knottnerus asserted that the image of society implied in the works
of status attainment study was distinguished by features related
to the core concept of universalism and achievement-orientation
(1987:116). Knottnerus then described in detail the social structure
and action orientation within such a society (1987:116). In short, it
was “an optimistic image of modern, mass, industrial society”
typified by neo-classical and functionalist writings on stratifica-
tion (1987:118).

All these discussions on the underlying theoretical orientation
pointed to one basic pitfall in the status attainment model, thatis,
it totally ignored the structural constraints which bore upon indi-
viduals as well as their attainment opportunities (Bielby, 1981;
Horan, 1978; Knottmerus, 1987; Kerckhoff, 1976 and 1984;
Stolzenberg, 1975). The model was criticized for its assumption
that the attainment process took place in a vacuum which was
completely insulated from the social, political, and economic con-
text. It was also criticized for attributing the attainment outcome

it

entirely to individualistic and voluntaristic reasons.

Based upon these “astructural” critiques, Kerckhoff drew our
attention to the fact that there could be two distinct approaches to
status attainment study, which he named “the socialization
model” and “the allocation model” (1976). By the socialization
model, Kerckhoff referred to the model which saw status attain-
ment as the outcome of socialization of individuals. Thus the main
task of the model was to look for “the explanation of attainments
in the analysis of the evolving characteristics of individual actors.”
Such a model “tends to view the individual as relatively free to
move within the social system, his attainment being determined
by what he chooses to do and how well he does it” (1976:369).
Apparently, both the Blau-Duncan model and the Wisconsin
model belonged to this model. On the other hand, the allocation
model saw attainments as the resuit of a social allocation process
through which individuals were identified, selected, processed,
classified, and assigned according to externally imposed criteria
(1976:369). The primary objective of the approach was to investi-
gate the mechanism and criteria governing this allocation process
and see how it constrained the attainment opportunities of some
individuals or groups and at the same time enhanced the chances
of others. Hence, the model “views the individual as relatively
constrained by the social structure, his attainments being deter-
mined by what he is permitted to do” (1976:369).

Since the mid-1970s, a stream of researches, based upon the
allocation or structural perspective, has emerged within the re-
search area of status attainment. All of them aim at investigating
the structural constraints which bear upon individuals in their
attainment process. One of the most apparent structural con-
straints in modern society is sex, which has attracted much atten-
tion and research effort. In fact, many scholars, including Sewell
and Hauser, have tried to reveal the attainment differences be-
tween sexes and to see how being a female constrains a woman's
opportunities in both educational and occupational attainment
{Alexander and Eckland, 1974; McClendon, 1976; Sewell &f af.,
1980; Treiman and Terrel, 1975; Wolf and Fligstein, 1979). Another
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constraint that has been well researched, especially in the U.S,, is
race. The findings unambiguously suggest that being black in the
U.S. limits one’s opportunities for educational and status attain-
ment (Bonacich, 1976; Kluegel, 1978; Porter, 1974; Portes and Wil-
son, 1976). The third constraint explored by both sociologists and
economists is the structure of the labor market. This branch of
research aims to find out how segmentation and differentiation of
labor markets affect the attainment epportunities (Beck et al., 1978;
Bibb and Form, 1977; Stolzenberg, 1975; Tolbert et al., 1980;
Wallace and Kalleberg, 1981). More specifically, some scholars
even go into the organizational level and investigate how organi-
zational factors, such as the authority structure, organizational
size, and organization of work, constrain individual attainment
(Baron and Bielby, 1980; Stolzenberg, 1978; Wallace and
Kalleberg, 1981; Wolf and Fligstein, 1979).

Apart from the structural or allocation model, there is still
another research approach emerging from the debate over the
theoretical foundations of status attainment study, that is, the
Marxist approach. The main difference between the structural
model and the Marxist approach is that the former simply pin-
points the structural aspect of the attainment process which the
Blau-Duncan model neglected, while the latter challenges the
basic conception of the social hierarchy within which the attain-
ment process takes place. Therefore, the Marxist challenge is rela-
tively more profound than the structural model. A typical
example of the Marxist challenge is Wright's critique of Duncan’s
sociceconomic index in particular and the Blau-Duncan attain-
ment model in general. He argued that the Marxist conception of
class could explain more adequately the income inequality in
advanced capitalism than the Blau-Duncan model (Wright, 1979;
Wright and Perrone, 1977, and Wright, 1978b). Kalleberg and
Griffin furthered Wright's argument by extending the dependent
variable from income inequality to inequality in job rewards,
which included both economic success and fulfillment. Their con-
clusion was similar to Wright's, which stated that Duncan’s index
proved to be relatively less adequate (1985).*

Taken together, we can see that all the criticisms on status
attainment study point at its theoretical foundation. First, Coser
accused the research tradition of being atheoretical. Horan and his
colleagues then related the study to neo-classical and functionalist
principles of social stratification. The Marxists challenged the con-
ception of class underlying the study. In light of all these queries
on the theoretical foundation of the research tradition, I think it is
necessary to identify the theoretical footing of status attainment
study in general and that of the present study in particular, before
we proceed with the empirical analysis. In my opinion, the search
for theoretical footing should begin with the crux of the study,
that is, Duncan’s conception of the socioeconomic status.

I would like to underline that both Duncan himself and a
number of scholars have unambiguously related the theoretical
origin of Duncan’s socioeconomic status index to Weber’s concept
of economic class. By economic class, Weberians meant a group of
individuals, most likely incumbents of a same occupation, sharing
similar market capacities or bargaining strengths in both labor
and commodity markets (Weber, 1978:302-307, 926-940; Giddens,
1981:41-52; and Coliins, 1986:132-138). Duncan and quite a num-
ber of scholars contended that Duncan’s socioeconomic status
index, which used education and income levels as predictors,
could be taken as a reliable and valid measure of the market
situations of occupational groupings in modern industrial socie-
ties (Duncan, 1961:116-117; ¢f. Blau and Duncan, 1967:6-7: Breiger,
1981; Goldthorpe, 1987:40; and Marshall ef al., 1988:21-23).°

Following the postulate that Duncan’s socioeconomic index is
a measure of economic-class situation, we can then interpret the
conventional status attainment model, which is built upon Dun-
can’s index, as a model accounting for the individual variations in
economic-class situation. In other words, what is suggested is to
locate the work of attainment study within the Weberian theory of
class. In light of the Weberian conception of market situation and
capacity, the debates between the socialization and structural
models within the attainment study can then be integrated neatly
into one coherent theoretical framework.
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First, the educational attainments and socialization outcomes
emphasized in the socialization model can be interpreted, within
the Weberian conception, as relevant attributes which individuals
bring to the bargaining encounter in the labor market as forms of
market capacities. In fact, such an interpretation has been well
documented within the Weberian tradition. For instance, Weber
himself asserts that as education and training are rationalized,
educational qualifications and credentials will become the major
criteria in social selection and serve as the legitimate basis for the
monopolization of privilege and authority in modern society
(Weber, 1969:240-244). This thesis has been elaborated in greater
detail in the context of modern U.S. society by Collins in his work,
The Credential Society (1979). Secondly, in light of the Weberian
concept of market capacity, we can also interpret sex and race, the
two structural constraints emphasized in the structural model, as
two other forms of market capacities which individuais bring with
them to the labor market encounter. Finally, as for the differences
in the attainment opportunities among different market segments
and work organizations, which have been highlighted in the
structural model, they can again be construed as differences in
definition and valuation of market capacities among different
market segments and work organizations.

Taken together, with reference to the Weberian concepts of
economic-class situation and market capacity, the socialization
outcomes emphasized in the socialization model and the struc-
tural constraints put forth by the structural approach are in fact
two sides of the same coin. On one hand, educational credentials,
family socialization outcomes, sex, race, and all other individual
attributes can be interpreted as market capacities that individuals
bring to the bargaining encounter in the labor market; but on the
other hand, whether these aftributes will be rewarded or penal-
ized will be determined by the overall definition and valuation
prevailing in the market structure as a whole or in different seg-
ments of the market. In this study, we will take this interpretation
of the status attainment model as the theoretical postulate for the
following analysis of the status attainment path in Hong Kong,.

2. The Study

2.1. The Problem

In the above section, we have reviewed the various models of
attainment study and have come to the conclusion that they can
be subsumed under the Weberian theory of class in general and
the conception of economic-class situation in particular, In light of
the Weberian concepts of economic-class situation, the status at-
tainment model can be interpreted as a model accounting for
individuals” variations in market capacities that they bring to
bargaining encounters in the labor market or particular segments
of the market. Furthermore, from the debate between the sociali-
zation and structural models, we can see that there are basically
two orientations to understanding the mechanism governing the
distribution of market capacities and economic-class situations in
modern society. First, it is the neo-classical or the functionalist

conception of stratification (Parsons, 1940; Davis and Mécre, 1945;
and Bell, 1973), which postulates that status attainment process
operates within a universalistic, achievement-oriented, and merit-
ocratic social structure. The orientation “tends to view the individ-
ual as relatively free to move within the social system, his
attainment being determined by what he chooses to do and how
well he does it” (Kerckhoff, 1976:369; see also Crowder, 1974;
Horan, 1978; and Stolzenberg, 1975). The studies of the socializa-
tion approach, therefore, concentrate its analyses on explaining
the differentials in status attainment by socialization cutcomes
and individual efforts. On the other hand, the structural model
criticizes the socialization model as well as functionalism for ig-
noring the ascribed and structural constraints borne upon the
attainment process. Thus, to the structuralists, the social structure
is depicted not as an open and achievement-oriented system but
rather a deterministic and ascription-oriented context. Accord-
ingly, the studies of the structural approach emphasize explaining
the differentials in status attainment by ascribed constraints gen-
erated from the social structure. One of objectives of the present
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study is to address this theoretical debate within the social context

of Hong Kong by investigating whether individual achievement is
really more crucial than ascription in determining one’s opportu-
nity for status attainment.

Apart from the aforementioned theoretical concern, this study
also aims to address an empirical problem which I have explicated
at the beginning of the essay. It has been confirmed by a stream of

empirical studies conducted in Hong Kong in the last two decades

that the Hong Kong residents strongly believe that Hong Kong is
an achievermnent-oriented society, that is, attainment opportunities
are allocated among them according to individual abilities and
efforts rather than ascriptive attributes (Chaney and Podmore,
1973; Johnson, 1971; Lau and Ho, 1982; and Lau and Kuan, 1988).
Thus, the primary objective of this study is to investigate whether
such a subjective perception is in congruence with the objective
structure of Hong Kong society. In other words, in the following
pages, we are going to find out what are the criteria and mecha-
nisms which govern the attainment opportunity of young men
and women in Hong Kong as they move along the ladder of
success in Hong Kong society?

Hence, we are going to construct and test a number of status
attainment models with 1981 Hong Kong census data. The first
model to be tested is Blau and Duncan’s basic attainment model,
which simply consists of variables representing the socioeco-
nomic statuses of fathers and their sons or daughters. Then the
basic model is extended and tested by including other family-
background variables, namely mother’s educational attainment
and number of siblings. Finally, we test a structuralist model,
which is an attainment model that takes into account one of the
structural constraints, namely, sex difference which marks indi-
viduals in their attainment process.

2.2, The Data Set

The data set that the present study is going to analyze is selected
from the 1981 census data, which were collected and prepared by

17

the Census and Statistics Department of the Hong Kong Govern-
ment. It is a five percent random sample of the Hong Kong popu-
lation made available by the Census and Statistics Department.
The sample has been arrayed by family. That is, in each case, the
information of the son/daughter, father and mother are included.
This data set is tailored for the purpose of status attainment study.
However, it must be emphasized that the census data are a house-
hold data rather than a family data, that is, they only contain
family members who live together within a household. Hence, itis
not possible to track down, from the data, those sons and daugh-
ters who are of age and have moved away from the household. In
order to avoid serious bias caused by any possible characteristics
demonstrated by those sons and daughters who still lived with
their parents after being of age, the data set will only include those
sons and daughters aged fifteen to twenty-seven, a considerably
large proportion of whom stili live with their parents. Further-
more, since the data sef is tailored for status attainment analysis,
only those cases in which both sons/daughters and fathers are
economically active will be included. Taken together, the data set
contains 19,375 cases, among which 10,440 are males and 8,935 are
females.®

Before we utilize the family data set in our status-attainment
analysis, I think that we must verify, first of all, that the sons and
daughters in the family data set do not differ much from the same
age-cohort in the population. A comparison has been made be-
tween the sons and daughters in the family data set with a 20
percent individual data set of the same age-cohort which is also
made available by the Census and Statistics Department. The
result suggests that in regard to economic-class situation and mar-
ket capacities, which are the primary concern of the study; the
sons and daughters in the family data set do not deviate much
from the same age cohort in the population (Tsang, 1990, Chapter
2).
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2.3. The Instrument

As explicated in the previous section, the primary building block
of the status attainment study is the socioceconomic status index,
which is a set of scores assigned to occupational titles to serve as
measure of the socioeconomic statuses of the incumbents of the
respective occupations. The main contribution of the index is to
transform occupational titles which are by definition a categorical
variable into a measure on a continuous scale. As a result, this
allows for more refined statistical models, such as regression anal-
ysis, to be used in status attainment analysis. Therefore, if we are
going to analyze the mechanism governing the status attainment
paths taken by young men and women in Hong Kong, we must
first of all construct a socioeconomic status index for all occupa-
tional titles found in Hong Kong.

There are a number of approaches to construct the socioeco-
nomic index,” the most commonly used in status attainment stud-
ies is Duncan’s approach (Duncan, 1961), which is a uni-indicator
approach using occupational titles as the sole indicator of soci-
oeconomic status. The approach identifies the educational and
income levels of each occupation as predicators in calculating the
socioeconomic status score for the respective occupational title.
However, because of the structure of the data under study, this
study will not adopt the Duncan approach; instead, the Nam-
Powers approach (Nam and Powers, 1983} will be used in the
calculation of the socioeconomic status index. The theoretical
logic of the Nam-Powers approach is basically the same as that of
Duncan’s. The reason for choosing the Nam-Powers approach is
simply because the approach is specifically designed for analyz-
ing census data, hence the approach fits in well with the structure
of the Hong Kong census data.

The socioeconomic status index used in this study is con-
structed from a 20 percent random sample of the 1981 census data.
The data set is arrayed by individuals. All individuals who’ are
aged fifteen or above and economically active are included. Thus
the data set contains 466,057 cases among which 298,888 are male
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and 167,169 are female. The index consists of 153 occupational
groupings which are generated by the 147 occupational titles used
in the 1981 census data. The procedure of the calculation can be
summarized as follows:®

(a) The 153 occupational groupings are ranked in ascending order
according to the means of the educational levels of the incum-
bents.

(b) The occupational groupings are ranked the same way accord-
ing to the means of the incumbents’ income levels,

(c) By using the number of incumbents in each occupational
grouping, we compute the cumulative intervals of the incum-
bents in each occupational grouping for each of the two rank-
ings.

(d)The midpoints of the cumulative intervals of each occupa-
tional groupings in each of two rankings are divided by the
total number of incumbents in all the occupational groupings.
The resulting values, which range from 0 to 100, can be taken
as the scores for income and educational levels of each group-
ing.

(e) By averaging the two scores of each occupational grouping, we
then obtain the socioeconomic status score for each occupa-
tional grouping.

In the analysis that follows, this socioeconomic index will be
applied to both fathers’ and their offsprings’ occupations so as to
explore the status attainment path that young men and women in
Hong Kong have gone through in the second half of the 1970s.

3. Social Background and Status Attainment:
A Test of Blau and Duncan’s Basic Model

Blau and Duncan’s status attainment model is built upon a con-
ceptual scheme which defines “the individual’s life cycle as se-
quence in time that can be described, however partially and
crudely, by a set of classificatory or quantitative measurements
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taken at successive stages.” The model is, then, constructed by
following individuals as they pass through these successive stages
in life. Through this we can determine “how and to what degree
do the circumstances of births condition subsequent status? and,
how does status attained (whether by ascription or achievement)
at one stage of the life cycle affect the prospects for a subsequent
stage?” (Blau and Duncan, 1967:164). Given this conceptual
scheme, Blau and Duncan construct their basic model with five
variables, which measure successive stages in life. They are (1)
father's educational attainment, (2) father’s occupational status,
(3) respondent’s educational attainment, (4) status of respondent’s
first job, and (5) status of respondent’s occupation in 1962 (Blau
and Duncan, 1967:165).

Based upon Blau and Duncan’s basic model, we begin our
analysis with a four-variable model. The data set under study
does not allow us to trace the attainment path of sons and daugh-
ters beyond their early career, thus we can only have one variable
measuring their early status attainment. Hence, the model, which
is to be analyzed, consists of:

(1) FEDYRS (xi) : Father's years of education,’

(2) FSES (xp) : Father's socioeconomic status,

(3) EDYRS (y,) : Son’s and daughter’s years of education, and
{4) SES (y2) : Son’s and daughter’s socioeconomic status.

Apart from identifying the variables in the model, we also
have to determine the causal or temporal ordering of these vari-
ables. Based upon the temporal order worked out by Blau and
Duncan (1967:166-168), we postulate that the causal order of the
variables in our model is:

(FEDYRS, FSES)——~(EDYRS)-(SES)

This causal or temporal order implies, first of all, that we
make no assumption about the temporal ordering between
FEDYRS and FSES, since the father’s career is not the main con-
cern of the study and furthermore they can be discerned as
“contemporaneous from the son’s {and daughter’s) viewpoint”
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(Blau and Duncan, 1967:166). In other words, we simply take
fathers” status variables as “a configuration of background cir-
cumstances or origin conditions for... sons {(and daughters)” (Blau
and Duncan, 1967:166).

Secondly, the causal order also implies the precedence of
FEDYRS and FSES with respect to EDYRS and SES. However, it
must be underlined that the data set used in this study contains
only concurrent measures of educational levels and occupational
statuses of fathers and their sons or daughters in 1981, thus it may
seem to be incongruent with the assumption of temporal order.
Yet I think the incongruence is not as problematic as it appears.
First, we would contend that, though the variables in question are
concurrent measurement of 1981, this does not mean that we
cannot determine the temporal order among them, This is
especially true for the precedence of FEDYRS to EDYRS and SES,
because it is quite a common occurrence that a father will have
finished schooling well before his son or daughter leaves formal
schooling for a full-time job. Secondly, as for the priority of FSES
with respect to EDYRS and SES, we have to admit that this causal
order is more problematic. In order to resolve, at least partially,
this problem, we suggest that we should apply Duncan’s origin-
destination interpretation to the variables in question. That is,
instead of thinking of father’s occupational status as such, we can
“think of it as describing the origin statuses of the sons (and
daughters). Particularly if the data on father’s occupation applies
to a time point proximate to the opening of the son’s (and
daughter’s) career, this origin status provides a natural baseline
against which one can measure the son’s subsequent occupational
achievement” (Duncan, 1966:62-63; see also Blau and Duncan,
1967:166) . To further our compliance with Duncan’s origin-desti-
nation interpretation, we have confined our analysis to a sample
of sons and daughters who were age fifteen to twenty-seven in
1981, that is, at “a time point proximate to the opening of their
career.” Thus, we assume that FEDYRS and FSES are origin vari-
ables which contribute to the subsequent achievement of the
young men and women under study.
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Finally, for the assumption of the precedence of EDYRS to
SES, we have tailored our sample in a way that only young men
and women who had left formal schoeling for full-time occupa-
tions in 1981 would be included. Thus, any case which does not
correspond with the causal order will be excluded from the study.

So far we have identified the constituent variables as well as
their causal ordering for our status attainment model. Now we
can proceed to the third step of our model-building process, that
is to establish the pattern of associations among the variables. This
can simply be accomplished by computing the simple correlation
for the four variables in our model. The correlation matrix is
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Pearson Correlation Coefficients for the Four Coastituent
Variables in the Basic Model of Status Attainment

(N=19,355)
Variables
Variables EDYRS SES FEDYRS  FSES
EPYRS (v 1.60000
SES (y2) 0.58165  1.00000 _
FEDYRS  (x1) 0.29805  0.21049  1.00000
FSES (x2) 025500  0.22619 037051  1.00000

All coefficients are significant at 0,.0001 level.

In view of the assumed causal ordering, these simple correla-
tions can be viewed as reflecting the gross effects of the antecedent
variables upon their respective consequent variables. But it must
be underlined that these correlations are in no way telling us the
net effects or direct and indirect effects among these variables.
However, there is still a number of observations worth highlight-
ing. The first observation is that the magnitude of v,, ,, (=.37051) is
considerably smaller than that of y, ,, (=.58165). The difference can
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be interpreted as the gross effect of education on socioeconomic
status having risen in Hong Kong over the years between the
father's and son's and daughter’s generations. The second obser-
vation is that there is a clear order of influence on the son’s or
daughter's educational attainment. That is, ¥, »,> ¥y, ». In other
words, the father’s educational attainment has a greater effect on
son’s and daughter’s educational attainment than father’s socio-
economic status. Thirdly, we can also see an order of influence on
the son’s and daughter’s early socioeconomic status. That is,
’YFZ # > 'sz Xz > 'sz X

Based on the causal ordering and the simple correlations, we
can now construct a causal model for the four variables. The
graphic representation of the model is shown in Figure 3.

Figure3.  Basic Model of Status Attainment

1
FEDYRS.
X1) .
( T 1\\. v B
21
EDYRS > SES
21 ,//5( (y1 ) // (y‘?)
T12 /“'J'-/ e -
< - —/‘"’/t/ oo
-FSES—

(X2)
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To construct this causal model, the linear structural equation
modeling method is used (Duncan, 1975; and Asher, 1983). More
specifically, I use the computer program known as the LISREL
model (Joreskog and Sérbom, 1986) to estimate the parameters of
the model presented in Figure 3. In fact, I have already used the
LISREL notation to indicate the parameters in Figure 3.

As shown in Figure 3, the causal model is a recursive model
with exogenous variables x; and x; and endogenous variables y;
and y2. Thus, the structural equations are as follows:

Vi=TuXrt Xz + Cl (3.1
ya= Bayi+ To% + (3.2)
or in matrix form:

I P I e I R
= + +

y1 By O y2 0 Tl x &
thatis, y =Py +I'x +{

Accordingly, the model involves four parameter matrices, i.e.
B(BETA) NGAMMA), ©(PHI), and ¥(P3I). These parameters can
be estimated by means of the maximiim likelihood method in the
LISREL computer program. These LISREL estimates are recorded
in Table 2. Furthermore, the LISREL computer program also pro-
vides the T-values of these parameters which “can be used to test
whether the true parameters are zero” (Joreskog and Sorbom,
1986:11.12). These T-values are presented in Table 3.

Based upon these figures, we can now evaluate the perfor-
mance of the basic model. Joreskog and Soérbom suggest that
model evaluation can be conducted in two different ways, one is
to assess the explanatory power of the model, while the other is to
see how well the model fits the data (Jéreskog and Sorbom,
1986:1.36-1.42).
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Table 2, LISREL Estimates (Maximum Likelihood) for the Basic

Model of Status Attainment
I.  BETA: EDYRS SES
EDYRS 0.000 0.000
SES 0.560 0.000
I GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES
EDYRS 0.236 0.168
SES 0.000 0.083
M. PHIL FEDYRS FSES
FEDYRS 1.000
FSES 0.371 1.000
Iv. Psh EDYRS SES
EDYRS 0.887 0.6535
V.  Squared Multiple Correlations for Structural Equations:
EDYRS SES
0.113 0.345

Total Coefficient of Determination for Structural Equations is 0.122

V1. Measures of Goodness of Fit for the Whole Model:
Chi-square with 1 Degree of Freedom is 5.73 (prob. level = 0.017)
Goodness of Fit Index is 1.000
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index is 1.000
Root Mean Square Residual is 0.004
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Fable 3. T-value of the LISREIL. Estimates for the Basic Model of
Status Attainment

1. BETA: EDYRS SES
EDYRS 0.000 0.000
SES 93.129 0.000
IL. GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES
EDYRS 32374 22991
SES 0.000 13.840
il PHI: FEDYRS FSES
FEDYRS 0.000
FSES 0.000 0.000
Iv. PSL: EDYRS SES
EDYRS 98.307 98.367

First, we can look into the explanatory power of the model
which can be reflected in the squared multiple correlations for the
model’s two structural equations, namely, equations 3.1 and 3.2.
They read 0.113 and 0.345 respectively. Joreskog and Sérbom
suggest that the squared multiple correlation for a structural equa-
tion can be interpreted as the proportion of variance in the depen-
dent variable explained by the independent variables (Joreskog
and Sorbom, 1986:111.28). Hence, we can say that the basic model
has explained about 10 percent of the variance in the educational
attainment of the sons and daughters in the sample. On the other
hand, the model has done much better in explaining the variance
in status attainment because it has explained more than one-third
of that variance. Furthermore, we can also look at the total coeffi-
cient of determination for the two structural equations in the
model, which reads 0.122. Thirdly, we can assess the explanatory
power of the model by looking at the magnitude of each parame-
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ter and its t-value. The rule of thumb suggested by Joreskog and
Sorbom in judging the significance of the estimated parameters is
that “parameters whose t-values are larger than two in magnitude
are normally judged to be different from zero” (Joreskog and
Strbom, 1986:111.12). Accordingly, we can confidently take all the
estimated parameters in the model to be statistically significant,
because the magnitudes of all the t-values in Table 3 are well
beyond the value of two. ’

Secondly, we can evaluate the overall fit of the model to the
data. The LISREL program provides three measures for assessing
the goodness of fit of the whole model. One is the * measure and
its associated degree of freedom and probability level. Jéreskog
and Sorbom suggest that “instead of regarding X’ as a test statistic
one should regard it as a goodness (or badness) of fit measure in
the sense that large x* values correspond to bad fit and small X*
values correspond to good fit. The degrees of freedom serve as a
standard by which to judge whether X* is large or small” (Joreskog
and Sorbom, 1986:1.39). Accordingly, we may say that the x* value
{=5.73) is relatively large in relation to its degree of freedom (=1).
Therefore, it seems that the model does not fit the data well. The
other two measures provided in the LISREL program are the
goodness of fit index (GFI) and the root mean square residual
(RMR). “Both of these measures should be between zero and one”
(Joreskog and S6rbom, 1986:1.40). However, they take on different
properties. For GFl, the larger the value, the better the goodness of
fit; while for RMR, it is the reverse. Accordingly, the values of
these two measures presented in Table 2 suggest that the basic
model fits the data quite well. Therefore, we may conclude that
the model fits the data quite well but it can further be modified as
suggested by the x* value.
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Table 4. Modification Indices of LISREL Estimates for the Basic
Model of Siatus Attainment

L. BETA: EDYRS SES

EDYRS 0.000 5.3
SES 0.000 0.000
II. GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES
EDYRS 0.000 0.000
SES 5731 0.000
ill. PSL: EDYRS SES
EDYRS 0.000 0.000

Again, the LISREL program has provided a set of modifica-
tion indices which can help us to decide how the model should be
modified. In the program, “for each parameter which is fixed in
the model there is a modification index equal to the expected
decrease in X if this single parameter alone would be free.” Thus,
the practical procedure to improve the ¥ value is the following:

Find the largest modification index for ali fixed parame-
ters. If this is larger than five, set this parameter free and
re-estimate the model. The decrease in %* for the new
model as compared with the old should be at least eqqual
to the modification index, Often the decrease in x° will be
much larger than the modification index. If the fit of the
model is still bad this procedure can be repeated. Do not
relax more than one parameter each time since the modi-
fication indices can change drastically from one solution
to the next. (Joreskog and Sorbom, 1986:111.19)

Last but not least, Joreskog and Sé6rbom underline that any modi-
fication must, first and foremost, be supported by substantive
theory.

With reference to these guidelines, it seems that among the
modification indices shown in Table 4 only one parameter meets
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with the requirement, that is, Gamma(2,1). Thus, the parameter is
set free and the model is re-estimated. The results of this modified
basic model are presented in Tables 5 to 7. Though the magnitude
of the parameter, Gamma(2,1), is comparatively small (=.015), its
corresponding t-value (=2.394) is statistically significant. And
most of all, the ¥ value has dropped to zero, which suggests that
the modified model fits the data well. Therefore, we will accept
this modified model as the basis for our further analyses.

The modified basic model as a whole represents a simple but
typical attainment path that young men and women in Hong
Kong in the early 1980s went through. Based upon this model, we
can now look into the implications signified by these parameters,
Subsequently, it is hoped that we can come up with evidence to
substantiate whether it is individual achievement or familial as-
cription which determines one’s status attainment.

The most salient feature of the model is that, among the total
effects presented in Table 7, the effect of EDYRS on SES is the
largest (=0.557). It signifies that an individual's educational
achievement has an essential effect on one’s subsequent status
attainment. Furthermore, the Table also records that EDYRS is, in
turn, affected by the two family-background variables in the
model, i.e. FEDYRS and FSES. Their total effects are 0.236 and
0.168 respectively. Therefore, we can postulate that an individu-
al's educational attainment acts as a vital intervening variable
between one’s family background and status attainment in the
model. We can further confirm this postulate by looking into the
composition of the total effects of FEDYRS and FSES on SES.
According to Joreskog and Sérbom’s explication, these total ef-
fects can be decomposed into direct and indirect effects. The direct
effects are simply Gamma(2,1) and Gamma(2,2) respectively,
while the indirect effects are the difference between the corre-
sponding total and direct effects (Joreskog and Sérbom,
1986:111.39). The decomposition is presented in section 11l of Table
7. From the decomposition, we can see that the effects of family
background on an individual’s status attainment are mainly via
one’s educational attainment. This is signified by the fact that the
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indirect effects of FEDYRS and FSES on SES are relatively larger

than the corresponding direct effects.

Table 5, LISREL Estimates (Maximum Likelihood) for the
Modified Basic Model of Status Attainment
.  BETA: EDYRS SES
EDYRS 0.000 0.000
SES 0.557 0.000
I GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES
EDYRS 0.236 0.168
SES 0.015 0.078
M. PHI: FEDYRS FSES
FEDYRS 1.000
FSES 0.371 1.000
IV. PSL EDYRS SES
0.887 0.655
V.  Sguared Multiple Correlations for Structural Equations:
EDYRS SES
0.113 0.345

Total Coefficient of Determination for Structural Equations is 0.122

VI

Measures of Goodness of Fit for the Whole Modek:
%2 with 0 Degree of Freedom is 0.00 (prob. fevel = 1.000)
Goodness of Fit Index is 1.000

Root Mean Square Residual is 0.000
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Table 6. T-values of LISREL Estimates for the Modified Basic
Model of Status Attainment
L BETA: EDYRS SES
EDYRS £6.000 0,000
SES 90.176 0.000
II. GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES
EDYRS 32.374 22991
SES 2.394 12.355
HL PHE FEDYRS FSES
FEDYRS 0.000
FSES 0.000 0.000
V. PSL EDYRS SES
98.367 98.367
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Table 7. Total Effects for Modified Basic Model of Status
Attainment

I Totaleffectsof Xon Y:

FEDYRS FSES
EDYRS 0.236 0.168
SES 0.147 0.172
15 Totaleffectsof Yon Y
EDYRS SES
EDYRS 0.000 0.000
SES 0.557 0.000
III. Decomposition of effects:
Effects on SES
By FEDYRS ByFSES
Total effect 0.147 0.172
Direct effect 0.015 0.078
Indirect effect 0.132 0.094

To summarize, the modified basic model has been able to
account for 34.5 percent of the variance of individual’s status
attainment. Among the effects which are all statistically signifi-
cani, an individual’s educational achievement contributes the
largest direct effect. However, the total effects of family back-
ground are also considerable. Furthermore, family background
also has significant effect on educational achievement. Thus, we
may initially contend that familial ascription has effect on both the
educational and status attainment. However, the effect is greater
on education than on status attainment. In other words, status
attainment in Hong Kong is not based solely on individual
achievement, and familial ascription plays a significant part in
one’s status attainment path.

Based upon this injtial result with the basic model, we can
now further our exploration of the attainment path in Hong Kong
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by extending the model. One way to do that is to introduce some

more family-background variables into the model as the Wiscon-
sin model or the socialization model does.

4. Socialization and Status Attainment:
A Test of the Socialization Model

The analytical result of the basic model reveals that educational
attainment plays an essential role as an intervening variable in the
attainment path. In fact, such a result is congruent with the find-
ings of mobility studies in other societies such as the United States
and Britain (Blau and Duncan, 1967:163-177; and Halsey, 1977). As
explained in Section 1, these findings have triggered a new stream
of research within the mobility study tradition. This stream of
research, which has been called the socialization model, sets out to
explore other variables which may affect individual’s educational
achievement. The most representative study is, of course, the Wis-
consin study, which is a longitudinal study across the time span of
eighteen years. It has provided a comprehensive account of the
socializing effects of both family and school on educational attain-
ment.

As a cross-sectional study, the present study can in no way
accornmodate all the socialization variables that the Wisconsin
study has explored. Thus, all we can do is inject into the basic
model some additional variables which may help to account for
the variance of educational attainment, and subsequently, to have
a fuller comprehension of the operation of the attainment path-
prevailing in Hong Kong. From the census data under study, we
can locate two such variables. They are the mother’s educational
attainment (MEDYRS) and the number of siblings in the family
(SIBNO). But before we incorporate these two variables into the
basic model, we must, first of all, settle their causal ordering with
the other variables already in the model. As for the MEDYRS, we
simply take it as an antecedent variable with the same causal
ordering as FEDYRS or FSES. In other words, we do not make any
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assumnption about the temporal ordering between MEDYRS and
FEDYRS or FSES as they are correlated with each other. As for the
SIBNQ, the matter is not so clear-cut, because the variable is
measured by the reported number of children ever given birth by
one’s mother. However, since we do not know the birth order of
an individual, we cannot tell whether one’s education is attained
prior to the arrival of one’s brothers and/or sisters. We therefore
contend that the timing of the arrival of one’s siblings is not the
primary concern here. What does matter is the very existence of
one’s siblings and the effects that they bear upon one’s chance and
outcome of education as well as socialization. That is, we simply
take the number of siblings as a contextual factor which affect
one’s socialization, and assume that SIBNO is causally prior to
EDYRS and SES.

The extended model for status attainment which we are going
to test in this section will have three exogenous variables and
three endogenous variables. The simple correlation matrix, upon
which the LISREL analysis is based, is presented in Table 8. The
graphic representation of the model is offered in Figure 4.

Table 8. Pearson Correlation Coefficients for the Six Constifuent
Variables in the Extended Model of Siatus Attainment

(N=17,576)

Variables

Variables EDYRS SES SIBNO FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS

EDYRS (y1)  ~1.00000
SES (y2) 0.58165 1.00000

SIBNO (y3)  -0.17134 -0.10581 1.00000

FEDYRS (x;) 0.20805 0.21049 -0.19188 1.00000

FSES (x2) 0.25500 0.22619 -0.11390 037051 1.00000
MEDYRS (x3) 0.27175 0.19282 -0.24105 0.51185 032282 1.00000

All coefficients are significant at 0.0001 level,

Extended Model of Status Attainment

Figure 4,
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Accordingly, the three structural equations that we are going
to text are as follows:

1= Bla}’s + TuXy + TizXz + TaadXa + C: 4.1
Y= 321)’1 + Tyxi+ Taxa + G2 4.2
Vs = Taxs+ (3 4.3)
In matrix form, they are:
y1 0 O BiaT{y: T Tz N3] Rs G
vil =1 821 O Of:iyz|] +]ma 12 O|ixa] +| G2
V3 0 0 0]iys 0 0 1] |x3 s

thatis, y =By + I'x + {,.

Subsequently, the parameters of the model are estimated by
means of the LISREL computer program. The results of the analy-
sis are recorded in Tables 9 to 11. Based upon these figures, we can
evaluate the performance of this extended attainment model.

First of all, the extended model has been able to explain more
than one-third of the variance in socioeconomic status, 13.2 per-
cent of the variance in educational attainment, and 5.8 percent of
that in number of siblings. Taken together; the total coefficient of
determination for all three structural equations is 0.171. In com-
parison with the basic model, the extended model has been unable
to make any improvement on explaining the variance in sociceco-
normic status. This is probably because the two newly injected
variables are mainly suitable to explain socialization and educa-
tion outcome rather than status attainment, On the other hand, the
extended model has made some progress in the explanation of the
variance in educational attainment, that is, the variance explained
has increased by about 2 percent. As for the newly added endoge-
nous variable, SIBNO, the model has only been able to explain 5.8
percent of its variance. As for the properties of individual param-
eters, we can see that all the parameters are statistically signifi-
cant, because all the t-values in Table 10 are well beyond the value
of 2.
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Table 9, LISREL Estimates {Maximum Likelihood) for the
Extended Model of Status Attainment
I. BETA: EDYRS SES SIBNG
EDYRS 0.000 0.000 -0.095
SES 0.557 0.000 0.000
SIBNO 0.000 0.000 0.000
H. GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
EDYRS 0.166 0.145 0.117
SES 0.015 0.078 0.000
SIBNO 0.000 0.000 (0241
Hi. PHL FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
FEDYRS 1.000
FSES 0.371 1.000
MEDYRS 0.512 0.323 1.006
V. PSL EDYRS SES SIBNO
0.865 0.655 0.942
V. Squared Multiple Correlations for Structural Equations:
EDYRS SES SIBNO

0.132 0.344 0.058
Total Coefficient of Deterinination for Structural Equations is 0.171

VI Measwres of Goodness of Fit for the Whole Model:
xz with 4 Degrees of Freedom is 128.36 {(prob. level = 0.000)
Goodness of Fit Index i5 0.998
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index is 0.995.
Root Mean Square Residual is 0.018
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Table 10.  T-values of LISREL Estimates for the Extended Model of

- Status Attainment
I. BETA: EDYRS SES SIBNO
EDYRS 0.000 0.000 -13.099
SES 85.978 0.000 0.000
SIBNO 0.000 0,000 0.000
II. GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
EDYRS 19.699 18.896 13.824
SES 2.285 11.775 0.000
SIBNO 0.000 0.000 »32.924
III. PHI: FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
FEDYRS 0.000
ESES 0.000 0.000
MEDYRS 0.000 0.000 0.000
IV. PSE: EDYRS SES SIBNO
93.734 93.734 93.734

Table 11.  Modification Indices of LISREL Estimates for the
Extended Model of Status Attainment

1. BETA: EDYRS SES SIBNO
EDYRS 0.000 0.821 0.000

SES 0.000 0.000 0.064

SIBNO 104.973 23519 0.000
II. GAMMA: FEDYRS EFSES MEDYRS
EDYRS 0.000 £.000 0.000

SES 0.000 0.000 2.578

SIBNO 118.630 27122 0.0G0

1. PSI: EDYRS SES SIBNO
0.000 0.000 0.000
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Secondly, the measures of goodness of fit for the extended
model reveal that the model does not fit that well with the data.
Though both the adjusted goodness of fit index (= 0.995) and the
root mean square residual (= 0.018) suggest that the model fit the
data well, the x* (=128.36) suggests otherwise. In comparison with
its degree of freedom (=4), the magnitude of the X* is unacceptably
large. Therefore, we may have to modify the original model to
decrease the magnitude of the x*.

According to the modification indices recorded in Table 11,
we may modify the extended model by freeing Gamma(3,1),
which is not only the largest index in the Table but also seems to
be congruent with the theory that the educational levels of the
wife and husband would affect the number of offspring that a
family will raise. Thus, Gamma(3,1) is free and the model is re-es-
timated accordingly. The result of the modified model shows that
the LISREL estimate of Gamma(3,1) reads -0.093 and the corre-
sponding t-value equals -10.928. Furthermore, the magnitude of
the x* reads 9.33 with 3 degrees of freedom. The decrease in the
magnitude of x* from 128.36 to 9.33 significantly improves the
model’s goodness of fit. However, the magnitude of the % is still
unacceptably large when related to its degree of freedom. There-
fore, another modification seems necessary.

According to the modification indices of the modified model,
the next parameter qualified to be adjusted seems to be
Gamma(3,2). Its modification index reads 6.497. Furthermore, it
also complies with the theoretical proposition that socioeconomic
status and the family income are essential factors determining the
number of children a family will raise. Subsequently, Gamma(3,2)
is freed and the model is estimated once again. The results of this
further modified model are presented in Tables 12 to 14.

First of all, the LISREL estimate of the newly added parameter
reads -0.020, and its t-value equals -2.549. Thus, it is a statistically
significant parameter. However, our main concern is whether the
modification has made any improvement to the measures of
goodness of fit for the model. Reading from Table 12, section VI,
we can see that the magnitude of the x* has dropped to 2.83, which
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is relatively small in relation to its degree of freedom (=2). It
suggests that the modified model fits the data well. Furthermore,
the readings of both the adjusted goodness of fit index (=1.000)
and the root mean square residual (=0.002) also signify a similar
conclusion. Therefore, we contend that the modified model fits
the data well.

Table 12,  LISREL Estimates (Maximum Likelihood) for the
Modified Extended Model of Status Attainment

I BETA: EDYRS SES SIBNC
EDYRS 0.000 0.000 -0.095
SES 0.557 0.000 0.000
SIBNO 0.000 0.000 0.000
. GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
EDYRS 0.166 0.145 0.117
SES 0.015 0.078 0.000
SIBNO G087 -0.020 -0.190
{Il. PHL: FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
FEDYRS 1.000
FSES 0.371 1.000
MEDYRS 0.512 0.323 1.000
IV. PSL EDYRS SES SIBNO
0.865 0.655 0.935
V. Squared Multiple Correlations for Structural Equations:
EDYRS SES SIBNO
0.135 0.345 0.065

Total Coefficient of Determination for Structural Equations is 0.174

VI Measures of Goodness of Fit for the Whole Model:
x? with 2 Degrees of Freedom is 2.83 (prob. level = 0.243)
Goodness of Fit Index is 1,000
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index is 1.000
Root Mean Square Residual is 0.002
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Table 13.  T-value of LISREL Estimates for the Modified Extended
Model of Status Attainment

I BETA: EDYRS SES SIBNO
EDYRS 0.000 0.000 -13.052
SES 85.929 0.000 0.000
SIBNO 0.000 0.000 0.000
I. GAMMA: FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
EDYRS 19.644 18.893 13.935
SES 2281 11.773 0.000
SIBNO 9.932 -2.549 -22.046
I PHL: FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
FEDYRS 0.000
FSES 0.000 0.000
MEDYRS 0.000 0.000 0.000
IV. PSL: EDYRS SES SIBNO
93.734 93.734 93.734

As for the explanatory power of this extended model, it has
been able to account for 34.5 percent of the variance in socioeco-
nomic status. In comparison with the performance of the modified
basic model, we notice that there is no improvement on this as-
pect. Furthermore, this model has only accounted for 6.5 percent
of the variance in the number of siblings. Nevertheless, the model
has been able to explain 13.5 percent of the variance in educational
attainment, that is 2.2 percent more than that of the basic model.
Taken together, we can see that, in comparison with the basic
model, the extended model has not improved much on the total
variance explained. However, if we look at the change in the
magnitudes of individual parameters, we are then able to notice
the contribution of the extended model to the understanding of
the attainment process. In fact, the extended model has provided
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us with a fuller and more detailed picture of how family back-
ground influences the chances of status attainment among young
men and women in Hong Kong in the early 1980s.

Table 14.  Total Effects for the Modified Extended Model of Status

Attainment
1. Tptal effects of X FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS
onY:
EDYRS 0.175 0.147 0.135
SES 0.113 0.160 0.075
SIBNG -0.087 -0.020 -0.1%0
IL. Total effects of Y EDYRS SES SIBNO
onY:
EDYRS 0.000 0.000 -0.095
SES 0.557 0.000 -0.033
SIBNOC 0000 0.000 0.000
1II. Decomposition of
effects on EDYRS:
By By By By
FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS SIBNO
Total effect 0.175 0.147 0.135  -0.095
Direct effect - 0.166 0.143 0.117  -0.095
Indirect effect 0.009 0.002 0.018 0.000
IV. Decomposition of
effects on SES:
By By By By By
FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS SIBNO EDYRS
Total effect 0.113 0.160 0.075 -0.053  0.557
Direct effect 0.015 0.078 0.000 0.000 0.000
Indirect effect 0.098 0.082 0.075 -0.053  0.000
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From section III in Table 14, we can see that all four family-
background variables, i.e. FEDYRS, FSES, MEDYRS, and SIBNO,
have significant effects on EDYRS. Furthermore, it is evident that
they are mainly direct effects, which read 0.166, 0.145, 0.135, and
-0.095 respectively. Thirdly, there are differences among the direc-
tion of the effects. The effect of SIBNO is negative, while the others
are positive. The former signifies that the larger the number of
siblings the less years of education are attained, while the latter
suggests that educated parents and fathers of high socioeconomic
status enhance the educational achievement of the sons and
daughters. Hence, we can contend that one’s family background
affects his or her educational opportunities and outcomes.

As for the effect on SES, we can see from section IV in Table
14, that EDYRS still has the largest total effect on SES (=0.557). On
the other hand, the four family-background variables have also
asserted considerable influence on SES. The total effects of the
family background, however, are mainly made up of indirect
effects. For instance, the indirect effects of FEDYRS and FSES are
relatively larger than their direct effects; while the effects of
MEDYRS and SIBNO are solely indirect. Therefore, we can postu-
late that the family-background variables indirectly affect SES via
an intervening variable, namely EDYRS. Again, these effects take
on two different values; the indirect effect of SIBNO on SES is
negative, while the others are positive. To summarize, we have
revealed that an individual’s family background constrains his or
her educational opportunities and outcomes, and this, in tarn,
conditions his or her chances of status attainment.

However, it is worth emphasizing that in comparison with
the basic model, the magnitudes of the effect of each family-
background variable on both educational and status attainment
has changed significantly. On one hand, the total effects of
FEDYRS and FSES on EDYRS have dropped respectively from
0.236 and 0.168 in the basic model to 0.175 and 0.147 in the ex-
tended model. On the other hand, the total effects of FEDYRS and
FSES on SES have also dropped from 0.147 to 0.113 and from 0.172
to 0.160 respectively. But these drops are by no means indiscern-
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ible. They are mainly due to the fact that two more family-back-
ground variables are added into the extended model. In fact,
multicollinearity among these family-background variables has
already been evident by their correlation coefficients, which have
been recorded in Table 8. Thus the drops of the total effect of
FEDYRS and FSES on EDYRS and SES in the extended model can
be viewed as a re-allocation of the effects among the family-back-
ground variables on educational and status attainment. As a re-
sult, the extended model can be regarded as presenting a fuller
and more genuine picture of how different family-background
variables affected educational and status attainment of young
men and women in Hong Kong in the early 1980s.

5. Structural Constraints and Status Attainment:
A Test of the Structuralist Model

The attainment models which we have analyzed so far constitute
only individuals’ characteristics that affect their educational and
status attainment. As explicated in Section 1, within the status
attainment study, such models belong to the so called “socializa-
tion model” tradition, which discerns attainment as an outcome of
socialization and tends to explain such outcome in terms of the
individuals’ characteristics. Such a research approach has been
criticized for treating the attainment process as if itis taking place
in a socioceconomic vacuum and neglecting the structural con-
straints which affect the individuals’ attainment opportunities. As
a result of this criticism, a new research approach has been devel-
oped, which is known as the structuralist model. The objective of
this research approach is to explore structural constraints which
- bear upon individuals and their attainment opportunities. The
structural constraints revealed by the model include sex, race,
structure of the labor market, and organization of work.

In the present study, I will analyze one of these structural
constraints which affect the attainment opportunities of young
men and women in Hong Kong. It is sex difference. It must be

45

admitted that confining our analysis only to sex difference limits
our understanding of the overall effect of structural constraints on
attainment opportunity in Hong Kong. However, due to the struc-
ture of the census data under study, it seems that we have to
tolerate such a limitation for the time being.

To explore the effect of sex difference on attainment opportu-
nities in Hong Kong, the sample used in the previous section is
divided into two sub-samples, one of which consists only of men
and the other women. Based upon the modified extended model
established in the previous section, separate LISREL models are
then constructed for each sub-sample. By comparing the param-
eters of the two models, we may be able to reveal the extent to
which sex difference constrains the attainment opportunities of
young men and women in Hong Kong (cf. Sewell et 4l., 1980; and
Treiman and Terrel, 1975). The simple correlation matrices of the
two sub-samples, upon which the LISREL models are based, are
recorded in Tables 15 and 16, and the results of the two LISREL
models are contrasted in Tables 17 to 19.

Table 15.  Pearson Correlation Coefficients for the Constituent
Variables in the Status Attainment Model, Men (N = 9,342)

Variables

Variables EDYRS SES  SIBNO FEDYRS FSES MEDYRS

EDYRS (y1) 1.00000

SES (y2) 0.49446 1.00000

SIBNO (y3) -0.16419 -0.07546 1.00000

FEDYRS {(x1) 0.27630 0.18107 -0.20586 1.00000

ESES (x2) 0.24161 0.19955 -0.12382 0.35326 1.00000
MEDYRS (x3) 0.26307 0.16232 -0.25705 0.51583 0.30818 1.000C0

All coefficients are significant at 0.000] level.
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Table i6.  Pearson Correlation Coefficients for the Constituent
Variables in the Status Attainment Model, Women
(N = 8,235)

Variables

Variables EDYRS  SES  SIBNO PFEDYRS FSES MEDYRS

EDYRS (y1)  1.00000

SES (yn) 0.66936  1.00000

SIBNO (ys)y  -0.17904 -0.13316 1.00000

FEDYRS (x1) 032284 0.24325 -0.17832 1.00000

FSES (x2) 0.27008 025510 -0.10382 0.38977 1.00000
MEDYRS (x3) 0.28183 0.22583 -0.22543 0.50696 0.33884 1.00000

All coefficients are significant at 0.0001 level.

Before we make any comparison between the models, we
must first of all examine their overall performance. According to
the measures of goodness of fit statistics, we may say that both
models fit the data well. As recorded in section VI of Table 17, the
adjusted goodness of fit indices (=1.000) and root mean square
residuals (=0.004) of both models indicate that the models fit the
data well. As for the X’s of both models, they also support that the
models fit the data well. Furthermore, from Table 18, we can
recognize that most of the LISREL estimates are statistically signif-
icant. However, two of the estimates in the women-model, i.e.
Gamma(2,2) and Gamma(3,2), are proved to be insignificant be-
cause their t-values are much smaller than 2. Thus, we must take
these into account in the following comparison.

First, let us begin the comparison by looking at the overall
performance of the three structural equations in the two models.
From observing section V of Table 17, we notice that there are
considerable differences between the squared multiple correla-
tions for the respective structural equations in the two models. In
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the structural equations for educational attainment, the squared
multiple correlations read 0.121 in the men-model and 0.151 in the
women-model. They indicate that the women-model can account
for a much larger proportion of variance in educational attain-
ment than the men-model. In fact, the squared multiple correla-
tion of the women-model is about 20 percent larger than its
counterpart. It suggests that the educational attainment of young
women in Hong Kong is to a greater extent conditioned by the
women's family background than by their male contemporaries’.
Furthermore, a more salient difference can also be detected be-
tween squared multiple correlations for the structural equations
of status attainment. In fact, the squared multiple correlation of
the women-model (=0.454) is more than 40 percent larger than
that of the men-model (=0.252). This signifies that in their status
attainment process, young women in Hong Kong experience
greater constraints from their family background and educational
qualifications than men.

To further our understanding of the discrepancy on attain-
ment opportunities between young men and women in Hong
Kong, we can look into the effect of each family-background vari-
able on educational and status attainment. From observing section
ITI(A) of Table 19, we notice that the direct effect of father's educa-
tion on educational attainment is more than 20 percent larger
among daughters than among sons. Furthermore, the direct effect
of number of siblings on educational attainment is also about 20
percent larger among women than among men. Thirdly, the direct
effect of father’s socioeconomic status on educational attainment
is also slightly larger among women than among men. This signi-
fies that the educational attainment of young women is much
more likely to be constrained by their fathers’ education and
socioeconomic status. This also signifies that the negative effect of
number of siblings on educational attainment is also greater
among women than among men. Finally, the direct effect of moth-
er’s education on educational attainment is slightly larger among
sons than among daughters. Taken together, among the four di-
rect effects of family background on educational attainment, three
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of them are larger among women than among men. This further
confirms that, along their educational attainment path, young
women in Hong Kong are confronted with greater constraint from
their ascribed family background than their male contemporaries,

As for the effect on status attainment, education stands out to
be the most prominent determining factor in both models. The
direct effect of education on men’s socioeconomic status is 0.469
and that on women'’s is 0.647, which are the largest parameters in
both models. At the same time, we notice that there is a salient
discrepancy between men and women on these effects . In fact, the
effect of education on status attainment is more than 25 percent
larger among women than men. It indicates that, on the status
attainment path, women rely more heavily on educational qualifi-
cations in order to achieve higher socioeconomic statuses than
men. In other words, men are less constrained by their education-
al qualifications as they move along the socioeconomic hierarchy.
Furthermore, as for the effects of family background on status
attainment, they are mainly indirect effects which act upon status
attainment via education. From section III(B) of Table 19, we can
see that the indirect and total effects of all four family-background
variables are larger among women than men. This signifies once
again that social backgrounds impose greater constraints on
women on their status attainment paths than their male contem-
poraries.

To summarize the analyses in this section, we have revealed
that both men and women share a similar attainment pattern, that
is, family background asserts considerable impact on an
individual’s educational attainment, which in turn makes a signif-
icant difference in one’s achievernent on socioeconomic status.
However, we have been able to prove that there are substantial
differences in the effect of family background on educational and
status attainment between men and women. First, we have re-
vealed that most of the effects of family background on educa-
tional attainment are greater among women than among men.
Secondly, we have found that educational qualifications impose a
much greater effect on status attainment among women than
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among men. Thirdly, we have also confirmed that the total effects
of family background on status attainment, which are mainly
indirect effect via education, are greater among women than
among men, Taken as a whole, the analyses have confirmed that
young women in Hong Kong are confronted with much greater
constraints from their ascribed family background in both the
educational and status attainment processes than their male con-
temporaries.

These findings, in fact, are congruent with the structuralists’
findings and contentions that females are structurally constrained
in both educational and status attainments.

First of all, in educational attainment, our findings can find
supporting evidence from a number of studies. First, in the Wis-
consin study in 1965, Sewell and Shah found that family soci-
oeconomic status had greater effects on female's educational
aspiration and attainment than male’s (Sewell and Shah, 1973:209,
Figure 1; see also Sewell and Shah, 1968a and b). Secondly, in the
1975 follow-up study on the Wisconsin sample, Sewell and his
colleagues again found four of the family-background variables in
the model accounting for educational attainment, i.e. parents’ in-
come, mother’s education, mother’s employment, and number of
siblings, asserted greater effects on women than on men (Sewell ef
al., 1980:565-568). Thirdly, Alexander and Eckland in their Explor-
ations in Equality of Opportunity Study found that “female edu-
cational attainment is much more influenced by status origins and
much less affected by tested ability than men’s, While the reasons
for this remain obscure, the differences are substantial” (Alexan-
der and Eckland, 1980:44; see also Alexander and Eckland, 1974).
Fourthly, Treiman and Terrel found that among the three family-
background variables in their model accounting for educational
attainment, two of them, i.e. mother’s education and father’s occu-
pational prestige had greater effects on female than on male (Trei-
man and Terrel, 1975:181, Table 2). Fifthly, Hauser and
Featherman in a study on a sample of married couples in 1973
found that father's socioeconomic status score weighed more
heavily on the educational attainment of wives and husbands
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(Featherman and Hauser 1976:470, Table 4). Sixthly, in a study in
France, Robinson and Garnier found that fathers” education had
greater effect on women’s educational attainment than on men's.
In the same regression equation, among the fathers’ class catego-
ries included in the model, i.e. capitalist, manager, other supervi-
sory role, and petty bourgeoisie, three of them, at the exclusion of
manager, had greater effects on women'’s educational attainment
than on men’s (Robinson and Garnier, 1985:265, Table 3). Finally,
a study on the 1976 Hong Kong census data also revealed that
fathers’ occupational status and employment status, mothers’ ed-
ucation, number of siblings, and birth order all had greater effects
on women's educational attainment than on men’s (Tang,
1981:198, Table 8). :

From these studies, two explanations of the differential in the
effects of family-background variables on women’s and men'’s
educational attainment have emerged. One is the social
psychological explanation. It suggests that in the socialization
process boys and girls may experience different expectations and
treatments which in turn may help the development of differenti-
ated personality traits and aspirations. As a result, they may con-
tribute to the differential in men’s and women’s educational
attainment. The Wisconsin study is of particular importance in the
development of this thesis. The findings of the Wisconsin study
revealed that parental encouragement, teachers’ encouragement,
and peers’ influence, i.e. significant others’ influence, had positive
and significant effects on one’s educational aspiration, which in
turn asserted positive and significant effect on one’s educational
attainment (Sewell et al., 1969; Sewell and Hauser, 1975, Chapter 4;
and Sewell et al., 1980). Furthermore, the study also found that the
significant others’ encouragement, i.e. parental and teachers’ en-
couragement, that boys received and the educational aspiration
that they subsequently developed were less likely affected by
parents’ educational levels, or what some theorists (cf. Halsey et
al., 1980, Chapter 5) called the cultural capital of the family (Sewell
et al., 1980:565-568, Tables 6 and 7). In other words, boys are more
likely to be encouraged by their parents and teachers to get ahead
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and to have high educational and occupational aspirations re-
gardless of their family background, while the significant others’
encouragement to girls and the aspiration they subsequently de-
veloped are more in line with the cultural capital of their families.
Therefore, it explains why family-background variables have
greater effect on women’s educational attainment than on men'’s,
However, due to the structure of the data set under study, the
present study is unable to verify the validity of this social psycho-
logical thesis. Thus, for the time being all I can say is that it is one
plausible explanation of our findings that is worth investigating in
the future.

The second explanation of the differential in the effect of
family background on women’s and men’s educational attain-
ment is the economic explanation or the thesis of human capital
investment. It suggests to view family as an economic unit in-
vesting in human capital, that is to construe the offspring’s educa-
tional attainment of a family as the result of a rational and
deliberate act of investment in the human capital of the family
(Schultz, 1974). Basically, an investment involves two factors. One
is the economic capital available or the cost of making this capital
available for investment and the other is the anticipated rate of
return from the investment. The thesis helps to explain why fam-
ily background has positive and significant effect on the
offspring’s educational attainment. Because in the families of the
upper and middle classes the economic capital is available or the
cost of making this capital available does not affect much the well
being of the family. Furthermore, the thesis also gives an explana-
tion of the differential effect of family background on women’s
and men’s educational attainment. When a family is confronted
with the problem of scarcity of economic capital and is forced to
make a choice on investment among its offspring, commonly it is
the daughter’s educational attainment that has to be sacrificed
{Treiman and Terrel, 1975:177). That explains why among men
and women of the same origin, men are less constrained by their
family background than women. Once again, because of the struc-
ture of the data set under study, the present study is unable to
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offer a verification of this thesis in the Hong Kong context. How-
ever, we contend that it is another plausible explanation of the
differential effect of family background on women’s and men’s
educational attainment, :

As for status attainment process, the finding of the present
study can also find supporting evidence from a number of studies.
However, it must be admitted that. the evidence is not as conclu-
sive as that of the educational attainment studies. First, for the
differential in the effect of educational achievement on men’s and
women’s status attainment, Hauser and Featherman’s findings
offer supporting evidence for ours. They found that, in both the
1962 and 1973 samples of married couples in the United States,
educational attainment asserted greater effect on women’s socio-
economic status scores than on men’s (Featherman and Hauser,
1976:472-473, Tables 5 and 6). Secondly, as for the differential in
the effect of family background on status attainment between men
and women, Sewell and his colleagues’ findings also provide
some supporting evidence for ours. They found that parents” in-
come, fathers’” and mothers’ education had greater positive effect
on women’s status of first occupation than on men’s. Further-
more, they also found that the negative effect of number of sib-
lings on women's first occupational status was greater than on
that of men’s (Sewell ef al., 1980:565-568).

A plausible explanation emerging from these studies is that
the differential effect is due to the sex segregation among occupa-
tions in the labor market. In the United States, Sewell and his
colleagues found that “whether we look at major occupational
groups or at occupational status, women have marked different
occupational distributions than men... regardless of marriage and
childbearing, women are excluded from the highest- and the low-
est-status occupations” (Sewell et al., 1980:563). In Britain, Mar-
shall and his colleagues also found that women were
under-represented in high-status occupations, such as profession-
als, managers and proprietors, and in low-status occupations such
as manual workers, Women were, on the other hand, highly
concentrated on mid-rank occupations such as routine non-man-
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ual, clerical and personal service occupations (Marshall et al.,
1988:74). In light of such a differentiated occupational distribution
between sexes, we may explain why educational attainment bears
more weight on women'’s status attainment than on men’s in two
different directions.

From the upper end of the occupational hierarchy, it was
found in Britain that men relied less on educational credentials to
gain admission into high-status occupations than women. Mar-
shall and his colleagues revealed that within the high-status occu-
pational categories, 16.3 percent of the male incumbents were of
low educational qualifications, while only 10.4 percent of the fe-
male incumbents with equivalent educational qualifications were
allowed to enter. Within the same occupational categories, 54.4
percent of the female incumbents were of high educational quali-
fications, while only 48.9 percent of the male incumbents have the
same qualifications. It was shown in the same study that among
men and women with high educational qualifications, women’s
chances of being admitted into high-status occupations were
much lower than men’s. Only 61.8 percent of women with high
educational credentials were in the high-status occupational cate-
gories, while the respective percentage for men was 91.2 percent
(Marshall et al., 1988:80-81). Taken together, these findings have
provided a plausible explanation of the differential effect of edu-
cational qualification on men’s and women’s status attainment. At
the upper end of the occupational hierarchy, women have to
depend more on their educational attainment to gain admission,
while male incumbents are less constrained by their educational
credentials. Thus, it explains why the association between educa-
tional qualification and status attainment is stronger for women
than for men.

On the other hand, it was also shown in the same study thatin
comparison with occupations at the lower end of the occupational
hierarchy, which are over-represented by male incumbents, the
mid-rank occupations, which demand relatively high educational
qualifications and ftraining, are packed with female incumbents,
{cf. Marshall et al., 1988:81, Table 4.11). Therefore, women who
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enter the labor force are more likely to be allocated into mid-rank
occupations which require at least some forms of educational
qualification or training, while men can participate in the labor
force by entering into low-status occupations which demand less
education and training. Thus, it explains why educational quali-
fication bears more weight on women's occupational status than
men’s.

In the foregoing discussion we have reviewed studies which
can offer supporting evidence to our findings on the differentials
in educational and status attainment of young men and women in
Hong Kong. We have also proposed some explanations of these
differentials . However, it must be underlined that these explana-
tions are only plausible and they are worth arid need further
exploration.

6. Achievement or Ascription?
A Concluding Remark

In the foregoing analyses, we have been able to establish some
salient features of the ladder of success confronting young men
and women in Hong Kong in the 1970s. These features are:

1. Family backgrounds impose considerable constraints upon the
educational attainment opportunities of both men and women
in Hong Kong. Parents’ educational levels and father’s socio-
economic status have positive and significant effects on one’s
educational attainment. That is, young men and women whose
parents are more educated and whose fathers command
higher socioeconomic statuses are more likely to be able to
attain a higher educational level than their contemporaries.
Furthermore, it is also shown that the number of siblings as-
serts a negative effect on educational attainment, in other
words, the fewer sisters and/or brothers one has, the greater
the chance for one to attain a higher educational level.

2. Among the determinants of socioeconomic status attainment,
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educational qualifications assert the greatest effect on status
attainment opportunities for men and women in Hong Kong.

3. Taking the above two points together, family background has
considerable effect on sociceconomic status attainment,
mainly indirectly through educational qualifications.

4. Although men and women are facing similar status attainment
patterns, women are confronted with much greater constraints

from family background and educational qualifications than

men in their attainment paths.

Inlight of these findings, we can now try to verify the research
problem that this study has set out to investigate, that is, whether
status attainment opportunities are allocated according to
individuals’ achievement or ascription in Hong Kong. As ex-
plained in Section 2, this research problem is generated by both
theoretical and empirical concerns. According to the neo-classical
and functionalist thesis of meritocracy, as a society modernizes,
individual’s achievement replaces ascription as the principal crite-
rion for social selection and stratification. By individual achieve-
ment, it refers to individual’s efforts and abilities, both inborn
and/or acquired, while ascription refers to the individual’s family
background, race, sex, and any other attributes which are beyond
the control of one’s ability and effort. Empirically, this thesis of
meritocracy has been confirmed by a stream of studies conducted
in Hong Kong in the last two decades. They consensually con-
clude that there is a firm and common belief among Hong Kong
Chinese that individuals’ abilities and efforts are the primary
determinant of individuals’ socioeconomic success.

In light of the findings revealed in this study, we may con-
clude first that the social stratification system in Hong Kong is not
as achievement-oriented as her residents perceive, in other words,
the status attainment process in Hong Kong in no way corre-
sponds to the functionalist thesis of meritocracy.”

However, this conclusion requires a number of qualifications.
It must be underlined that the findings of this study clearly sug-
gest that ascription and achievement are by no means two mutu-
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ally exclusive forces at work on the ladder of success in Hong
Kong. It is shown that both achievement and ascription have
considerable effects on the processes of socioeconomic status at-
tainment of young men and women in Hong Kong in the 1970s.
On one hand, if we take individual’s educational attainment as
indicator of achievement (Halsey, 1977:184), we have to accept the
fact that individuals” educational achievement is the most import-
ant factor determining the status attainment chances of young
men and women in Hong Kong. Taken alone this point implies
that achievement is the major force at work in the process of
individual socioeconomic status attainment. However, on the
other hand, as we trace further back onto the attainment path, we
see that ascribed attributes, such as sex and family background,
assert significant influence on individual educational achieve-
ment. This suggests that, though the Hong Kong schooling system
expanded significantly in the 1970s, young men and women, who
went through it, relied not only on their abilities and efforts but
also on their ascribed attributes to gain their educational achieve-
ment. Taken together these two points suggest that ascription and
achievement have joined forces in an amazing way to determine
the attainment opportunities of young men and women in Hong
Kong. At the center of this ascription-achievement partnership is
the educational system which acts as a mediator between social
origins and destinations. As Hong Kong society and its economy
have developed, education credentials have become a major, if not
the primary, criterion of job recruitments. This piece of evidence,
which has been verified in the above analysis, would be interpre-
ted by the functionalist as the coming of the achievement-oriented
society. However, behind this veil of meritocracy hides the social
machinery of ascription. This ascription mechanism worked si-
lently through the educational system and imposed its grip on the
allocation of social opportunities among young men and women
in Hong Kong in the 1970s. In other words, as Halsey has putit so
well, “what has happened is the weighting of the dice of social
opportunity according to class, and ‘the game’ is increasingly
played through strategies of child rearing refereed by schools
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through their certifying arrangements” (Halsey, 1977:184).

In conclusion, this study has substantiated the thesis that
Hong Kong is neither a society of meritocracy nor of aristocracy.
That is, the achievement forces are by no means the sole criteria
for the allocation of social opportunities as most of Hong Kong
residents perceive. The ascription forces also find their way to
assert themselves in the attainment process mainly through the
schooling system.

Notes

1. The ascription-achievement dichotomy used throughout this
study is adopted from one of Parsons’ pattern variables which
specifies the value-orientation and criterion for social allocation
and stratification in a given social system. Ascription-orientation
refers to a social stratification system using “status by birth” as the
major allocative criterion. These ascriptive attributes include sex,
family background, kinship unit membership, “which presum-
ably cannot be changed” (Parsons, 1951:117). As for achjevement-
orientation, it refers to a social stratification system which has
undergone “the process of ‘emancipation’ from ascriptive ties”
(Parsons, 1961). As a result, the allocative criterion in this stratifi-
cation system is based on individual abilities and efforts (cf. Par-
sons 1951:117-119 and 1940; Davis and Moore, 1945; and Bell,
1973).

2. For contingency-table analysis of social mobility in Hong Kong,
please refer to Tsang, 1990, Chapter 4.

3. For further exposition of the theoretical aspect of mobility-table
tradition, please refer to Tsang, 1990, Chapters 1,3 and 4.

4. For a thorough deliberation on the Marxist stance on class analy-
sis, one can refer to Wright et al., 1989. For the comparison and
evaluation of the validity of the Marxist conception over the
Weberian approach, please refer to Marshall et al., 1988.

5. For explication of the relationship between Weber's theory of class
and the study of status attainment, please refer to Tsang, 1990,
Chapter 2, Section 1.

6. Numbers of cases found in the sequént attainment models are,
however, smaller than those reported here. The difference is
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mainly due to missing values in the variables incorporated in
these attainment modeis (cf. Tables 3.1, 4.1, 5.2 and 5,3}

7. Reviews on approaches to the construction of the socioeconomic

index can be found in Haug, 1977; Nam and Powers, 1983; Pow-
ers, 1982; and Tsang, 1990, Chapter 1.

8. A detailed discussion of this calculation and iis result can be
found in Tsang, 1990, Chapter 3.

9, The method of coding of the variables FEDYRS and EDYRS can be
found in Tsang, 1990, Chapter 3, Note 1.
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