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Objective: Older adults are prone to the negative effects of exposure to violence
on their mental bealth. This study aimed to examine the impact of exposure to
violence during social unrest and the role of resilience in the mental bealth of
older people. Design: A total of 1,203 people aged 65 years or older were ran-
domly selected for a telepbone survey using the random digit dialing number-
ing method in Hong Kong. Measurements: A 13-item scale was developed to
measure exposure to violence. The Chinese versions of the Connor-Davidson
Resilience Scale and the Startle, Physiological Arousal, Anger, and Numbness
scales for measuring mental bealth status were adopted in the survey.
Results: The results showed that the more frequently older people were exposed
to information, the more negative mental bealth status they bad. However,
exposure to witnessing and experiencing violence was not significantly associ-
ated with mental bealth status. Older adults’ level of resilience bad a moderat-
ing effect between exposure to information and mental bealth, whereas the
effect of exposure to information on mental bealth was stronger for respond-
ents with lower resilience. Conclusion: This study showed that emotional prob-
lems caused by exposure to related information among older people should be
properly addressed during massive social unrest and conflict. Their resilience
capacity is an important moderating factor. Future interventions and support

Editorial accompaniment, please see page 1100.

From the Faculty of Social Sciences (DWLL, EHL), Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong, China; Department of Sport, Physical Educa-
tion and Health (XO), Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong, China; Department of Social Work (VWPL, WY), Hong Kong Baptist Uni-
versity, Hong Kong, China; Department of Applied Social Sciences (ECWY), The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hong Kong, China; and
the Department of Social Work (JJL), The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, China. Send correspondence and reprint requests to
Xiaoting Ou, M.A., Department of Sport, Physical Education and Health, Room 937, 9/F Academic and Administration Building, Baptist Uni-
versity Rd Campus, Hong Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong. e-mail: 21481059@life. hkbu.edu.hk

© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. on behalf of American Association for Geriatric Psychiatry. This is an open access article

under the CC BY license (http:/ /creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jagp.2023.09.008

Am J Geriatr Psychiatry 31:12, December 2023 1091


mailto:21481059@life.hkbu.edu.hk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jagp.2023.09.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jagp.2023.09.008
http://www.sciencedirect.com
http://www.ajgponline.org

Exposure to Violence in Social Unrest, Resilience, and Mental Health of Older

services should focus on enbancing the resilience of older people to better equip
them with overcoming problems related to macro-social issues. (Am ] Geriatr
Psychiatry 2023; 31:1091—1099)

Highlights

mental health of older people.
e What is the main finding of this study?

more negative mental health status.

health status.
¢ What is the meaning of the finding?

tus could provide more targeted interventions.

e What is the primary question addressed by this study?
We aimed to examine the impact of exposure to violence on social unrest and the role of resilience in the

The more frequently older people were exposed to information during social unrest and conflict events, the

Resilience levels in older people moderated the relationship between exposure to information and mental

Identifying the role of resilience in the relationship between exposure to information and mental health sta-

BACKGROUND

E xposure to violence and conflict has been found
to detrimentally affect people’s health from dif-
ferent aspects.' It can increase people’s risk of having
chronic conditions and functional impairment
because exposure to violence and conflicts usually
delays transportation, infrastructure, and other medi-
cation services, which can instantly be a barrier to
people’s access to public health services.” Exposure to
violence and conflicts is also linked to a higher preva-
lence of mental health illnesses since these experien-
ces can be viewed as traumatic events and increase
people’s mental health burden.” International
research has shown the detrimental effects of conflict
on individuals’ mental health. Tremblay et al." dem-
onstrated that prolonged exposure to political vio-
lence has a significant impact on the mental health of
young individuals, leading to post-traumatic stress
disorder, anxiety, and depression. A recent meta-
analysis revealed a similar finding that 22% of con-
flict-affected populations experienced mental disor-
ders (e.g., depression, post-traumatic stress disorder
[PTSD], and anxiety),” and “mental suffering” has
been identified as a proxy of the influence of chronic
political and social effects on mental health.” In addi-
tion to the direct psychological effects, social unrest
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could also contribute to trauma through social disrup-
tion and economic strain. Interruptions of social serv-
ices could lead to disruptions in daily routines and
financial instability. These stressors could exacerbate
existing mental health issues and contribute to the
development of new ones.”

Older adults have less physical strength and may
be more easily injured in any form of conflict than
younger adults.” A meta-analysis found a higher
prevalence of depression and anxiety in older people
than in younger people affected by political conflict.’
Unrest causes challenges and delays in infrastructure,
transportation, and community and government
services. Older adults are likely to have additional
worries and experience lower social and personal
safety, which have been shown to cause depressive
symptoms among older people in the Chinese con-
text.” Trauma-focused and psychosocial approaches
are used to understand the mental health needs of
people affected by conflicts. The former emphasizes
the influence of direct exposure to conflict (e.g., physi-
cal assault, destruction of property, loss of life) on
mental health, while the latter emphasizes the influ-
ence of conflicts on everyday living conditions,
including enduring or chronic threats to wellbeing
(e.g., poverty, disrupted social relations, family
changes)."” Guided by a trauma-focused approach,
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research focuses heavily on veterans and refugees
with direct experiences of conflict, with less attention
paid to civilians and the general public.'"' However,
indirect exposure has detrimental effects on mental
health.'” The assumption that conflict exposure is a
major determinant of mental health means that the
chronic influence of daily stressors is overlooked.
Direct exposure to violence explains only the limited
variance in PTSD," illustrating the need to study
daily disruptions triggered by conflict. Everyday ten-
sions (e.g., economic difficulties) triggered by conflict
are associated with increased levels of depression,
anxiety, and other mental health issues.'* Addition-
ally, older adults may experience flashbacks, night-
mares, avoidance of triggers, changes in mood, and
difficulty sleeping after experiencing or witnessing a
traumatic event, such as a war, abuse, or a natural
disaster, which are the common symptoms of
PTSD."”"" During social unrest, it may be difficult
for older people to maintain community connections,
which are key to mental health.'® This study aimed to
examine the impact of exposure to violence during
social unrest on older people’s mental health.

Eggerman and Panter-Brick'” indicated that
humans could deal with chaos, including conflicting
environments and challenges. In previous studies on
older people, they were described as weak or power-
less, and research on their mental health tended to
focus on pathological outcomes and overlook other
strength factors such as resilience. A comprehensive
review by MacLeod et al.”’ identified a certain degree
of resilience in older people, even when their physical
skills have declined, and their socioeconomic status
or personal experiences have changed. Resilience is
positively associated with successful aging and men-
tal health.”’ In this regard, the role of resilience, par-
ticularly during difficult, challenging, and critical
events, should be further examined. In this context,
this study aimed to examine the role of resilience in
the relationship between exposure to violence and the
mental health of older adults.

Social and political unrest in Hong Kong provided
a natural research opportunity to address this matter
in the Hong Kong Chinese context. In early 2019, the
Hong Kong Government proposed amendments to
the Fugitive Offenders Ordinance, which triggered
protests and opposition incidents across Hong Kong.
Since mid-June 2019, many transport facilities, gov-
ernment buildings, businesses, banks, and even
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university facilities have been severely damaged due
to protests, confrontations, and conflicts among oppo-
sition groups and law and order authorities. The
destruction and suspension of transport facilities
have undoubtedly affected the daily lives of the pub-
lic.”" In this case, the public and media have focused
on the impact of social and political conflicts involv-
ing younger people,”” often ignoring older people.
Therefore, this study aimed to examine the impact of
exposure to social and political unrest and the role of
resilience on older people’s mental health using Hong
Kong as the data collection site.

METHODS
Sampling and Data Collection

A large-scale quantitative survey with a represen-
tative sample of older adults in Hong Kong was con-
ducted from June to July 2020, which is nearly half
year after the social unrest had begun. The random
digit dialing numbering method was also used. Tele-
phone numbers were randomly generated with
known prefixes assigned to telecommunication ser-
vice providers under the Office of the Communica-
tions Authority numbering scheme. Once telephone
contact was successfully established with the target
household, an eligible participant was selected from
among the household members using the “next birth-
day rule” to eliminate potential bias. If the partici-
pants refuse to answer, no information would be
recorded. For all interviewed participants, the
research team expects the participants to provide
complete answers to all the questions in the question-
naire Ultimately, 1,203 Hong Kong residents aged
65 years or above were successfully interviewed. As
data collection was conducted via telephone inter-
views, all participants provided verbal consent before
the interview following the procedures set out in the
Helsinki Declaration. This study was approved by the
Human Subjects Ethics Sub-Committee of the Project
Hosting University (HSEARS 20191205001-01).

Measurements

The structured questionnaire covered demographic
variables, such as gender, age, marital status, education
level, financial status, employment, exposure to social
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unrest, resilience, and mental health. Demographic var-
iables were considered confounding variables.

Exposure to violence during social and political
unrest was measured using 13 items assessing the fre-
quency of exposure to different types of unrest events
in two major domains using a 5-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The first domain
of the scale contained eight items related to exposure to
witnessing and experiencing social unrest such as hav-
ing experienced or witnessed a social unrest (o = 0.799).
The second domain contains five items covering expo-
sure to information on social unrest incidents, i.e., have
been informed about the conflict on-site through radio/
TV/social media/newspapers/messages, and have
been informed of the death on-site through radio/TV/
social media/newspaper/message (¢=0.845) (Appendix
1). The scale was developed by a research team for this
study. Exploratory Factor Analysis was used to test the
factorial validity of this scale, while confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) was used to test construct validity. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy
was 0.834, which is above the commonly acceptable
threshold of 0.6. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was signifi-
cant with X*(5717.528) = 78, p < 0.001. Two factors
were loaded by using principal components analysis,
with an eigenvalue of 2.547 and a total common vari-
ance of 6.629, explaining a total variance of 50.99%.
Cronbach’s alpha of the scale indicated good internal
consistency (o« = 0.808) between items. The results of
the CFA showed that the two-factor scale had a good
model fit (x2/df = 1.34, RMSEA= 0.032, CFI = 0.985,
TLI = 0.982, SRMR = 0.078). The items in each domain
were added together, and the higher the score, the
more frequently the participant was exposed to various
types of social unrest incidents.

The Chinese version of the Connor-Davidson Resil-
ience Scale™ was adopted to measure resilience using
two 5-point Likert-type questions ranging from 1
(very bad) to 5 (very good), including questions on
being able to adapt to changes and recover easily
from illness and injury. The higher the score, the bet-
ter the recovery ability.

Mental health was measured using the Chinese
version of the 4-item Startle, Physiological arousal,
Anger, and Numbness (SPAN) scale.”*  Some
researchers have argued that the scale has shown a
high diagnostic accuracy for PTSD.”**" Participants
were asked to rate on 5-point Likert-type items rang-
ing from 0 (not painful or disturbance) to 4 (extreme
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painful or disturbance), including “becoming easily
frightened,” “feeling uncomfortable when recalling
the social unrest,” “becoming irritable or agitated,”
and “unable to have feelings of sadness or joy.”
Although the items may not necessarily show the spe-
cific PTSD symptoms, they were adopted in this
study to illustrate the general mental health status of
the participants with higher scores indicating a more
negative mental health status.

Data Analysis

According to the population aged 65 or above in
Hong Kong and the distribution of their gender, age,
and education, the raw data were rake-weighted to
adjust for any imbalances in the sample’s demo-
graphics.”® A descriptive analysis was conducted to
analyze the demographic information of the partici-
pants. Hierarchical linear regression analysis was con-
ducted to test the association between exposure to
social unrest and mental health. The moderating role
of resilience in the relationship between exposure to
stress and mental health status was also tested. All
confounding variables were entered in block one of
the models, whereas the two variables in exposure to
violence were entered in block two. To test the moder-
ating role of resilience, resilience was included in the
second step, and two variables of exposure to vio-
lence were entered separately. The interaction terms
of resilience with the two variables in exposure to vio-
lence were entered in block three. A simple slope
analysis was further performed to suggest an associa-
tion between exposure to violence and mental health
status at different levels of resilience. All analyses
were performed using SPSS version 26.0.

RESULTS

In total, 1,203 valid questionnaires were collected
for this study. Table 1 presents the participants’
demographic information.

Factors Associated With Mental Health Status

The effects of exposure to witnessing, experiencing,
and information in social unrest on the severity of
mental health status were examined using hierarchi-
cal linear regression in Table 2. The first model, which
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TABLE 1. Demographic Information (N=1203)

N/Mean %/SD

Gender

Female 625 52

Male 578 48
Age 74 6.51
Marital status

Married 835 69.4

Single 368 30.6
Born in Hong Kong

Yes 554 46.1

No 649 53.9
Residential years in Hong Kong 60.39 14.34
Previous experience in social or political 2 1.61

unrest (number of times)
Number of Children 2 1.26
Education level

Primary school or below 331 27.5

Secondary school 575 47.8

Diploma or above 297 24.7
Financial status

Average and below 914 76

Good and very good 289 24
Employment

Yes 56 4.7

No 1147 95.3
Living arrangement (live alone)

Yes 253 21

No 950 79

contained only demographics, gender, age, financial
status, and living arrangements, significantly pre-
dicted the severity of negative mental health symp-
toms. Model one explained 8.8% of the variance
(R* = 0.088, AR* = 0.088, AF=14.382 (8,1194), p <
0.001). The two exposure variables, exposure to wit-
nessing and experiencing and exposure to informa-
tion, were then entered in block two. The level of
exposure to witnessing, experiencing, and informa-
tion explained an additional 3% of the variance in the
severity of mental health status, with R? = 0.119,
AR*= 0.031, AF=21.297 (2,1192), p < 0.001. After
controlling for demographic variables, exposure to
information (8 = 0.166, t = 5.748, p < 0.001) was a sig-
nificant predictor of mental health status, whereas
exposure to witnessing and experiencing (8 = 0.054,
t = 1.862, p = 0.063) was not. The higher frequency of
exposure to information was associated with more
negative mental health status.

Moderating Role of Resilience

Table 3 shows the effects of resilience and exposure
to information on the severity of mental health status
using hierarchical regression. The moderating role of
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TABLE 2. Effect of Exposure to Witnessing and Experiencing,
and Exposure to Information on Mental Health

Status
Model 1 Model 2
B SE B SE
Gender —-0.135"  0.057 -0.158" 0.056
Age —0.257"  0.004 —0.209" 0.004
Marital status (Ref: single) —0.091"  0.075 —0.082" 0.074
Married
Educational (Ref: Primary school or below) 0.058 0.058 0.043 0.058
Secondary school
Diploma or above 0.042 0.093 0.013 0.092
Financial status (Ref: poor and worst) —0.018 0.064 —0.024 0.063
Good and very good
Employment (Ref: not working) —0.056 0.07 —0.047 0.069
Working
Living arrangement (Ref: not living alone) —0.069 0.082  —0.067 0.08
Living alone
Exposure to witnessing and experiencing 0.054 0.095
Exposure to information 0.166"  0.077
Constant 3.564° 0321 2299 0371
AF 14.382" 21.297"
Degrees of freedom 8,1194 2,1192
Adj R2 0.082 0.112
AR2 0.088 0.031
p <0.001 <0.001

Note: Hierarchical multiple regression was conducted. f: Standardized beta; SE:
standard error.

*p<0.05.
®p <0.001.

resilience was found to be significant in the relation-
ship between the severity of mental health status and
“exposure to information”(R2 = 0.124, AR? = 0.006,
AF=8.761 (3,1191), p <0.001). The results of the sim-
ple slope test showed a positive relationship between
exposure to information and the severity of mental
health status in both the high (8 = 0.307, t =3.242, p <
0.05) and low (8 =0.619, t = 6.923, p < 0.001) resilience
groups, as shown in Figure 1. The higher the level of
exposure to information by all participants during
social unrest, the more negative mental health status.
However, for participants with low resilience, the
impact of “exposure to information” on the severity
of mental health status was stronger than for those
with high resilience. However, a moderating effect of
resilience on the relationship between exposure to
witnessing and experiencing and the severity of men-
tal health status was not found (R* = 0.098, AR*=
0.002, AF=3.006 (3,1191), p = 0.083).

DISCUSSION

Exposure to information related to temporary
uprisings and popular protests and exposure to
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TABLE 3. Moderation Role of Resilience in the Relationship between Exposure to Information and Mental Health Status

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B SE B SE ] SE
Gender —0.135" 0.057 —0.152" 0.056 —0.149" 0.056
Age —0.257" 0.004 —0.223" 0.004 —0.224" 0.004
Marital status (Ref: Single) —0.091" 0.075 —0.082" 0.074 —0.092" 0.074
Married
Educational (Ref: Primary school or below) 0.058 0.058 0.04 0.058 0.037 0.057
Secondary school
Diploma or above 0.042 0.093 0.019 0.092 0.027 0.092
Financial status (Ref: poor and worst) —0.018 0.064 —0.024 0.063 —0.027 0.063
Good and very good
Employment (Ref: not working) —0.056 0.07 —0.049 0.069 —0.055 0.069
Working
Living arrangement (Ref: not living alone) —0.069 0.082 —0.066 0.08 —0.079" 0.081
Living alone
Resilience —0.027 0.013 —0.038 0.013
Exposure to information 0.179" 0.076 0.174" 0.075
Interaction term (resilience x exposure to information) —0.083" 0.025
Constant 3.564" 0.321 2.46" 0.377 2.546" 0.377
AF 14.38" 19.99" 8.76"
Degrees of freedom 8,1194 2,1192 3,1191
AdjR2 0.082 0.110 0.116
A R2 0.088 0.03 0.006
P <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Note: Hierarchical multiple regression was conducted. 8: Standardized beta; SE: standard error.

P <0.05.
Pp<0.001.

FIGURE 1. Simple slope of exposure to information and men-
tal health status in high and low resilience group.
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0 1 2 3

Exposure to information

witnessing or experiencing this social event could
have a significant impact on the mental health and
daily life of older adults. The emotional impact of
such events can be particularly devastating for older
adults, who may already be coping with a range of
age-related mental health challenges. Feelings of fear,
anxiety, and uncertainty could be intensified by the
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sense of powerlessness and vulnerability that many
older adults experience in the face of social unrest.

In addition to the emotional impact, social unrest
can also have practical consequences that negatively
affect older adults’ daily lives. Disruptions to public
transportation, healthcare services, and other essen-
tial resources could make it difficult or even impossi-
ble for older adults to access the support they need.
This could lead to increased isolation and feelings of
helplessness, which in turn can exacerbate existing
mental health challenges.

This study has demonstrated the effects of expo-
sure to different types of violence during social unrest
on the severity of mental health status in older adults.
The results showed that exposure to witnessing and
experiencing violence did not increase the severity of
mental health status among older adults. However,
the higher the exposure to information related to
reporting violence and conflicts, the more negative
mental health status. Our study also found that resil-
ience was a significant moderator in the relationship
between exposure to information and the severity of
mental health status. The impact of exposure to infor-
mation on the severity of mental health status was

Am J Geriatr Psychiatry 31:12, December 2023



higher in the low-resilience group than in the high-
resilience group.

These findings are not entirely consistent with
those of the previous studies. Findings have sug-
gested that the higher the participants’ exposure to
witnessing and experiencing social unrest, the more
negative mental health status.”” Similarly, exposure
to information affects the severity of mental health
status. In the social unrest study, exposure to witness-
ing and experiencing was mainly related to the age of
the participants. One probable reason for the differ-
ence is that the previous study” focused on partici-
pants of young and middle-aged groups, while all
participants in the current study were older people
aged 65 years and above. A second reason could be
that people involved in the 2019 social and political
unrest in Hong Kong were mainly younger.”” Thus,
for older people, the impact of receiving information,
such as being informed by others, the media, and
other means of obtaining relevant information, is
higher than when participating in person or as a wit-
ness.

In addition, damage to transport facilities during
social unrest creates further uncertainty that hinders
the mobility of older people. In this regard, the media
is the primary way for them to receive information
about unrest and other social information. Blanchard
et al.”’ pointed out that the traumatic stress caused by
indirect exposure, such as through the media, is
short-lived compared with direct exposure from per-
sonal involvement or experience. Our study, con-
ducted shortly after the disturbance, found a positive
effect of information exposure on the severity of men-
tal health status. The promotion of information and
the contagion of culture are largely driven by social
media and other forms of mass communication.
When the ideas and messages disseminated are nega-
tive, they tend to have a negative impact on older
adults.

A study on armed conflict found that resilience did
not directly contribute to the overall change in mental
health condition such as PTSD in vulnerable groups,
such as women, but other pathways of resilience to
change in PTSD were identified.”’ These findings are
similar to those of the current study, with resilience
playing a moderating role. For older people, the pro-
tective effect of resilience was relatively obvious. For
instance, resilience protects older people from the
effects of anxiety.”’ Even with differences in social
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background, personal experiences, and declining
health, older adults still have high levels of resil-
ience.”’ Similarly, the Ribeiro-Gongalves™ study
found that resilience was an important protective fac-
tor for mental health against the effects of age dis-
crimination and was also a factor that partially
reduced loneliness in older people. In the groups with
low resilience, exposure to information had a more
significant impact on mental health status. Although
exposure to information also increased the scores on
mental health status in the high-resilience group, the
effect was relatively small compared to the low-resil-
ience group. This result suggests that resilience is a
vital resource for older people, who could have a pro-
tective effect during major upheavals. Therefore, in
addition to focusing on older adults” exposure to vio-
lence in social events, future practice and policy inter-
ventions should focus on enhancing their resilience to
cope with not just personal but societal challenges
and chaos.

However, some limitations of this study should be
noted. This cross-sectional study was implemented
shortly after the period of active social unrest. For this
reason, it is not possible to determine whether social
unrest events have a long-term impact on older peo-
ple’s mental health, particularly in terms of traumatic
stress. The regression model was significant but with
a small adjusted R-squared. This may be due to the
presence of unmeasured variables that are important
predictors of the outcome variable. Even so, the
results of the model give us a hint about the impact of
the media and the effect of resilience on older adults.
This study examined only the factors affecting older
people’s mental health mainly on the severity of
PTSD symptoms in the context of social unrest. Other
mental health conditions, such as anxiety and depres-
sion, should be explored in future studies. Apart from
that, the SPAN scale adopted in this study contains
only four items, so it is difficult to meet the conditions
of measuring clinical PTSD symptoms. For this rea-
son, we only used the instrument to measure the gen-
eral mental health status of the participants.
Additionally, this study was correlational. The exis-
tence of a definitive causal relationship between the
variables could not be fully established due to insuffi-
cient evidence or data, which makes it difficult to
draw a conclusive determination regarding causality.
In addition, data collection relied mainly on the par-
ticipants” self-reports. Therefore, it was impossible to
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ascertain whether the participants had a mental ill-
ness. Finally, since the data were collected through a
telephone survey and the target population was older
adults, we kept the questionnaire relatively short to
better control the time and quality of the answers.
The telephone survey provided limited in-depth
information compared to in-depth interviews. How-
ever, it did offer valuable insights into the needs of
older adults in the context of the social unrest. To
obtain a more comprehensive understanding, future
research may consider utilizing a mixed methods
approach.
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