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Young People’s Views on Authority 

 

 

Summary Report 

 

“Authority” is an area of study for many sociologists and psychologists.  

People’s submission to authority has been changing in this information and 

knowledge-based society.  The advancement of information media and the 

development of civil society have narrowed the gap between authority figures and the 

general public.  The image of authority figures has been demystified.  By the same 

token, many authority figures, such as parents, teachers, and employers, have 

revealed that their authority has been deteriorating in the eyes of the younger 

generation. 

 

Nevertheless, it is still necessary for the leaderships of social organizations to 

exercise their authority in order to play their roles in management, decision-making, 

teaching, or even role modelling.  Authority is also needed to maintain order and 

harmony.  The appropriate use of authority can be beneficial to organizations.  

Once authority is damaged, it is difficult for an organization to attain its objectives and 

functions. 

 

As individuals, family members, and members of society, young people come 

into contact with different types of authority figures during their growth period.  How 

do they view authority?  What are the factors influencing their attitudes towards 

authority?  Do they willingly obey authority figures?  We believe that these 

questions are worthy of further exploration. 

 

In view of the above, this study focused on representative authority figures in five 

selected social institutions which are closely related to young people: parents in the 

family, teachers in schools, supervisors in the workplace, police officers in the 

community, and senior government officials in the government.  The study areas 

included whether or not young people recognize the exercise of authority by authority 

figures, their views on the characteristics of authority, their attitudes towards authority 

figures, and attributing factors.  It is hoped that a deeper understanding of the 

younger generation can be attained through this study. 

 

This study focused on young people aged between 15 and 29.  Data were 

gathered from an online survey and focus group interviews. 
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An online survey system (LimeSurvey V2.00) installed in an independent server 

was used to carry out the survey.  The online survey was conducted between 15th 

November and 10th December 2012.  Through random sampling among members of 

The Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups (HKFYG) and email invitations, 752 

eligible young people aged between 15 and 29 were successfully polled, with a 

standard error within ±1.9%. 

 

Focus group interviews were held between 15th and 17th November 2012.  With 

the assistance of the service units of the HKFYG, four groups comprising a total of 29 

Hong Kong young people aged between 15 and 29 were formed.  The focus group 

interviewees included both HKFYG members and non-members, workers and school 

students, and young men and women of different age groups (15-19 years old; 20-24 

years old; 25-29 years old). 

 

The following paragraphs summarize the major findings and analyses of the 

results of the survey and the interviews, and related discussions and 

recommendations are put forward for reference. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

1. The young respondents ranked supervisors at work as the top 

authority figures among the five listed types of authority 

figures, followed by parents, police officers, teachers, and 

senior government officials.  The recognition ratings were all 

above moderate. 

 

By summarizing the results of the online survey involving 752 young people 

aged 15 to 29, we found that among the five listed types of authority figures, 

supervisors at work were ranked top, with an average rating of 7.23.  Parents were 

ranked second, with an average rating of 6.94, followed by police officers and 

teachers, with average ratings of 6.76 and 6.66 respectively.  Senior government 

officials were ranked last, with an average rating of 6.27.  All of the average ratings 

fell between 6 and 7, which was considered to be above moderate. 

 

The authority figures mentioned by the young people interviewed in the focus 

groups were parents, teachers, professors, principals, supervisors at work, 
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employers, professionals, the rich, the state leaders, the Chief Executive of the 

HKSAR, and members of the HKSAR Legislative Council.  The interviewees thought 

that parents have great authority because their parents control their family decisions 

and their daily lives.  They also felt that figures such as teachers, professors, and 

professionals are knowledgeable and are thus able to influence people.  As for the 

state leaders, the Chief Executive, and members of the Legislative Council, the 

interviewees thought that such figures directly control the decision-making of the 

whole society, while the rich actually control the economic life of the community. 

 

According to R. S. Peters, a British political theorist and education philosopher, 

the authority given to a person and the actual authority that person can exercise are 

not always equal.  There is “formal authority” and “actual authority”.  The above 

results echo this analysis.  The actual authority of people in certain authority 

positions may not have been highly recognized by the young interviewees, and those 

who possess the actual authority in a society may not hold leadership positions in any 

social organization. 

 

2. Respondents considered personal integrity the most important 

quality of an authority figure, ranking “credibility” as the top 

characteristic, with an average rating of 8.85.  Personal 

capacity was considered the second most important quality, 

followed by social status.  Personal charisma was considered 

the least important quality. 

 

The online survey showed that the respondents considered “credibility” to be the 

most important characteristic of an authority figure, with an average rating of 8.85.  

Other characteristics considered to be highly important were as follows: “able to 

communicate with others”, “honesty”, “influence over others”, “willingness to listen to 

advice”, and “respected by others”, with average ratings of 8.59, 8.56, 8.46, 8.42, and 

8.23 respectively.  The characteristics considered to be important were “determined”, 

“knowledgeable”, and “progressive”, with average ratings of 7.85, 7.77, and 7.42 

respectively.  The moderately important characteristics were “superior status”, 

“unique”, “charismatic”, and “unerring”, while “act according to the tradition” was 

considered unimportant, with an average rating of only 3.71. 

 

As for the focus groups, the interviewees specified that knowledge and 

experience are the necessary characteristics of an authority figure.  In addition, they 

thought that the relationships between authority figures and other people are very 
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important.  Authority figures should be able to win people’s recognition but not force 

others to agree with them.  They should also be self-confident, determined, able to 

control their emotions, and persistent. 

 

In sum, the young interviewees believed that authority figures must build up their 

self-integrity (e.g. their “credibility” and “honesty”).  They should also possess 

knowledge and skills (e.g. be “able to communicate with others”, “determined”, and 

“knowledgeable”).  The interviewees also thought that authority figures should have 

some social status: for example, they should have “influence over others”, be 

“respected by others”, and be “recognized by others”.  However, the interviewees 

considered being charismatic rather unimportant. 

 

3. The young interviewees showed positive attitudes towards 

authority figures in general.  In particular, their attitudes 

towards their parents were the most positive, followed by their 

attitudes towards teachers, their supervisors at work, and 

police officers.  Their attitudes towards senior government 

officials were negative. 

 

From the online survey results, it was found that although the respondents had 

different levels of respect, trust, good feelings, and obedience towards the five listed 

types of authority figures, they had positive attitudes towards all of these figures 

except for senior government officials. 

 

Among the five types of authority figures, the respondents had the most positive 

attitudes towards their parents.  Parents were ranked top in terms of respect, trust, 

and good feelings, with average ratings above 8 points.  The respondents’ attitudes 

towards teachers were quite positive: average ratings on respect, trust, good 

feelings, and obedience were around 7 points.  Their attitudes towards supervisors 

at work and police officers were moderate: average ratings on respect, trust, and 

good feelings ranged from 5 to 7.  However, their attitudes towards senior 

government officials were the most negative.  They were ranked last in terms of 

average ratings on respect, trust, good feelings, and obedience, ranging from as low 

as 3 to 6. 

 

Interview data from the focus groups also showed that the young people had 

positive attitudes towards authority figures, in particular their parents.  Their 

attitudes towards teachers and police officers were positive, while their attitudes 
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towards their supervisors at work were moderate.  However, their attitudes towards 

government officers were negative. 

 

The above results indicated that the young interviewees did not have 

anti-authority emotions in general.  Their negative attitudes towards particular types 

of authority figures were based on certain factors.  Understanding these factors may 

be helpful in encouraging young people’s submission to authority figures. 

 

4. Factors influencing the attitudes of the young people towards 

authority figures. 

 

(1) The status of parental authority was extremely solid and was 

least affected by objective factors. 

 

Parental authority is very special.  The attitudes of the young people towards 

their parents were the most positive among the five types of authority figures and 

were not easily affected by objective factors.  In the focus groups, one interviewee 

said that although she did not obey her parents blindly, she did sometimes obey the 

“unreasonable” advice of her parents.  Some said that they would try to reach a 

consensus with their parents even though they did not always agree with their 

parents’ requests.  The interviewees indicated that they trusted and respected their 

parents the most without any reservation.  They believed that their parents always 

thought about what was best for them.  Only in circumstances where they felt that 

there was no family love did they not trust or respect their parents. 

 

With reference to Max Weber’s three types of authority, it is apparent that 

parental authority belongs to the traditional type.  Its legitimacy is based around 

traditional custom, and it is seldom questioned by people.  The findings of the 

present study showed that the close blood relationship between parents and children 

makes the status of parental authority extremely solid.  It is the type of authority that 

is least affected by objective factors. 

 

(2) The personal integrity and attitudes of senior government 

officials, police officers, and teachers affected the respect and 

trust paid to them by the young people. 

 

Young people are concerned about the personal integrity and attitudes of senior 

government officials, police officers, and teachers.  The focus group interviewees 
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explicitly indicated that they did not respect those senior government officials who 

abuse their power for their personal interests.  Some interviewees had lost 

confidence in these authority figures after witnessing their bad behaviour in political 

election campaigns.  They emphasized that senior government officials should be 

honest with the public and expressed their appreciation of those officials who are 

honest and who do not have an integrity problem.  This indicates that the personal 

integrity of senior government officials directly affects young people’s attitudes 

towards them. 

 

As for police officers, the interviewees were very concerned about their work 

attitude.  The focus group interviewees expressed their respect and trust for police 

officers in general, but their experiences of contact with police officers with a bad 

work attitude made them feel very bad.  This bad image of the police affected their 

respect for and trust in police officers.  For instance, one interviewee remembered 

that when she reported an incident at the police station, the police officers had a lax 

work attitude, and this made her feel that police officers in general are “not good”.  A 

friend of another interviewee was scolded by a police officer even though the friend 

was the victim in an incident.  This interviewee felt that police officers lack dignity 

and credibility.  These findings tally with some overseas studies which have 

reported that young people who have more contact with police officers with a bad 

attitude have negative attitudes towards police officers. 

 

As for teachers, they have the traditional role of defenders of morals.  Although 

this role has been gradually diminishing with the rise of multiple values, the personal 

integrity and work attitude of teachers are still a concern of young people.  Some 

interviewees mentioned that they did not trust “perfunctory” teachers or those who 

use vulgar language.  One interviewee felt cheated when he came across a 

dishonest teacher, and thereafter he began to act against teachers he did not like.  

Certainly, the teaching attitudes of teachers, including their enthusiasm for teaching, 

contribute to young people’s attitudes towards them. 

 

The above findings show that young people’s attitudes towards senior 

government officials, police officers, and teachers are affected by the personal 

integrity and work attitudes of these three types of authority figures.  Individual 

integrity and attitude problems may affect young people’s respect for and trust in 

these types of authority figures in general. 
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(3) Whether or not the young people thought that authority figures 

possess professionalism and professional knowledge was an 

important factor affecting their respect for and trust in these 

figures, particularly in the case of teachers. 

 

Whether or not the young people thought that authority figures possess 

professionalism and professional knowledge affected their attitudes towards these 

figures.  The impact of this was most apparent in relation to their attitudes towards 

teachers.  Interviewees from the focus groups repeatedly expressed that teachers 

have authority in terms of knowledge.  They certainly respected and trusted 

teachers’ knowledge.  Even in cases where they were suspicious of certain 

knowledge delivered by a teacher, they would try to follow what the teacher had 

delivered.  On the other hand, their trust in and respect for teachers was affected 

when they encountered teachers who lacked professionalism and who were not able 

to deliver subject knowledge, such as those who did not (a) prepare for lessons, (b) 

have enough knowledge of the subject they taught, or (c) deliver lessons well. 

 

As R. S. Peters stated, teachers in modern society cannot rely on tradition to 

gain respect anymore.  Rather, they should rationalize their authority.  Displaying 

professionalism and professional knowledge is an important way of rationalizing 

authority.  It is believed that as the requirement for the professionalism of teachers 

becomes higher and higher, the factor of professionalism will become more and more 

important to the trust and respect they can gain. 

 

When talking about supervisors at work, several interviewees from the focus 

groups expressed their appreciation of supervisors who possess relevant 

professional knowledge and who are willing to pass on this knowledge to others.  

They said that they can benefit from such supervisors, and therefore they do respect, 

trust, and obey them. 

 

As for police officers, the young interviewees mainly trusted the professional 

institution of the police.  They emphasized that the professional training, 

professional police knowledge, and perfect disciplinary system of the police force 

made them believe that police officers are able to perform their duty of protecting the 

public, and this was why they trusted police officers.  They did not think that the 

problems with individual police officers that they heard about from the news would 

affect their trust towards this profession in general. 
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It is worth noting that the young interviewees thought that senior government 

officials also need to have professional knowledge.  They thought that only those 

senior government officials who possess relevant professional knowledge are able to 

formulate good policies so as to benefit the public.  Therefore, they could not submit 

to senior government officials who lack professional knowledge. 

 

These findings indicate that the professionalism and professional knowledge 

perceived by young people are important factors in determining whether authority 

figures are respected and trusted by them.  However, problems with an individual 

authority figure’s professionalism do not affect young people’s attitudes towards that 

kind of authority figure in general. 

 

(4) Whether the power was statutory or prescribed by formal rules 

and regulations determined whether the young people would 

obey authority figures.  Among all of the types of authority 

figures, the impact of this factor on the young people’s attitudes 

was most apparent in the case of police officers. 

 

Another easily overlooked factor is whether the power exercised by authority 

figures is statutory or prescribed by formal rules and regulations. 

 

The most significant power is the legal power of law enforcement vested in police 

officers.  Young people must obey the commands of on-duty police officers.  One 

focus group interviewee had experienced considerable trouble after she had refused 

to obey police officers.  Another interviewee did not follow the traffic rules and was 

caught by a police officer; he was afraid of being arrested and apologized 

immediately.  Therefore, the power of law enforcement vested in police officers 

directly influences whether young people obey and respect them. 

 

The power of supervisors at work is also very obvious. It includes the power to 

assess subordinates’ performance and to influence subordinates’ salaries as well as 

their continued employment.  An interviewee said that she had once ignored the 

orders of her supervisor and resorted to her own method of doing a job, but she 

finally had to resign because she was under too much pressure.  In situations like 

this, it would be difficult for young people to disobey their supervisors. 

 

Teachers also possess certain powers prescribed by school rules and 

regulations: for instance, the power to assess and punish students.  Students must 
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therefore obey their teachers. 

 

The above findings reveal that prescribed rules and regulations determine 

whether young people will obey authority figures.  If there is no prescribed power, 

they are able to question authority figures. 

 

(5) Young people’s trust in senior government officials also depends 

on the social context and social setting.  In particular, young 

people will consider whether the analysis given by senior 

government officials is reasonable, whether there is adequate 

transparency, and whether the issue concerned is beneficial to 

them in this increasingly mature civil society. 

 

Young people’s attitudes towards authority figures often depend on the social 

context and social setting.  Different issues or issues in different settings may lead to 

completely different attitudes.  According to the social domain theory, the cognition 

development of young people is triggered by interactions in different social settings.  

Therefore, the rules and orders of an authority cannot be understood when detached 

from the social setting. 

 

In the focus group interviews, the young people pointed out that whether senior 

government officials are trustworthy depends on the issue concerned and on 

whether their words are reasonable.  For instance, some interviewees thought that 

senior government officials had given unreasonable and biased comments on the 

issue of national education, and therefore they felt disgusted with these officials.  

One interviewee said that he supports the Home Ownership Scheme but opposes 

the constitutional development package proposal.  He stated that in his opinion, 

whether or not senior government officials are trusted depends on the issue 

concerned and one’s own stand; he did not adopt a blanket attitude towards senior 

officials. 

 

Meanwhile, civil society in Hong Kong is becoming more mature and people are 

becoming wiser.  The younger generation are very concerned about their rights.  

The interview findings indicated that young people require senior government officials 

to be adequately transparent and provide sufficient public affairs information to the 

public.  Only in this way can young people build up their trust in senior government 

officials. 
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Certainly, the social context and the social setting include whether the issue 

concerned is beneficial to young people.  A young interviewee thought that the 

housing policy could not meet the needs and benefits of the middle class and 

therefore he did not trust senior government officials.  A few interviewees thought 

that the new “3-3-4” academic structure had put a lot of pressure on them as students; 

therefore, it was difficult for them to trust the education officials responsible. 

 

The interview findings indicated that young people hold this view mainly in 

relation to senior government officials.  Therefore, the social context and the social 

setting mainly influence the trust young people have in senior government officials, 

especially whether they think officials are reasonable or adequately transparent on 

specific issues. 

 

5. Young people gradually start to question adults’ authority as 

they grow up.  Conflict is more obvious among the younger age 

group.  As self-control ability increases with age, young 

people will try to avoid direct conflict with authority figures. 

 

Figures from the online survey showed that the younger the age, the more 

positive the attitudes young people have towards authority figures.  The attitudes of 

the 15-19 year old group towards teachers and police officers were more positive 

than those of the 20-24 and 25-29 year old groups.  The average ratings by the 

15-19 year old group on the degree of respect, trust, good feelings, and obedience 

towards teachers and police officers were significantly higher than those of the other 

two age groups.  The results even showed that the younger the age, the higher the 

ratings on the trust given to police officers. 

 

However, the findings from the focus group interviews indicated that young 

people in secondary schools begin to think that they have grown up and that they 

have their own preferences and judgments in terms of life and learning.  They 

believe that there is no need to listen to their parents all the time and therefore 

conflicts sometimes occur.  When young people grow older or when they enter 

adulthood, they begin to become more considerate or to try to avoid conflict, and 

therefore they compromise with their parents.  In addition, when they get older, their 

parents trust them more and do not require them to be obedient all the time. 

 

There is no contradiction between the above two situations, which are, in fact, in 

line with the findings of Australian and Taiwanese studies.  At a younger age, young 
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people, especially junior secondary school students, have more positive attitudes 

towards authority, but they gradually fight for their own autonomy when they enter 

adolescence and start questioning the authority of adults, resulting in conflicts with 

the latter.  As they grow older, their self-control ability develops and then they begin 

to avoid conflicts with authority.  This does not necessarily mean that they become 

more obedient; it only appears that they have fewer conflicts with authority figures. 

 

6. The young interviewees were willing to communicate with 

their parents and supervisors at work in order to solve any 

conflicts.  Maintaining young people’s trust in these authority 

figures will help to enhance authority. 

 

The findings of the focus group interviews indicated that young people’s trust in 

authority is not unidirectional.  Two-way communication and understanding helps to 

build young people’s trust in authority figures.  This trust will help to build up 

authority, and authority can then play its role. 

 

With regard to conflict solving, young people are very willing to communicate 

with their parents in order to reach a consensus.  Some of the interviewees had 

experienced conflict with their parents over learning and accommodation 

arrangements and had not wanted to follow their parents’ advice.  Their parents 

had finally accepted their ideas or they had reached a consensus with their parents 

through communication, thus lowering the impact of conflict on their trust 

relationship with their parents. 

 

Communication between young people and their supervisors at work can also 

bring about this effect.  One interviewee expressed the will to communicate with his 

supervisor so that perhaps some of his opinions would be accepted whenever conflict 

occurs.  Such action can certainly increase young people’s trust in their supervisors.  

Even if the opinions of subordinates are not adopted, young people may have the 

opportunity to understand the decisions of supervisors and act accordingly if the 

supervisors explain their instructions clearly, and this could lower the impact of 

conflict on their trust relationship. 

 

As for the other three types of authority figures, we believe that there is little 

room for communication between police officers and the public due to the former’s 

role in law enforcement.  However, we believe that there is more room for 

communication between young people and teachers or senior government officials.  
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Improving communication should help to improve trust and thus help to build up 

authority. 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

Based on the above findings and discussions, we make the 

following recommendations: 

 

1. Authority figures need to be aware of their personal 

behaviour and integrity in order to win respect. 

 

The relationship between authority figures and the members of 

their organization is not a unidirectional order-and-obey 

relationship.  The effectiveness of an authority depends on the 

willingness of its organization’s members to obey.  The present 

study found that young people’s attitudes towards authority 

figures depend on different factors.  These factors are related to 

the personal behaviour and morality of authority figures, 

including whether (a) their personal integrity can be maintained, 

(b) their attitudes towards others are good, (c) they possess 

professionalism and professional knowledge, (d) their analyses of 

specific issues are reasonable, and (e) there is adequate 

transparency. 

 

We believe that authority figures should always be aware of what 

they say and how they behave and their personal integrity.  They 

also need to be equipped with good professional knowledge and 

to be able to convince others through reason.  In this way, they 

will be able to maintain their authority and people will willingly 

obey them. 

 

2. Improving communication between young people and 

authority figures will help to build trust, which in turn will 

help to enhance authority. 

 

This study found that the young interviewees had the motivation 

to communicate with their parents and supervisors at work.  
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Such communications will help to build mutual trust, which in 

turn will help to build up legitimized authority.  However, the 

motivation of young people to communicate with teachers and 

senior government officials is not strong and the initiative of 

young people needs to be improved. 

 

Meanwhile, authority figures should also take the initiative to 

understand the ideas of young people.  They should listen to and 

appropriately adopt the opinions of young people so that young 

people are able to see the effect of communication.  For instance, 

senior government officials should look at things from the angle 

of young people and pay more attention to the constraints and 

impacts on young people when implementing policies.  In policy 

consultations, young people should be seriously regarded as 

stakeholders and their opinions should be listened to and adopted.  

Then, young people will feel that their situations are being taken 

into account and their opinions respected. 

 

3. Recommendations for maintaining authority: enhance 

information transparency, improve work attitudes, and 

display professional competence. 

 

In this study, we chose five types of authority figures to study, 

and several factors were found to influence young people’s 

attitudes towards these figures.  We believe that appropriate 

responses to these factors may help to increase young people’s 

willingness to submit to authority figures. 

 

Take the government as an example.  In today’s well developed 

civil society, if the government can be sufficiently transparent 

and provide adequate information in a candid manner when 

implementing policies, the public will be able to understand 

public affairs from multiple angles.  This will help to enhance the 

authority of senior government officials so that policies can be 

implemented smoothly. 

 

With regard to law enforcers, whether they are able to gain 

respect and trust from the public depends very much on the work 
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attitude of individual law enforcers.  If the attitudes of individual 

law enforcers can be further improved, the trust of young people 

in these authority figures can be enhanced and law enforcers will 

be able to carry out their duties effectively. 

 

As for educators, they need to maintain their own professional 

standards and display professional teaching ability in order to 

gain respect and trust from young people.  This will help to 

maintain the authority of the education profession and in turn 

promote the learning effectiveness of students. 

 

4. Young people can gain more trust from parents and 

supervisors at work by making reasonable decisions.  

Then, conflicts between them can also be reduced. 

 

As for young people, if they can gain experience in the process of 

decision-making and are able to bear the consequences of their 

own decisions, their parents and supervisors at work will have 

enough confidence in them that they can act independently.  

Young people can also gain more trust from parents and 

supervisors by making reasonable decisions, thus reducing 

conflicts and perhaps even enhancing productivity.  Meanwhile, 

being open-minded and rational will help them gain trust from 

authority figures. 

 


