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Abstract 

From uplifting positive experiences to balancing between both positive and negative ones, 

conceptualization of mental well-being has gone through several paradigm shifts in recent 

decades. One long lasting discussion falls on the importance of eudaimonia in contrast to the 

hedonia. Majority of models were developed from an adult framework, while research in the 

development of flourishing in children receives relatively limited attention. The current study 

addresses this issue by validating a flourishing scale for children from grades 3 to 6 in Hong 

Kong, with the aim to provide a solid tool to facilitate more research on the topic. A total of 

5,838 children participated in the study. The scale had satisfactory internal consistency and 

convergent validity. In a confirmatory factor analysis together with items related to positive 

feeling, a two-factor model outperforms a single-factor model, suggesting that children could 

readily differentiate the two constructs. In addition, both flourishing and positive feeling 

independently predicted anxiety even controlling for each other. Taken together, this study offers 

a reliable and valid tool for measuring flourishing in children. 

Keywords: children, assessment, well-being, positive psychology  
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Meaningfulness in Kids’ Eyes:  

Validation of the Child Flourishing Scale in a Hong Kong Chinese Population 

Since the taking off of positive psychology in the 1990s, numerous research has been 

done on positive mental well-being. A major quest in these studies, and probably so for every 

maturely developed mind as well, is to clarify what positive mental well-being is. Intuitively, 

having more pleasant than unpleasant emotions is vital for mental health (Halle, 2003). However, 

Wong (2021) sharply pointed out that a flourishing life is attainable amid unpleasantness—

bringing a paradigm shift toward well-being’s research. In his theory of existential positive 

psychology, human’s potential of representing themselves as a being with faith, hope, and love 

leads to a sense of meaningfulness (Wong, 2023a), integrating the random miseries from the 

nature to a coherent life story (Wong, 2017). Nonetheless, this theory is built almost exclusively 

upon mature humans (i.e., adults). It remains inconclusive whether the structure of mental well-

being in children is similar to that in adults. Inspired by Wong’s works, the current study 

addresses this issue by validating a psychometric instrument for flourishing in young children. 

We hope that this addition to the literature can help bridge the many great ideas on existential 

positive psychology into child psychology. 

Mental well-being, according to the operational definition by Huppert and So (2013), 

involves two types of experiences, positive feeling and flourishing. Positive feeling, or hedonia, 

describes a sense of pleasantness (Diener et al., 1999; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Flourishing, or 

eudaimonia, goes beyond whether one feels good at the moment, but about personal 

development, sense of purpose, and fulfilment toward life (Mesurado et al., 2021). Although 

highly correlated with each other (Diener et al., 2010), positive feeling and flourishing have 

substantial differences. First, in Huppert and So (2013), they found that positive feeling is 
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distinct from flourishing in a factor analysis. Moreover, positive feeling and flourishing have 

different, or even reverse, patterns with multiple predictors (Baumeister et al., 2013). For 

instance, when controlling for the other in a correlation analysis, a higher level of stress is 

associated with lower positive feeling but higher flourishing. In fact, it is not difficult to imagine 

a scenario where a person found their life fulfilling even though they are seriously ill (Wong et 

al., 2022). Essentially, positive feeling is an emotional state that can change quickly depending 

on the context. A boy losing in an athletic competition is certainly a bad-feeling experience. Yet, 

the boy could find the competition fulfilling, if he treats this failure as a learning experience for 

future competition. Flourishing, which does not only focus on the present, but also integrates 

from the past and projects onto the future, entails a positive self-image that is different from the 

immediate present (Baumeister et al., 2013). A worth-living life with suffering is thus possible 

(Wong, 2022).  

While some suggest that young children need to learn how to overcome adversity 

(Holliman & Sheehy, 2023) and develop positive mental health (Wong, 2019; Wong & Wong, 

2012), an emerging view proposes that flourishing should be one of the aims in education 

(Kristjánsson, 2017; Wolbert et al., 2021). However, are children capable of understanding 

flourishing? Arguably, unlike adults, flourishing may be understood in the same way as simply 

positive feeling for children. Developmentally, children may not be ready to understand what 

qualifies for a meaningful life. Meaning-making requires coherent integration of personal 

experience (Rogers et al., 2023), which typically emerges in late adolescence (Habermas & 

Bluck, 2000). Young children may not be able to construct meaning from their life stories and 

form an understanding toward their self (i.e., identity). Hence, although flourishing is certainly 

relevant to the well-being of maturely developed minds, it is plausible that the children do not 
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find it different from simply pleasantness. Indeed, when both children and adolescents defined 

what happiness meant to them in their own terms, hedonic aspects (e.g., positive feelings) are 

dominant in children, while eudemonic aspects (e.g., interpersonal relationships, harmony) are 

dominant in adolescents (López-Pérez et al., 2016). The current study hence aims to investigate 

whether children understand flourishing as a distinct entity from positive feeling.  

Few quantitative measures have been developed for assessing flourishing in children. 

Most of the research on child’s flourishing used three parent-reported items (e.g., in National 

Survey of Children’s Health), which covered merely the parents’ perception toward child’s 

behavior (i.e., curiosity about learning, self-regulation, and emotional stability) and did not 

address adequately the subjective experience of the child (Barnhart et al., 2022; Kwong & 

Hayes, 2017). A problem with relying on parents’ reports is that parents could be biased by their 

own emotional state when evaluating the child’s one. Indeed, parents’ reports on their children’s 

general happiness did not correlate with their children’s self-reports but their self-reported 

happiness (López-Pérez & Wilson, 2015). Some directly adopted items from adult scales without 

a comprehensive analysis of the construct validity and the factor structure (e.g., Bravo-Sanzana 

et al., 2022). Two recent works, namely, the Stirling Children’s Well-being Scale (Liddle & 

Carter, 2015) and the Psychological Well-Being Scale for Children (Opree et al., 2018), assess 

children’s well-being more comprehensively, but both were developed and tested in a European 

context. Also, two subscales of the Psychological Well-Being Scale for Children (autonomy and 

positive relations with others) suffered from a low internal consistency (Opree et al., 2018), 

whereas there was no explicit evidence of factor structure for the Stirling Children’s Well-being 

Scale (Liddle & Carter, 2015), making translating the scales and validating them in Chinese 

samples inappropriate. In the Chinese context, one flourishing scale was translated and tested in 
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adults (Tang et al., 2016; Tong & Wang, 2017) and adolescents aged between 12 and 17 (Duan 

& Xie, 2019) but not in younger children. Wong (2017) proposed that a promising psychological 

theory of meaning in life must be relevant to people in all parts of the world, not just the West. 

Therefore, the current work tries to bridge the research gap by looking into the flourishing in 

young children among a Hong Kong Chinese sample.   

The current study aims to develop a scale to assess state flourishing of children in a Hong 

Kong Chinese population. The flourishing scale developed by Huppert and So (2013) was 

translated into Chinese and adapted to young children’s language. Then  we examined the 

psychometric properties of the scale, including reliability, validity, and factor structure. 

Considering that negative and positive experiences are both important aspects of life (Wong, 

2011), we hypothesized that mental well-being is not just a lack of mental illness (Keyes, 2007). 

Hence, we expected that flourishing would only show weak, if not nil, correlation with anxiety. 

Second, we tested whether flourishing and positive feeling load on the same or different latent 

factor structures. If young children have not yet developed a sense of meaning in life, a 

parsimonious one-factor model would be sufficient. However, if they respond differently 

between flourishing and positive feeling, a two-factor model would fit the data better. The 

unique effects of flourishing and positive feeling in predicting anxiety would also been tested. 

Lastly, as a representative sample, we explored whether demographical individual differences 

(i.e., sex and age) matter for self-reported flourishing level.   

Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited from local primary schools in Hong Kong SAR. Specifically, 

students of primary 3 to 6 (which are equivalent to grades 3 to 6 in North America) were 
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targeted. Participants were invited to participate in the study, and completed the relevant 

assessment measures in a paper-and-pen format in their classrooms, after informed consents 

were obtained from their parents. We obtained data from 5,838 students. Participants who failed 

to complete all questions in the flourishing scale, showed a response set in answering, and have 

elevated scores in the unusual items in the anxiety scale used, were excluded from analyses. The 

total sample after exclusion had 5,023 participants. Their age ranged from 7 to 16 (M = 9.43, SD 

= 1.11). Among the participants, 2,434 were female (48.5%). Retrospective ethics approval was 

obtained from the ethics review board of The Education University of Hong Kong.   

Materials 

Child Flourishing Scale 

The flourishing scale developed by Huppert and So (2013) was adapted to the child 

flourishing scale (CFS) used in this study. This 11-item scale was rated on a 5-point Likert scale 

for the degree of agreeableness on the items (from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree). 

In their study, they included a “positive emotion” item in the final version of the scale through a 

data-driven approach. However, for the purpose of the current study, we only included the items 

related to eudaemonic components in our scale, in line with the recent formulations toward 

flourishing (Diener et al., 2010; Opree et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2022). These items tap into key 

aspects of flourishing (Wong, 2023b), including self-esteem, optimism, vitality, emotional 

stability, resilience, meaning, competence, interpersonal relationships, and engagement. A total 

score of flourishing was obtained by summing all items. Test-retest reliability was satisfactory 

based on a small pilot sample (n = 40, r = .72, p = .01).  In the adapted version agreed by the 

authors and stakeholders including social workers and child workers, abstract words, ambiguity, 

and negations were avoided to accommodate with the language ability of young children and 
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prevent misunderstanding based on the feedback of our pilot testing. A traditional Chinese 

version of the scale was translated and back-translated by independent individuals with 

background in psychology and experience in working in school-aged children (see Appendix for 

the Chinese translated scale presented to the children).  

Positive Feeling 

Two standard items were used to assess participants’ positive feeling. The first one asks 

about overall life satisfaction (“All things considered, how satisfied I am with my life as a 

whole?”; Huppert & So, 2013). The second one asks about general feeling (“Taking all things 

together, how happy would I say I am?”), the “positive emotion” item from Huppert and So 

(2013)’s scale. Participants responded to the items on an 11-point Likert scale (from 0 = 

Extremely unsatisfied / unhappy to 10 = Extremely satisfied / happy).  

Anxiety 

Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale (SCAS) is a 44-item self-report measure of children’s 

anxiety (Spence, 1998). The scale consists of 38 items assessing six specific anxiety symptoms, 

including separation anxiety, social phobia, obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic attack, 

physical injury fear and generalized anxiety. A total score of anxiety was obtained by summing 

all 38 items. The remaining 6 items are fillers. The scale was rated on a 4-point Likert scale for 

the occurrence frequency of each symptom (from 1 = Never to 4 = Always). The scale has 

received strong support for its internal consistency, test-retest reliability, and construct validity in 

different cultures including Chinese communities (Li et al., 2011; Spence et al., 2003). A 

traditional Chinese version of the scale was adopted for the current study by translation and back 

translation. Good internal consistency was found in the current sample (Cronbach’s α = .92).  

Statistical Analysis 
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Psychometric properties of the scale were first examined, including reliability, validity, 

and factor structure. Factor structure was explored with exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and 

then verified with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The dataset was randomly split into two 

subsamples of equal sample size for EFA and CFA separately. Fitness of the model was 

evaluated by indices as suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999). First, chi-square goodness-of-fit 

statistic was examined. A non-significance of the test indicates good fit. Next, three global 

fitness indices, including Root-Mean-Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Standardized 

Root-Mean-Square Residual (SRMR), and Comparative Fit Index (CFI), were examined, with 

RMSEA < .06, SRMR < .08, and CFI > .95 suggesting satisfactory model fit. To examine the 

relationship between flourishing and positive feeling, the CFA was performed again by including 

the two items for positive feeling in the analysis with the split-half sample. Model comparison 

was performed between a one-factor solution and a two-factor solution based on Chi-square 

different test, Akaike information criterion (AIC) and Bayesian information criterion (BIC). A 

significant result in Chi-square difference test indicates the more complex model (i.e., two-factor 

model) fits the data better. Lower values in AIC and BIC indicate better model fit. Multiple 

regression was utilized to examine whether flourishing and positive feeling have unique effects 

in predicting anxiety. Descriptive statistics of the scale were then provided by subgroups. 

Differences of flourishing in sex and age were explored. CFA was carried out by lavaan package 

of R (Rosseel, 2012). Other analyses were performed with SPSS 22.0. 

Results 

Reliability and Validity 

Cronbach’s alpha was used to evaluate the internal consistency of the 11 items in CFS. 

The CFS total score demonstrated very good internal consistency (α = .87). Corrected item-total 
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correlations ranged from .48 to .65. The relationship between flourishing and anxiety was tested. 

A weak negative relationship was found between the average score of CFS and the average score 

of SCAS (r = –.22, p < .01). It suggests that flourishing is a related but distinct construct from 

anxiety. All sub-scale scores of SCAS were negatively correlated with CFS (ps < .01). 

Factor Structure 

Principal component analysis was used for EFA with the first half of the sample. The first 

three eigenvalues were 4.68, 0.89, and 0.76. A one-factor solution was obtained based on an 

examination of the scree plot and factor loadings. Table 1 demonstrates the component matrix. 

The solution accounted for a substantial proportion of the variance in the scale (42.6%). The 

extracted solution was verified with another half of the sample through CFA. The one-factor 

model of the 11-item CFS demonstrated satisfactory fitness (RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .02, CFI 

= .98), except the chi-square goodness-of-fit statistic (i.e., χ2(44) = 269.48). The chi-square 

goodness-of-fit statistic, however, was found to be oversensitive to sample size such that 

hypothesis testing is nearly always rejected with a large sample size (Hooper et al., 2008).  

 

Please insert Table 1 here 

 

Flourishing and Positive Feeling 

To examine whether children can differentiate between flourishing from positive feeling, 

the CFA was performed again with the split-half sample by additionally including positive 

feeling items. Two of the fitness indices are unsatisfactory, suggesting poor fit in this model 

(RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .03, CFI = .94, χ2(65) = 853.84). Fitting the CFA with a two-factor 

solution (see Figure 1 for the model with loadings) resulted in satisfactory results in the fitness 
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indices (RMSEA = .04, SRMR = .02, CFI = .98, χ2(64) = 351.15). As expected, a high 

correlation was found between the two factors, flourishing and positive feeling (r = .81, p < .01). 

A model comparison found that the two-factor model was better than the one-factor one (χ2
diff = 

502.69, p < .001). The two-factor model also had lower Akaike information criterion (AIC) and 

Bayesian information criterion (BIC), again suggesting it is better than the one-factor model 

(Two-factor model: AIC = 93301, BIC = 93458; One-factor model: AIC = 93802, BIC = 93953).  

 

Please insert Figure 1 here 

 

 To examine whether flourishing and positive feeling have their unique effects, a multiple 

regression model was performed using the whole sample. Flourishing and positive feeling were 

both added into the model to predict anxiety. Both predictors were significant (Flourishing: β = 

–.13, p < .01; Positive feeling: β = –.15, p < .01). Lower flourishing and lower positive feeling 

both independently predicted higher anxiety.  

Child’s Flourishing Level 

The mean CFS total score for the sample was 40.95 (SD = 7.81, range = 11–55). Table 2 

summarizes the CFS scores by age and sex. To our knowledge, this is the first data documenting 

flourishing level of children in Hong Kong with such a representative sample size, so we 

explored if demographical individual differences matter to the flourishing level. In a multiple 

regression model (F = 58.10, p < .01, R2 = .02), flourishing was found to be significantly 

predicted by age (β = –.08, p < .01) and sex (β = –.12, p < .01). Female students had higher 

flourishing level than the male ones. The younger ones also showed higher flourishing level than 
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the older ones. Notably, the effects, though being statistical significant, have small effect-size. 

No interaction effect of sex and age was found (p = .49).  

 

Please insert Table 2 here 

 

Discussion 

In the current study, we examined the psychometric properties of a scale for flourishing 

in a Hong Kong Chinese children sample. The CFS demonstrated good internal consistency and 

validity. Only a weak negative correlation was found between flourishing and anxiety. 

Consistent with existing theories (Wong, 2011) and findings (Keyes, 2002, 2005), flourishing is 

not equivalent to an absence of mental illness. Instead, there are sub-groups of people who have 

high anxiety but flourishing, and some have low anxiety but lacking flourishing. While anxiety is 

a common proxy to represent mental illness, this study does not cover other common mental 

health signs such as depressive mood due to the length constraint of the protocol. Future studies 

can examine common childhood mental health conditions such as depressive mood and 

irritability.  

The current study examined the relation between flourishing and positive feeling. 

Through model comparison, we found that a model that specifies two separate latent factors for 

flourishing and positive feeling fits the data better than the one that restricts a unitary latent 

factor. This finding aligns well with recent formulations toward well-being (Wong, 2022) and is 

probably not surprising in adult populations (e.g., Huppert & So, 2013). An adult is capable of 

representing a positive self-image by integrating the past and the future, despite experiencing 

unpleasantness at the moment (Baumeister et al., 2013). It is, however, not known whether 
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children have developed such cognitive capacity. The current study provided a significant 

contribution to the literature that children as young as grades 3 to 6 demonstrate understanding 

toward meaningfulness as a distinct concept from simply pleasantness.  

Flourishing and positive feeling were both uniquely predicting anxiety. This finding has 

two important implications. First, it again supports the distinction between the two constructs in 

children. The effects of either cannot be explained by the other. This is pioneer because previous 

studies in the children population did not differentiate the predictive power of flourishing and 

positive feelings (e.g., Liddle & Carter, 2015; Opree et al., 2018). Second, it is not consistent 

with previous findings in other age groups. Flourishing, when controlling for positive feeling, 

explained all effects of positive feeling toward anxiety in adolescents aged 12–17 (Duan & Xie, 

2019) and became positively correlated with anxiety in adults aged 18–78 (Baumeister et al., 

2013). Although arguably these differences with our current findings may be due to 

measurement issues, it is plausible that they reflect the developmental trajectory of flourishing. 

The concept of meaningfulness may be developing in children, but not as important as in 

adolescents, nor can it buffer the influence from feeling as in adults.  

By suggesting that positive feeling is differentiable from flourishing, we are not trying to 

downplay its importance. In fact, a high correlation was found between the two factors. Feeling 

less positive can contribute to less flourishing. Having both arguably is the best for mental well-

being (Huppert & So, 2013; Liddle & Carter, 2015; Ryan & Deci, 2001). While the current scale 

focuses on flourishing, future studies can further improve the assessment of child’s mental well-

being by incorporating positive feeling and other important aspects of flourishing as well (e.g., 

the spiritual dimension, for a discussion, see Wong, 2023a). Specifically, spiritually oriented 

well-being is based on people’s basic spiritual needs for faith-hope-love. Cultivating such 
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spiritual virtues enables children and adults to cope more effectively with fears and anxieties 

beyond their control. More importantly, they give them the reasons for living by weaving a 

coherent life story based on lessons from the past, hope for achieving a fulfilling future, and a 

sense of love and belonging with family, friends, and community. A sense of life worth living 

prevents them from despair and ending their own life (Soper, 2021; Wong, 2022). In future 

studies, including item(s) that capture the spiritual level in children could broaden the scope of 

how flourishing is defined.   

The flourishing scale validated in this study can readily be used in applied settings. By 

incorporating a measure for flourishing in community screening tests, health care resources can 

be prioritized to the people who have mental illness and are languishing (i.e., low in flourishing) 

at the same time. This approach can facilitate screening those who need health care resources the 

most and increase the effectiveness of deployingintervention resources. While increasing 

concern is raised about child’s flourishing (Abrams, 2023; Howell et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 

2020), the scale can also be used in school settings to evaluate educational programs for 

enhancing children’s flourishing (Opree et al., 2018). Given that a large sample size was used in 

the current study, and the final samples consisted of representative children sample in Hong 

Kong, the scale’s descriptive statistics (i.e., means and standard deviations) could be made use of 

by local health care and educational professionals to inform resource planning. It also enables 

future studies in comparing the general flourishing level with other age groups in Hong Kong, as 

well as comparison studies across cultures.    

In summary, the child flourishing scale has been translated into Chinese and has been 

adapted to children’s language. Based on a Hong Kong sample, we found that children can 

readily differentiate flourishing from positive feeling. This study could not afford evaluating the 
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discriminant validity of the scale. Yet, the tool received support for its good internal consistency 

and convergent validity. It can be used to support future research in children’s well-being, and 

can potentially facilitate individual assessment and program evaluation in clinical and 

educational settings. The need to further expand the conceptualization of flourishing, namely, the 

spiritual element and the meaning of suffering was discussed. Lastly, future studies can examine 

the developmental trajectory of flourishing in a wider age range and across different cultures .  
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Table 1 

Principal Component Analysis of the Child Flourishing Scale (CFS): Factor Loadings, Means 

(M), and Standard Deviations (SD) 

  
Item Loading h2 M SD 

5. Self-esteem In general, I feel very positive about myself. .73 .53 3.68 1.02 

2. Meaning I generally feel that what I do in my life is 

valuable and worthwhile. 

.71 .51 3.78 1.03 

1. Optimism I am always optimistic about my future. .70 .50 3.78 0.98 

11. Competence Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment 

from what I do. 

.70 .49 3.57 1.11 

10. Vitality (In the past week) I had a lot of energy. .69 .48 3.63 1.11 

4. Positive 

relationships 

I have good interpersonal relationships. .68 .46 3.76 1.03 

7. Competence I am capable enough to deal with my daily 

activities. 

.61 .38 3.89 1.00 

8. Positive 

relationships 

There are people in my life who really care 

about me. 

.61 .38 3.97 1.11 

9. Engagement I love learning new things. .58 .34 4.08 1.01 

6. Emotional 

stability 

(In the past week) I felt calm and peaceful. .57 .32 3.36 1.22 

3. Resilience When things go wrong in my life it generally 

takes me only a while to get back to normal. 

.55 .30 3.49 1.16 
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Table 2 

Child Flourishing Scale Total Score by Sex and Age 

    M SD n 

Total 40.95 7.81 5023 

Sex    

 Male 40.00 8.13 2589 
 Female 41.96 7.33 2434 

Age    

 7 41.43 7.31 14 
 8 42.01 8.08 1164 
 9 40.99 8.07 1556 
 10 40.63 7.56 1336 
 11 40.15 7.38 848 

  12+ 39.02 6.04 105 

Note. The current study targets children from primary 3 to 6, who are usually aged between 8 

and 11. Some participants in our sample, however, were aged beyond this range, due to 

individual reasons such as grade retention and late start of schooling. Those aged between 12 and 

16 were compiled to reflect a clearer pattern of results. 
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Figure 1 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis of a Two-factor Model for Flourishing and Positive Feeling 

 

Note. Loadings are standardized values. Two sided arrows are correlations. For abbreviations, 

CFS = Child Flourishing Scale, GF = General feeling, LS = Life satisfaction 
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Appendix 

Table S1 

Items of Child Flourishing Scale in Chinese 

[兒童殷盛感量表—中文版 (Child Flourishing Scale—Chinese version)] 

以下問卷內容涵蓋生活上不同層面，請仔細閱讀下列問題，並回答每一條問題，將合適的數字畫

圈。答案絕無對錯之分，請如實作答。 

 非常 

不同意 

 

不同意 

既不反對 

也不同意 

 

同意 

非常 

同意 

1  我常對將來感到樂觀。 1 2 3 4 5 

2 
一般而言，我覺得我的人生

是充滿意義和價值的。 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 
當不如意的事情發生時，我

通常很快就會平復。 
1 2 3 4 5 

4 我的人際關係十分良好。 1 2 3 4 5 

5 
一般而言，我自我感覺十分

良好。 
1 2 3 4 5 

6 
(在過去的一個星期裡) 我在大

多數時候感到平靜和安寧。 
1 2 3 4 5 

7 
對於我的日常活動，我有足

夠的能力處理。 
1 2 3 4 5 

8 
我身邊有些人真心對我作出

關懷。 
1 2 3 4 5 

9 我喜愛學習新事物。 1 2 3 4 5 

10 
(在過去的一個星期裡) 我大多

數時候是充滿幹勁的。 
1 2 3 4 5 

11 
我大多數時候從我所做的事

情中得到成就感。 
1 2 3 4 5 

© Child Flourishing Scale – Chinese version; Lo, Fok, & Cheung, 2023; modified from Huppert 

& So, 2010 with permission 


