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Mainland Chinese students’ mental health: Baseline data and 

cautionary notes when exporting/importing psychological scales 

Abstract: There is a growing interest in mainland China about schools’ roles in supporting 

students to develop positive mental health. However, relatively little data has been collected 

about mainland Chinese students’ mental health. This paper reports a collaborative study, by 

eastern and western researchers, to translate and administer the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (SDQ) and a School Satisfaction Scale (SSS) to students in mainland China. 

We discuss the possible absence of some western psychological constructs in eastern 

contexts, and possible cultural differences in the levels of participants’ compliant responses. 

Descriptive results indicated that the mainland Chinese students’ SDQ responses were similar 

to students in comparative countries. Factor analyses indicated that the SDQ needed 

modification when used with our mainland Chinese sample. Structural Equation Modelling 

showed relationships between higher school satisfaction and lower mental difficulties. The 

study provides baseline data to inform school-based mental health promotion initiatives in 

mainland China. Broader outcomes are to inform researchers and educators about processes 

and cautions when using previously validated questionnaires in new cultural contexts. We 

highlight the need for close east-west researcher collaboration when exporting/importing 

psychological questionnaires. 

Key Words: Mental health promotion; Mainland Chinese students; primary and middle 

schools; cross-cultural research 

Introduction 

There is a growing interest in mainland China about schools’ roles in supporting students to 

develop positive mental health. Associated with this is the recognition that school reform 
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initiatives, such as programs to develop students’ social and emotional capabilities, need 

access to good quality data to enable program evaluations. However, mainland Chinese 

researchers have not had much access to measuring instruments that have benefitted from 

extensive refinement in Europe, America and Australia. 

A researcher mobility program between Flinders University and the Beijing Academy 

of Educational Sciences enabled extensive meetings between the Chinese and Australian 

researchers to discuss mental health promotion in Australian and Chinese schools. The 

Chinese collaborators wished to more thoroughly investigate Chinese students’ mental health 

with a view to informing school improvement initiatives. They were also interested in 

investigating the usefulness of western-validated measurement instruments. And they 

indicated that the practice of asking students themselves about their attitudes and dispositions 

has not been common in China. Our collaborative research group decided that the popular 

self-report SDQ might provide a valuable line of enquiry about mainland Chinese students’ 

mental difficulties, as well as a policy recognition of the importance of end-users’ 

perspectives, as it has proven to be in studies in the west (e.g., Anderson & Graham, 2016; 

Cooper & McIntyre, 1995, 1996; Wolpert, Cheng, & Deighton, 2015). 

The SDQ is a brief behavioural screening questionnaire suitable for administration to 

young people aged 3-16, which is used to identify young people’s mental difficulties. It has 

been translated into 85 languages, is widely reported in the literature, and has been 

recommended as a headline indicator of children’s mental health by the Australian Institute 

of Health and Welfare (AIHS, 2012). The Youth-in-Mind website (www.sdqinfo.org) reports 

that there are over 4000 SDQ-related articles from over 100 countries, including 89 from 

China. Recent examples include the impacts of alcohol consumption (Huang, Ho, Wang, Lo, 

& Lam, 2016); authoritarian versus authoritative parenting (Yin et al., 2016); the one-child 
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policy (Qin et al., 2016); sleep disturbances (Wang et al., 2016); left-behind children (Albin, 

Qin, & Hong, 2013); and prevalence of mental difficulties (Yang et al., 2014).  

However, we were surprised to discover when we began our study that, 

notwithstanding the large number of publications reporting the use of the SDQ in China, the 

published (copyright) Chinese version of the SDQ was written in traditional Chinese 

characters (as used, for example, in Hong Kong and Taiwan), but was not at all suitable for 

use on the Chinese mainland, where simplified Chinese characters are used.  

We were also interested in investigating students’ perceptions of the quality of their 

school life. The World Health Organisation (WHO) advises that risk and protective factors 

for positive mental health reside in the each person’s psychological world, family contexts 

(e.g., effective parenting), and environments (e.g., communities) (Graetz et al., 2008; WHO, 

2016). Thus, school environments are influential contributors to students’ mental health. This 

is the settings-based approach, formalized by the Ottawa Charter (WHO and Health and 

Welfare Canada, 1986) and current WHO (2016) policies. It is enacted through school-based 

interventions, such as KidsMatter in Australia (n.d.-b); CASEL (2017) in the US; and 

PATHS (Humphrey et al., 2016) in the US and UK. Gathering information about students’ 

school lives can identify actions needed to promote student wellbeing, thus providing 

directions for school reforms. A key source of information about the quality of students’ 

school lives are students themselves. 

Students bring valid perspectives about what is working at their school (Cefai & 

Cooper, 2011; Cooper & McIntyre, 1996; Lanskey & Rudduck, 2010; Rudduck & Flutter, 

2000). Holfve-Sabel (2014) suggested that students can be good social informants about 

school ethos, connectedness, peer and teacher relationships, inclusivity, safety, teachers’ 

profiles and classroom environments. For example, Tomyn and Cummins (2011) and Wong 
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and Siu (2017) identified school satisfaction, and Currie et al. (2012) identified quality of 

students’ life at school, as key indicators of young people’s wellbeing.  

Accordingly, in this paper we report the translation into simplified Chinese characters, 

and administration of the SDQ and a School Satisfaction Scale (SSS) to a large sample of 

mainland Chinese students, to investigate the following questions:  

1: What are the scale means and norms for mental difficulties in a sample of mainland 

Chinese students aged 10 to 15 years? 

2: Are the SDQ and SSS useful in the mainland Chinese context? 

3. Does the quality of students’ perceptions of their school satisfaction predict their mental 

difficulties?  

Method 

Ethics 

Ethics approvals were received from the Flinders University and Beijing Academy of 

Educational Sciences Research Ethics Committees. The research design was assessed as low 

risk by the ethics committees. School Directors provided approval to conduct the study in 

their schools. The schools operate an opt-out parental consent system for educational research 

with their students. No parents or students opted-out. 

Sampling procedures 

Sixteen schools in four metropolitan zones were approached to be involved in the study. The 

schools were considered to be representative of metropolitan schools in Beijing, China. For 

example, the schools enroll students from their local school zones that contain a range of 

housing types catering for all social classes, from long-established family houses to newly-
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constructed developments for mobile workers. None of the selected schools were identified 

as key (elite) schools. The average annual disposable income of families in the school zones 

was mid-range within all Beijing zones.   

Participants 

The schools contained 64 classes of Grades 5 and 6 (primary schools) and Grades 7 to 9 

(middle schools) students who were aged 10 to 15 years. Questionnaires were delivered by 

research staff to all students who were attending their regular class lessons. All students 

(2765) present in class on the day of questionnaire administration completed the 

questionnaires.  

Measures 

We administered the 25 item SDQ, the 20 item SSS, and three items indicating social 

desirability adopted from the Stirling Children’s Wellbeing Scale (Liddle & Carter, 2015). 

The single page version of the SDQ contains 25 questions divided between 5 scales, 

namely, 1) Emotional Symptoms; 2) Conduct Problems; 3) Hyperactivity; 4) Peer Problems; 

and 5) Prosocial Behaviour (not included in the total mental difficulties scale score).  

The SSS is comprised of 12 items from the School Life Questionnaire (ACER, 2015) 

and eight purpose-built items about school belonging and support. The ACER School Life 

Questionnaire is incorporated into the Australian Longitudinal Surveys of Australian 

Children and Youth (NCVER, 2016; Sanson et al., 2005). The SSS has been found reliable, 

with convergent validity, in a study of International Baccalaureate middle school students’ 

wellbeing (Skrzypiec, Askell-Williams, Slee, & Rudzinski, 2014). 

We negotiated with the copyright holders for permission to create new translations of 

the questionnaires. We undertook forward translation from English to Chinese; independent 
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back-translation from Chinese to English; cross checking and revision between English, 

traditional and simplified Chinese; and pilot testing with students. We were mindful of early 

advice from Bracken and Barona (1991) about the need for repetitive and persistent checking 

of meaning by translators who are highly proficient in both languages; simplicity of question 

stems; using common language; and being aware of cultural nuances. 

The process of translation required extensive discussions about how words are 

interpreted in cultural contexts. For example, the traditional Chinese character SDQ used 

‘match me’. Was this more appropriate, or should we use the literal translation from English, 

namely ‘true of me’? Other extended negotiations were required for words such as ‘argue’ or 

‘fight’; and ‘merciful’ or ‘kind’. Similarly, for the SSS items, was it more appropriate to 

write, ‘I really like to go to school every day, or ‘I love to go to school every day; and ‘sense 

of togetherness’ or ‘belong’? 

Data analysis methods 

In total, 2756 students were present at school on the day of data collection (Males, 

1458 (52.90%); Females, 1286 (46.66%); Gender not stated, 12 (0.44%)). The data set was 

de-identified prior to analysis. 

Some studies have suggested a stronger social desirability response tendency in 

collectivist cultures (e.g., Kim & Kim, 2016; Moshagen, Musch, Ostapczuk, & Zhao, 2010). 

A very large proportion of our sample -- over 500 respondents -- scored the maximum 

possible social desirability score. This raised an interesting dilemma. Was it appropriate to 

delete these students’ responses? Or was the collectivist cultural context in mainland China a 

setting in which school students would be more likely to agree with the social desirability 

indicators? Were the socially desirable responses generated, not from any overt intention to 

appear socially desirable, but because of students’ genuine commitment to social harmony? It 
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is possible that the concept of socially desirable responding, at least as measured by the three 

items that we selected, is not appropriately conceptualised for mainland Chinese pre- and 

young adolescents.   

 To consider this issue further, we undertook data screening, descriptive statistics, and 

trial factor analyses with the full sample and the smaller sample (with the indicated socially 

desirable respondents removed). The full sample showed less variation on all scales, and was 

more skewed. We decided to take the most conservative approach, and removed all data 

contributed by students who achieved the maximum social desirability score of 15. However, 

we acknowledge that this decision has cultural implications for how data is treated, and future 

studies should each debate and assess the merits of such data exclusion according to local 

contexts. 

The final sample for analysis contained 2155 respondents. Missing data was less than 

2% in each questionnaire item and was not replaced.  

As we had used the SDQ and SSS, which had pre-determined conceptual structures, it 

would have been possible to begin our analysis with confirmatory factor analysis. However, a 

main focus of our study was to interrogate the usefulness of the questionnaires in a new 

cultural context. Accordingly, we followed the exploratory-to-confirmatory factor analysis 

procedure described by Gaskin (2016), beginning with exploratory factor analysis without 

imposing any pre-conceived conceptual structures, to identify how the scale items clustered 

together.  

Various iterations of exploratory factor analysis, using different estimation and 

rotation methods, failed to produce the four mental difficulties subscales originally 

conceptualized for the English language SDQ. Some items loaded on two subscales, whilst 

other items loaded on a subscale different to its original conceptual location. For example, 
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item 5, from the Conduct Problems subscale (I get very angry and often lose my temper) 

loaded on the Emotional Symptoms subscale. Meanwhile item 25 (I finish the work I'm 

doing. My attention is good) cross-loaded on both its intended subscale (Hyperactivity) and 

on the Peer Problems subscale.  

Accordingly, we trimmed the poorly performing items from the SDQ to create three 

subscales (Emotional Difficulties; Hyperactivity; Conduct Problems) consisting of three 

items each. With this conceptual structure in mind, we then undertook confirmatory factor 

analysis using MPlus, and Reliability Analysis using Coefficient H (Hancock & Mueller, 

2001)1. Low item loadings meant that we were unable to create a subscale from the Peer 

Problems items, and this subscale was dropped from further analyses.  

Similarly, we undertook exploratory factor analysis of the SSS, identifying four 

strong subscales, namely, Enjoys School, Enjoys Learning, School support, and School 

Fellowship. For parsimony, we removed some items that were highly correlated (above 0.8) 

to avoid multi-collinearity, and then selected the three strongest items from each subscale. 

Confirmatory factor analyses and Reliability Analyses verified the conceptual structure of the 

four SSS subscales.  

Finally we undertook structural equation modelling (SEM) to identify if school 

satisfaction predicted mental difficulties. We used MPlus; Robust Maximum Likelihood 

estimation which accommodates skewed data (Muthén & Muthén, 2010), which this data set 

contained, (as expected, given that the majority of a non-clinical population does not have 

mental difficulties). The default Full Information Maximum Likelihood method accounted 

                                                 

1 Coefficient H is considered to be a better measure of reliability than Cronbach’s alpha as ‘H’ recognises that 

not all indicators contribute equally to the factor (Brunner & Heinz-Martin, 2005). H above 0.70 suggests that a 

factor is reliable. 
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for missing data, which was minimal, and Type = Complex accommodated the nested nature 

of the data (students in classes, in schools).  

Details of the Factor Analyses, Reliability Analyses and Structural Equation 

modelling are included in Appendix A, along with the usual Chi-square value and fit 

statistics, which met accepted benchmarks (such as CFI, TLI, RMSEA, SRMR).  

Results 

To enable international comparisons, we present participants’ mental difficulties scores from 

the 20-item SDQ (but keeping in mind that we subsequently removed poorly performing 

SDQ scale items). Previously, the distributors of the SDQ, Youth-in-Mind (2016), have 

recommended that respondents’ scores be divided into three categories, namely, normal 

(80%); borderline (10%); and abnormal (10%) mental difficulties. Recently, based upon a 

large UK sample, the classification system has been expanded to four categories, namely, 

close to average (80%); slightly raised (10%); high (5%); and very high (5%) mental 

difficulties. This latter wording conceivably carries less stigma, but the cut-off points for the 

categories seem functionally the same.  

The approximate cut-off scores for our mainland Chinese sample were 16 for the 

borderline category, and 18 for the abnormal category. These approximate cut-off scores are 

comparable to the UK (15; 17) and slightly higher than Japan (10; 14) and the US (11; 16) 

(Youth-in-Mind, 2013a). These broad percentage-based cut-off points are relatively gross 

indicators. Until more confirmatory data is collected from mainland Chinese students, it 

should be kept in mind that these cut-off percentages, as recommended by Youth-in-Mind 

(2016), may not reflect cultural differences experienced by mainland Chinese students.   

The descriptive statistics showed, as would be expected in a general (non-clinical) 

school population, that within a potential score range of 0 – 40, the overall Mean (10.84: SD 
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5.536), Median (10) and Mode (10) were all below the cut-off points (scores 16 - 18) that 

might indicate mental difficulties. Table 1 shows a comparison of mean scores between our 

raw data and SDQ data from UK, Australian and Japanese studies.  

Place Table 1: Comparison of UK, Australian, Japanese and mainland Chinese students’ 

mean SDQ scores about here 

From Table 1 it can be seen that the mainland Chinese students’ mean scores are 

similar to the UK, Australian and Japanese students’ scores. It would be a mistake to interpret 

these mean score comparisons as indicating higher or lower mental difficulties across 

countries. This is because the SDQ uses three discreet categories for screening purposes. It is 

not possible in such a categorical system to have, for example, a score in the normal category, 

and then to also be classified as more ‘normal’ than ‘normal’ (if, say, M = 10.8 compared to 

M = 9.8). Note however that although we report these international figures for broad 

comparison purposes, we express caution about the reporting of mean scores for such skewed 

data in a non-clinical population. 

Turning to students’ satisfaction with school, descriptive statistics of the confirmed 12 

item SSS showed that participants’ overall scores were as follows: Mean = 56.64 (SD = 

10.01) ); Median = 56; and Mode = 48 (from a possible score range of 12 to 72). These scores 

were all above the middle of the SSS scale, indicating that participants were, on the whole, 

satisfied with their school lives.  

The final step in our analyses was to investigate, in a more nuanced way than is 

possible with descriptive statistics such as means, relationships between the three SDQ 

subscales and the four SSS subscales . The results of the full structural equation model are 

displayed in Figure 1. The square boxes indicate each questionnaire item. The ovals represent 

latent variables that are indicated by the questionnaire items. The lines indicate the strength 
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of relationships between, first, the items and their respective latent variables, and second, 

between the latent variables (see Appendix A for fit statistics).  

Place Figure 1: Structural equation model of school satisfaction and mental difficulties, about 

here 

Figure 1 shows negative path loadings from Enjoys School to Hyperactivity and to 

Emotional Difficulties. In other words, students who reported that they are hyperactive or 

have emotional difficulties also reported that they enjoyed school less than students who did 

not report these difficulties. A negative path from Enjoys Learning to Hyperactivity is also 

shown, suggesting that being hyperactive may interfere with experiencing pleasure during 

learning. Figure 1 also shows negative paths from School Fellowship to Emotional 

Difficulties and Conduct Problems. In other words, students who reported higher Conduct 

Problems and Emotional Difficulties also reported that they experienced School Fellowship 

less than their classmates.  

In contrast, Figure 1 shows a positive path from Enjoys Learning to Emotional 

Difficulties, suggesting an association between reported Emotional Difficulties and students’ 

experiences of learning enjoyment. There were no significant paths between students’ 

perceptions of School Support and any of the mental difficulties indicators. 

Discussion 

The Chinese and Australian authors undertook extensive discussions, across a period of about 

one year, to select and accurately translate instruments to measure students’ mental 

difficulties and school satisfaction. We began our data analyses with a consideration of how 

students from mainland China might respond to self-report questionnaires, particularly with 

respect to providing socially desirable responses. We adopted a conservative approach by 

removing responses that achieved a full score on a social desirability scale. However, given 
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possible differences in the interpretation of questionnaire items by students embedded in 

collectivist cultures, we recommend that this issue is investigated according to the particular 

cultural contexts of each study.   

Our first research question asked about the scale means and norms for the SDQ, given 

the new translation and new cultural sample. The mainland Chinese students’ SDQ means 

(based upon raw scores), appear comparable with other similar groups of students in the UK, 

Australia and Japan. The approximate cut-off points indicating borderline and abnormal 

categories of mental health difficulties, which were similar to the UK but slightly higher than 

Japan and the US, may be a characteristic of our sample; or may be due to the removal of the 

indicated socially desirable responses; or may be a result of the poorly performing SDQ 

items. 

Our second research question enquired about the validity of using the SDQ and the 

SSS with a mainland Chinese sample. Factor analyses showed that the SDQ performed 

moderately, and it was necessary to remove items that did not make clear contributions to 

their respective subscales. For example, further consideration is needed about how the 

following poorly performing SDQ items might be interpreted in mainland China:  

Item 7: ‘I usually do as I am told’ in the Conduct Problems subscale, and 

Item 23: ‘I would rather be alone than with people of my age’ in the Peer Problems subscale. 

It is conceivable that cultural imperatives such as filial piety and achieving harmony 

would reduce the variance in responses to the first item above. For many Chinese students in 

this age group, not doing what they are told may not be a salient concept. For the second 

item, the (recently relaxed) one-child policy in China arguably leads to a relatively greater 

proportion of adults to children in Chinese home and social environments (although not 

necessarily in school environments). The poor performance of this item might reflect this 
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social structure where there may be more opportunities to socialize with adults than with 

siblings and extensive peer groups outside of school. In particular, the peer problems scale 

performed poorly, as it has in other studies (D’Souza, Waldie, Peterson, Underwood, & 

Morton, 2017; Du, Kou, & Coghill, 2008). This may reflect a poor subscale in general, and 

not specific cultural interpretations. 

Other researchers who have undertaken factor analyses of the SDQ have found that 

the subscales are not uni-dimensional and that several items load across factors (e.g., Hill & 

Hughes, 2007; Mellor & Stokes, 2007; Percy, McCrystal, & Higgins, 2008). Goodman et al. 

(2003) also noted this problem, but argued that items loaded most highly on the factors in 

which they belonged. Goodman et al. concluded that the self-report SDQ could be used to 

examine group differences, but was not suitable for making accurate diagnoses about 

individuals.  

The SDQ has a broad reach in educational and psychological research and it is 

imperative that its capabilities are understood by the research and practitioner community. 

With the modifications described herein, the SDQ has potential to be used as a mental 

difficulties screening measure for primary and middle-school students in mainland China. 

However, ongoing work to refine this scale for the mainland Chinese context is 

recommended. We argue against the convenient, but psychometrically unsound, approach of 

simply adopting a questionnaire that is widely used in other cultural contexts. The SDQ in 

both traditional and simplified Chinese characters can now be obtained from the Youth-in-

Mind (Youth-in-Mind) website. 

We also investigated students’ self-reported satisfaction with aspects of their school 

life. Participants’ averaged scores were above the mid-point in the SSS. Factor analyses of 

the SSS indicated that it contains four strong subscales, which have potential to be used in 

mainland China to provide cross-sectional and longitudinal data about school reform 
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initiatives. The items in the SSS, in English and simplified Chinese characters, can be 

obtained from the corresponding author. 

Our third research question investigated relationships between students’ school 

satisfaction and their mental difficulties. Structural equation modelling showed moderate, but 

consistent trends in negative paths between students’ reports of their mental difficulties and 

their satisfaction with four components of school life. These relationships can indicate 

potential areas of school reform and renewal, such as, building school fellowship through 

social and emotional education initiatives (e.g., CASEL, 2016); building positive school 

communities to raise students’ enjoyment of, and engagement with, school (e.g., KidsMatter, 

n.d.-a); and practices such as differentiation of the curriculum (e.g., Noble, 2004). 

Interestingly, students who reported Emotional Difficulties indicated that they 

enjoyed learning more, but enjoyed school less, than their classmates. This finding highlights 

potential cognitive complexity and distress for students who are motivated to learn, but who 

experience emotional difficulties in school environments. It points particularly to the need for 

reforms that build positive school communities, and for early intervention and support for 

students who are experiencing difficulties. More research investigating the link between 

students’ emotional difficulties, school and learning is needed. 

At the whole group level, students’ responses to the subscale School Support were 

generally positive, measured by items such as, ‘If I run into problems, there will be an adult 

at school to help me’. It is encouraging to note that students who reported mental difficulties 

indicated that their perceptions of the support they received from their school were not 

significantly different to their peers. Students’ positive perceptions about school support 

provide a strong foundation for schools to build upon their pastoral care initiatives to promote 

all students’ positive mental health.  
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Limitations 

This study used the first publisher approved version of the simplified Chinese character SDQ, 

and therefore more work is required to provide confirmatory and external validation of this 

instrument if it is to be used with mainland Chinese populations. We chose not to administer 

the two page (SDQ plus impact supplement) version of the SDQ due to classroom-level time 

constraints for delivery, completion and collection, and also because our main focus in the 

study was to collect baseline data about students’ mental health status. Future studies that use 

the two-page version of the SDQ would add valuable information about students’ perceptions 

of the impact of their mental states upon various components of their life. Furthermore, 

sampling from a broader cross section of mainland Chinese students is required, such as rural 

students and displaced students, as well as triangulated reports from informants such as 

parents and teachers. 

Conclusions 

An immediate outcome of this study has been to add a new translation, in simplified Chinese 

characters, to the SDQ publisher’s website. However, we caution that users need to keep in 

mind our proposed modifications to the SDQ items. Our data analysis identified nuanced 

relationships between three types of mental difficulties and four components of school 

satisfaction, thus providing directions for school-based mental health promotion initiatives in 

mainland China. Broader outcomes are to inform researchers and educators about processes 

and cautions when using previously validated questionnaires in new cultural contexts. In 

particular, we highlight the need for close east-west researcher collaboration when 

exporting/importing psychological questionnaires. 

(Youth-in-Mind, 2001, 2007, 2013b) 
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Table 1: Comparison of UK, Australian, Japanese and mainland Chinese students’ mean SDQ scores  

  SDQ Means (SD) 

  UK (Age 11-15)a Aust (Age 14-17)b Aust (Age 11-13)b Japan (Age 13-15)c Japan (Age 10-12)c Mainland China d  

(Age 13-15) 

Mainland China d 

(Age 10-12) 

        

Boys 10.5 (5.1)  

N = 2135 

10.1 (6)  

N = 115 

8.8 (5.5)  

N = 148 

6.9 (5.1)  

N = 2964 

7.6 (5.2)  

N = 4315 

11.86 (5.73)  

N = 554 

10.95 (5.69)  

N = 610 

Girls 10.0 (5.3)  

N = 2093 

9.1 (4.8)  

N = 146 

8.0 (6.1)  

N = 144 

6.7 (4.8)  

N = 2944 

6.7 (4.6)  

N = 4164 

10.15 (4.88)  

N = 474 

10.10 (5.49)  

N = 480 

a: Youth-in-Mind, (2001) 

b: Youth-in-Mind, (2007) 

c: Youth-in-Mind, (2013) 

d: Present study 

 



 

 

Figure 1: Structural equation model of school satisfaction and mental difficulties 

 

Only Significant paths are shown 


