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Civic participation
Does women’s participation in civil society and politics differ from men’s? To gauge 
participation in civil society, HTKP asks respondents whether they have attended 
meetings or activities of various types of civil society group over the previous 6 
months (see opposite). These organisations are grouped into 4 categories: trade 
unions, professional associations, residency associations, and issue associations. 

To gauge political expression, HKTP asks respondents whether they have expressed 
concern on issues or sought help with problems in various ways over the prior 12 
months. These actions include contacting government institutions such as government 
departments or legislators, contacting policy-oriented civil society institutions such as 
the media, or engaging in personal policy-oriented actions such as signing a petition. 

The overall pattern of responses shows that men slightly lead women in most forms 
of civic and political participation, but the difference is not very large. However, 
men seem to be more involved in organisations tied to Hong Kong’s formal power 
structure, while women are more involved in organisations outside the formal 
structure but which may exert influence on specific policy issues from time to time. 

As mentioned on pp. 30-31, men’s participation in professional associations has risen 
much more significantly than women’s over the 3 time cohorts, which may help 
explain the overrepresentation of men in functional constituencies. Furthermore, the 
gender gap in participation in residency associations such as mutual aid committees 
and especially ownership corporations has widened between the first time cohort 
and the third. Each public housing estate block has a mutual aid committee, whose 
role is to report problems such as rubbish collection, transport and noise complaints 
to the relevant government bodies. MACs have historically provided a ladder for 
politically interested members to run in District Council elections. Ownership 
corporations perform a similar role in private housing estates. 

Conversely, women’s participation has consistently exceeded men’s in social 
service and charitable organisations, religious groups, and environmental groups. 
In the case of social service and charitable organisations, men have somewhat 
narrowed the gap with women, but in the case of religious and environmental 
groups, the rise in women’s participation has outpaced men’s. 

In general, the figures show a dramatic rise in civic participation among both sexes, which 
helps explain why Hong Kong people are able to mobilise quickly around political issues 
despite very low rates of participation in formal political parties and pressure groups. 

In terms of political expression, women tend to contact governmental institutions slightly 
less frequently than men, but both genders have seen a nearly identical rise in such 
activity. This may indicate declining alienation from local government after the Handover, 
particularly among respondents born on the Mainland. The proportion of Mainland-born 
residents contacting governmental institutions grew by 2.8% percentage points between 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, compared with 1.2% among Hong Kong-born residents.19

Both sexes saw considerable declines in contacting policy-oriented civil society 
institutions. This may reflect declining confidence in the media’s influence, the 
displacement of local kaifongs due to urban redevelopment, and Hong Kong’s short 
history of political parties as entities from which to seek help. Instead, there has 
been a rise in personal actions, such as joining rallies and signing petitions. Here, 
women’s actions have closely rivaled men’s and even exceeded them in the 1994-
2000 time cohort. 
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Given women’s levels of civic and political participation it is puzzling that they 
have not taken up more leadership roles. There have been three political parties 
founded by women in Hong Kong: the (now defunct) Citizens Party, established by 
Christine Loh in the late 1990s; The Frontier, which was led by Emily Lau before it 
merged with the Democratic Part in 2008; and the New People’s Party, established 
by former Secretary for Security Regina Ip in 2011. The former two have only 
ever had a single representative in LegCo each, and none have yet succeeded in 
becoming more than personal vehicles for their founders. Whether this points 
towards disadvantages in networking and mentorship among female leaders is a 
question for further research. 

Women have clearly made strides forward over the time covered in this report in 
terms of education, income and participation, but many challenges remain, for 
women must not merely participate in society equally with men; they must also play 
an equal role in leadership and in the formulation and implementation of policy.
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A call for better access to data

The process of conducting this research highlighted numerous gaps in the 
availability and usage of demographic data in Hong Kong. The government 
collects much valuable data, but does not currently exploit it to its full potential. 
Anonymised historical census samples are not made freely available to 
researchers, which makes it impossible to conduct detailed statistical analysis 
involving techniques such as multivariate regression analysis. It is partly for this 
reason that HKTP data was used as a proxy source. We often found that publicly 
available census data was difficult to locate or obtain, or available only in limited 
categories or time periods. For example, there is very little pre-1997 data available 
on the Census and Statistics Department’s website. Historical data should be 
kept available so that trends can be better studied. Moreover, census data is not 
always consistent with general household survey data, and changes in counting 
methodology or revisions to existing data need to be better explained. On a more 
serious note, it has recently come to light that some census data compiled in 
the 1990s was inaccurately and even fraudulently collected. We hope that the 
government has addressed any systemic problems to ensure the reliability and 
validity of census data in the future.

A fuller and more sophisticated understanding of demographic trends can only 
benefit Hong Kong’s public discourse and help policy makers to design evidence-
based policies. A better understanding of underrepresented groups and minorities 
will also help policy makers to target policies at specific groups. We recommend 
that the HKSAR Government to take a more proactive approach to making data 
available and user-friendly. 

Priorities for policy makers

This project has highlighted the following areas of priority for policy makers: 

• There is a great need to improve the lives of the elderly, especially elderly 
women. With an operating surplus of HK$38 billion forecast for 2011-12, 
the government can surely afford to spend some money on their well-being. 
This requires short-term fixes for today’s elderly and longer-term fixes for the 
elderly of the future.

• Reversing Hong Kong’s low fertility will require a deeper understanding of the 
constraints and incentives faced by women of child-bearing age. Policies should 
be aimed both at removing gender-specific opportunity costs, such as making 
Hong Kong a more family-friendly city in terms of work, education, housing and 
environment, and improving the prospects of young adults in general. 

• The data shows that greater educational attainment has not paid off economically 
for the average young adult. Economic and educational policies need to expand 
job opportunities, ensure that young people obtain the skills needed in today’s 
economy, and share the benefits of economic growth more broadly. 

• Pressure is mounting on our teenagers and young women growing into 
adulthood today. They emerge from what is now twelve years of free 
education with attainment on a par with their male peers and high 
expectations for their careers, their roles within their families and their 
lifestyles. Yet there is a large and noticeable gap in the number of women in 
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positions of leadership, and “pink-collar” jobs have become even more female-
dominated over the last 20 years. Government, business, and the non-profit 
sector should work together to ensure that girls and young women have role 
models and support at the key transition points in their lives. 

• The profile of Mainland migrant women is rapidly changing: Mainland women 
are no longer coming to Hong Kong simply to be homemakers, but are 
increasingly coming to study or take up managerial and professional positions. 
Furthermore, dependency ratios among Mainland-born residents have recently 
started to fall, as Mainland-born children are becoming old enough to enter 
the workforce. Policy makers must be careful to resist anti-Mainland popular 
pressures as Mainland migrants will have an important role to play in supporting 
the burden of Hong Kong’s ageing and retired residents in the future. 

• The data shows that women in Hong Kong take part actively in civil society, but 
for various reasons their participation in Hong Kong’s formal power structures 
has failed to keep pace with men. Given women’s greater concern about 
social issues, policy makers may be unconsciously undervaluing the priorities 
of the female half of Hong Kong’s population. Deeper thinking is needed on 
developing social policies and investing in human capital, from health care and 
education to the environment. 

Priorities for researchers

This project has also uncovered priority areas for future research: 

• Research should begin now into the expectations and needs of today’s middle-
aged women for their old age, so that Hong Kong does not let its old people 
down again. They are better educated and more likely to have earned their 
own incomes and had their own identities in the workplace, so their demands 
will be different from the elderly women of today.

• There is room for more research into shifting values in addition to 
demographic characteristics. Hong Kong people today navigate a complex and 
conflicting world of traditional Chinese values and very modern values that 
permeate deeper into society as globalisation spreads its influence. Changes 
in values affect behaviour, which ultimately affects family structures, housing, 
benefits, the tax system and countless other policy areas.

36
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Glossary and definitions
1. Education: Educational attainment is defined as “highest level attended” across all years. Due 

to changes in data collection and educational policy, the definition of educational categories, 
particularly “postsecondary non-degree”, varies slightly from year to year: 

• For 2011: Categories are as reported in Women and Men in Hong Kong, Key Statistics 
(2012). Persons with educational attainment at lower secondary level refer to those with 
secondary 1 to secondary 3 education. Persons with educational attainment at upper 
secondary level refer to those with secondary 4 to secondary 7 education or equivalent 
level. Persons with educational attainment at postsecondary non-degree level refer to 
those with certificate, diploma, higher certificate, higher diploma, professional diploma, 
associate degree, preassociate degree, endorsement certificate, associateship and other 
sub-degree education or equivalent level.

• For 1991: Upper secondary includes upper secondary, matriculation, craft courses in 
technical institutes; postsecondary non-degree includes certificate/diploma course in 
technical institutes/polytechnics, higher diploma/endorsement certificate courses in 
technical institutes /polytechnics, associateship or equivalent courses in polytechnics, 
teacher training courses, nurse training courses, non-degree courses in other postsecondary 
colleges; postsecondary degree includes first degree and postgraduate courses.

2. Fertility rates: The age-specific fertility rate is the number of live births per 1,000 in a given 
age band in a given year. Note that according to the Government Census and Statistics 
Department’s most current data, all age-specific fertility rates for 2011 are provisional. The 
total fertility rate describes the average number of children that would be born to a woman 
over her lifetime if she were to experience the current age-specific fertility rates through her 
lifetime, and she were to survive from birth until the end of her reproductive life. 

3. Industry: According to the Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government, the 
industry categories for 1991-2007 follow the Hong Kong Standard Industrial Classification 
(HSIC) Version 1.1. For 2008-2011 they follow the HSIC Version 2.0. Although the categories 
differ for 1991 and 2011, the shifts to different industries are still evident. In this summary, 
the following abbreviations to category labels are made: 

• “Retail, accommodation and food services” is shortened to “retail”.

• “Import/export trade and wholesale” is shortened to “import/export”.

• “Financing, insurance, real estate and business services” is shortened to “finance”.

• “Public administration, social and personal services” is shortened to “care”.

• “Transportation, storage, postal and courier services, information and communications” 
is shortened to “transport and communications”.

4. Housing: In 1991, public rental housing included Housing Authority rental blocks, Group A and 
Group B as well as Housing Society rental blocks; subsidised home ownership housing included 
Housing Authority home ownership estates; private permanent housing included private self-
contained and non-self-contained housing blocks, villas/bungalows/modern village houses 
and simple stone structures; non-domestic housing included institutions and other permanent 
housing (such as hostels, staff quarters etc.); other temporary housing included rooftop 
structures and other temporary housing. For 2011, categories are as reported in 2011 Census 
Main Tables. Other Temporary Housing includes persons living on board vessels.
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5. Inflation: Where indicated, historical monetary figures are adjusted to 2011 dollars using the 
Composite Consumer Price Index.

6. Labour force participation: According to the Government Census and Statistics Department 
of the HKSAR Government, the economically active population comprises the employed (that 
is, the working population) and the unemployed. It is synonymous with the labour force. An 
employed person is someone over the age of 15 years who has been engaged in performing 
work for pay during the seven days before enumeration or who has a formal job attachment 
and can be categorised into self-employed, employer, employee or unpaid family worker 
(meaning a person who works for no pay in a family business). An unemployed person is 
someone over the age of 15 years who has not had a job or performed any work during the 
seven days before enumeration and has been available for work during those seven days and 
has sought work during thirty days before enumeration; has sought work but is unavailable 
due to sickness, has made arrangements to take up a new job; or is expecting to return to 
their original job. Data on economic activity and inactivity status is compiled from the General 
Household Survey (GHS) which covers the land-based non-institutional population of Hong 
Kong and thus does not cover inmates of institutions and persons living on board vessels 
(unlike the population data which is compiled from the 2011 Population Census and includes 
both inmates of institutions and persons living on board vessels).

7.  Nationality: The coverage for this ‘nationality’ data is the Hong Kong Resident Population described 
in endnote 1. According to the Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government, 
‘nationality’ may be a person’s place of residency, ethnicity or place of birth. It may not be related 
to a person’s travel document. This is due to the post-1997 application of the Nationality Law of the 
People’s Republic of China, which states that Hong Kong residents and former residents who are of 
Chinese descent and born in the mainland of China or Hong Kong are of Chinese nationality. Prior to 
1997, nationality was classified according to a person’s travel document, hence data from the 1996 
population By-census and earlier was collected differently. A person of Chinese nationality (meaning 
born in Mainland China or Hong Kong) who is categorised as ‘domiciled’ in Hong Kong is a person 
who is resident in Hong Kong and considers their place of domicile to be Hong Kong. A person 
of Chinese nationality who is ‘non-domiciled’ is a person who, although resident in Hong Kong, 
considers their place of domicile to be somewhere other than Hong Kong.

8. Occupation: According to the Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government, 
occupations refer to the kind of work, nature of duties and main task performed by a 
person in his/her main job during the seven days before enumeration. From 1993 to 2010, 
the classification used basically followed the major groups of the International Standard 
Classification of Occupations (1988) or ISCO-88, with local adaptation for Hong Kong. There 
are significant differences between this classification scheme and the one adopted for years 
prior to 1993, hence, 1993 figures are used in place of 1991 figures. In 2011, the Census 
and Statistics Department updated its classification scheme to the International Standard 
Classification of Occupations (2008) or ISCO-08. This means that 2011 figures are not directly 
comparable to earlier figures, but are nevertheless presented side by side in this summary 
and in Louisa Mitchell’s report. The official categories and their definitions are listed below, 
however, please note that in this summary report, the two following category labels have 
been modified or combined for the sake or brevity and ease of understanding: 

• “Craft and related workers” and “plant and machine operators and assemblers” have 
been combined into one category, called “skilled manual”.

• “Elementary occupations” has been renamed “unskilled manual” for ease of understanding. 

ISCO-88/ISCO-08 categories: 

• Managers and administrators: Including administrators, commissioners and directors 
in government service; consuls; councillors; and directors, chief executive officers, 
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presidents, general managers, functional managers, branch managers and small business 
managers in industry, commerce, import and export trade, wholesale and retail trade, 
catering and lodging services, transport, electricity, gas, water and other services and 
agricultural and fishery sectors. 

• Professionals: Including qualified professional scientists, doctors, dentists and other 
medical professionals; architects, surveyors and engineers; vice-chancellors, directors, 
academic staff and administrators of universities and postsecondary colleges; principals 
and teachers of secondary schools; statisticians; mathematicians; systems analysts 
and computer programmers; lawyers and judges; accountants; business consultants 
and analysts; social workers; translators and interpreters; news editors and journalists; 
writers; librarians and members of religious orders. 

• Associate professionals: Including science technicians, nurses and midwives, dental 
assistants and other health associate professionals; architectural, surveying and 
engineering technicians; optical and electronic equipment controllers; ship pilots and air 
traffic controllers; principals and teachers of primary schools and kindergartens/nurseries; 
statistical assistants; computer operators; law clerks; accounting supervisors; public 
relations officers; sales representatives; designers; estate managers; social work assistants; 
superintendents, inspectors and officers of the police and other disciplined services; 
performers and sportsmen. 

• Clerks: Including stenographers, secretaries and typists; bookkeeping, finance, shipping, 
filing and personnel clerks; cashiers and tellers; receptionists and information clerks. 

• Service workers and shop sales workers: Including flight attendents and travel guides; 
house stewards; cooks and waiters; babysitters; hairdressers and beauticians; rank and file 
staff of the police and other disciplined services; transport conductors and other service 
workers; wholesale and retail salespeople in shops; shop assistants and fashion models. 

• Craft and related workers: Including miners and quarrymen; bricklayers, carpenters 
and other construction workers; metal moulders; blacksmiths; machinery, electric 
and electronic instrument mechanics; jewellery workers and watchmakers; potters; 
typesetters; bakers, food and beverage processors; painters; craft workers in textile, 
garment, leather, rubber and plastic trades and other craft workers. 

• Plant and machine operators and assemblers: Including well drillers and borers; ore 
smelting furnace operators; brick and tile kilnmen; sawmill sawyers; paper makers; 
chemical processing plant operators; power-generating plant and boiler operators; 
asbestos cement product makers; metal finishers and electroplaters; dairy and other 
food processing machine operators; printing machine operators; machine operators for 
production of textile, rubber and plastic products; assemblers; drivers; seamen and other 
plant and machine operators. 

• Elementary occupations: Including street vendors; domestic helpers and cleaners; 
messengers; private security guards; watchmen; freight handlers; lift operators; 
construction labourers; hand packers; agricultural and fishery labourers.

• Others: Including farm workers, animal husbandry workers and fishermen, and 
occupations unidentifiable and inadequately described.

 
9. Remaining life expectancy: Life expectancy at birth represents an average expected life span 

for the whole population, whereas remaining life expectancy is specific to the population which 
has already reached a designated age, for example 60 years. In 2011, women aged 60 could 
expect to live another 27.3 years, that is up to age 87.3. This figure is slightly higher than the life 
expectancy at birth of 86.7, because it excludes from the pool those who have already died.
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Endnotes
1. Census and by-census data (years 1991, 1996, 2001, 

2006, 2011) covers the Hong Kong Resident Population, 
which includes usual residents and mobile residents 
(usual residents are permanent residents who stayed 
in Hong Kong for at least three months during the six 
months before or after the census or non-permanent 
residents who were in Hong Kong at the census 
reference moment). General Household Survey 
data used in other years covers the land-based non-
institutional population of Hong Kong and therefore 
excludes residents of institutions and persons living on 
board vessels, which means that it covers approximately 
99% of the Hong Kong Resident Population. This may 
account for some differences in data across years.
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research_status_of_women.htm (accessed 3 May 2012).
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• Census and Statistics Department of the Hong 
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Government (2011), 2011	Population	Census	Main	
Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR Government, http://
www.census2011.gov.hk/en/main-table.html 
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Kong: HKSAR Government, http://www.censtatd.gov.
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5. Hong Kong’s population swelled from an estimated 
less than 1 million in 1945 to 5.1 million by 1981 due to 
large-scale migration from Mainland China. Prior to 1974, 
the colonial government relied on an agreement with 
Mainland China to set a quota on migrants, but this failed 
to stem the tide of refugees. In November 1974, the Hong 
Kong Government implemented the “Touch Base Policy” 
to try to limit the flow of migrants. Illegal immigrants who 
“reached base”, that is gained a home with relatives or 
otherwise found proper accommodation in the urban area 
were permitted to stay, but those who were caught at the 
border were repatriated. The policy was unsuccessful, 
and was discontinued in October 1980, after which all 
immigrants without a Hong Kong identity card were 
repatriated if apprehended. 

6. Janet W. Sallaff published a highly acclaimed book 
called Working Daughters of Hong Kong in 1981, a 
study of 28 working daughters who were women in 
low-income families, from which this term ‘working 
daughters’ was coined.

7. Choi, D. P. K. ed. (1998), 晚晚6點半—— 七十年代上
夜校的女工 translated as ‘Every night at 6:30pm—
women workers attending night school in the 1970s’, 
http://www.stepforwardmultimedia.com/book.
php?isbn=962-8326-17-1 (accessed 21 May 2012).

8. Chow N. and Lum T. (2008). See note 2. 

9. Chow N. and Lum T. (2008). See note 2.
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11. When the government calculates fertility rates, it 
includes in the number of live births Type I babies 
whose mothers are from the Mainland and fathers 
are Hong Kong permanent residents, and excludes 
Type II babies, whose fathers and mothers are both 
from the Mainland. HKSAR Census and Statistics 
Department (2010), Hong	Kong	Population	Projections	
2010-2039, http://www.statistics.gov.hk/pub/
B1120015042010XXXXB0100.pdf (accessed 3 August 
2012).

12. Chow, N. and Lum, T. (2008). See note 2. 
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and Chinese Patriarchy, pp. 97-132. Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press.

14. The HKTP Gender and Social Mobility Study is 
based on surveys of 39,629 people in Hong Kong 
between 1994 and 2010. In fact, more people were 
surveyed by the HKTP than this number; other 
surveys were of special sub-populations such as 
Functional Constituency members, demonstrators, 
and those with Canadian citizenship. Calls were made 
by telephone in Cantonese, Mandarin, Hakka and 
English depending on the respondent’s preference. 
Randomisation of respondents in a household was 
done using a Kish table, which pairs the number of 
persons aged 18 and above in the household with the 
final digit of the number dialed. 

15. Unlike the census, HKTP surveys included only residents 
of Hong Kong with right of abode, which means that 
respondents had lived in Hong Kong for at least 7 
years continuously. Notable excluded groups include 
recent immigrants and foreign domestic helpers. The 
HKTP also slightly underrepresents those born in 
Mainland China (25.5% from the surveys 1994-2010 
vs. an average of 28.9% from the 2001, 2006 and 2011 
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