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Foreword
The issues facing Hong Kong women are numerous and complex. Some of these 
issues are particular to gender, most relate to pressing social issues—from rising 
incidents of teen pregnancies to integration challenges faced by the constant 
tide of New Arrival women from the Mainland to Hong Kong’s rapidly ageing 
population. Resolving these issues requires concerted efforts and collaboration 
across the public and private sectors. At The Women’s Foundation, we believe 
these efforts can only be effective if they are grounded on objective and reliable 
data and an understanding of the fundamental root causes.

The Women’s Foundation has been a leading voice in filling the critical gap in 
objective and incisive gender research in Hong Kong. In 2006, The Women’s 
Foundation published our ground-breaking study on The Status of Women and 
Girls in Hong Kong to review the status of women in Hong Kong. Building on this 
study, starting in 2008, we launched an 18-month long stakeholder engagement 
process comprising focus groups, individual interviews and public symposia to better 
understand the barriers faced by women and girls.

In 2010, to raise greater awareness of gender issues, we launched a monthly 
column in The South China Morning Post and the Hong Kong Economic Journal 
website. The column features pieces from leading local and international voices 
on a diverse range of topics relating to women and gender issues in Hong Kong.

Since our first study in 2006, we have seen an improvement in some areas, some 
not at all, and in some the situation has further deteriorated. Hong Kong’s Gini 
co-efficient has worsened with more people living at the poverty line; Hong 
Kong’s rapidly ageing population (with women significantly outliving men) is 
straining welfare programmes and housing and health services; while at the 
other end of the spectrum, the needle has not moved for women in political 
office or on corporate boards and in senior executive positions. At the time of 
writing, the new Hong Kong Administration is showing signs that it is serious 
about tackling these issues which is encouraging. The growing number of CSR-
minded businesses which are engaging with and supporting the NGO sector 
in their work to help the disadvantaged is another optimistic note. We hope 
our research can help identify challenges and gaps in current social welfare 
and education policies and programmes to inform and influence strategy 
and resource allocation by all stakeholders seeking positive change. We also 
hope our research will be a useful resource for shadow reports submitted by 
international and local Human Rights watchdogs and other groups as part of 
the United Nation’s next hearing on Hong Kong’s compliance with the UN’s 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) in 2014.

Building on our earlier research in 2006 and 2008, The Women’s Foundation 
launched a new series of quantitative and qualitative research studies in 2010, 
working in collaboration with The Chinese University’s Gender Research Centre, 
the Hong Kong Council of Social Service and Civic Exchange.

This publication is the outcome of our collaboration with Civic Exchange. We 
are very grateful to Civic Exchange for their excellent work and in particular, to 
Michael DeGolyer, Yan-yan Yip, Carine Lai, Louisa Mitchell, Yao Yuan, and Tsang 
Kam-lun. We are also grateful to Christine Loh, former CEO of Civic Exchange 
and current Under-Secretary for the Environment in the HKSAR government, for 
sharing her time and expertise in producing this report.
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In closing, we know that words alone cannot meet the needs of Hong Kong’s 
most vulnerable populations. Our greatest hope is that this research will serve 
as a catalyst for long-term systemic change by spurring efforts to pursue the 
changes needed to achieve the full participation of women in Hong Kong society.
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A note on this series
Civic Exchange’s collaboration with The Women’s Foundation on this research attempts to 
track the changing status of women over the past 20 years through looking into historical 
data. The methodology adopted in this research is ground-breaking—both objective and 
subjective data are used to provide a fuller picture. Objective data come from official 
government data, published academic research and grey literature while subjective data 
come from public opinion survey data collected by Hong Kong Transition Project.
 
This research has generated a total of three reports: One covering objective data, one 
covering subjective data, and a user-friendly summary report capturing the essence of 
the two other reports.

•	 The Changing Faces of Hong Kong: A Cohort Analysis of Women, 1991-2011—Civic 
Exchange engaged Louisa Mitchell, a social policy researcher, to look through statistics 
published by the HKSAR Government, academic studies, and grey literature. Forming the 
objective portion of this research, Louisa Mitchell’s findings and analysis are compiled 
into a 250-page report, entitled The Changing Faces of Hong Kong: A Cohort Analysis of 
Women, 1991-2011. Her report constructs profiles of typical women of different ages 
today, including, 15-, 20-, 30-, 40-, and over 60-year-olds. It also highlights the alternative 
life trajectories of atypical groups of women. Comparisons are made in areas such as 
education, earnings, marital status, and occupation, between women today and men or 
between women today and women 20 years ago. 
 
It should be noted that this research had been completed before news broke about 
HKSAR Government’s falsified census data (especially relating to unemployment). 
The HKSAR Government is, at the time of publishing, still investigating the problem. 
Readers are recommended to read the relevant data and analysis with this in mind. 

•	 The	Changing	Faces	of	Hong	Kong:	Women	in	the	Community	and	National	Context,	
1994-2010—The subjective portion comes from analysis of the public opinion 
survey data collected by the Hong Kong Transition Project. Civic Exchange worked 
with Professor Michael DeGolyer and Ms. Cheung Pui-ki of Hong Kong Transition 
Project based at Hong Kong Baptist University, as well as two postgraduate students 
of statistics from the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology to go through 
Hong Kong Transition Project’s public opinion survey data since 1994. In the 131-page 
report, entitled The Changing Faces of Hong Kong: Women in the Community and 
National	Context,	1994-2010, regression of survey data and time cohorts (1994-2000, 
2000-2005, and 2006-2010) are used to reveal the changing attitudes and behaviours 
of Hong Kong people in areas such as feelings towards national day, areas of personal 
concern, and political and civic participation.

•	  The Changing Faces of Hong Kong: A Graphical Summary of Women’s Status, 
1991-2011—A graphical summary report produced by Carine Lai of Civic Exchange 
captures the major points from Louisa Mitchell’s report (Part 1) and the key points 
related to gender from Professor Michael DeGolyer’s report (Part 2). A list of 
recommendations is attached to the end of the summary report. Chinese version of 
this summary report is also available.

It is hoped that this research project will offer better understanding of the changing faces of 
the Hong Kong society, and thereby policy makers could formulate policies that gear towards 
meeting the needs of Hong Kong people, which may include some gender-specific policies 
and/or measures. Readers who are interested in more detailed analysis of changes in people’s 
attitudes and behaviours in general (ie. not gender-related) are encouraged to read the full 
report of The	Changing	Faces	of	Hong	Kong:	Women	in	the	Community	and	National	Context,	
1994-2010. The summary report only captures gender-related data and analysis.
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The Changing Faces of Hong Kong

Notes: 

•	 Age	band:	all	information	is	for	women	≥60	years	unless	stated	(where	
information	could	not	be	found	for	women	≥60	years, it is presented for 
other relevant age groups, e.g. ≥65	years).

•	 Latest	data:	2011	data	is	used	where	possible,	but	in	some	areas	only	
2010	data	was	available	at	the	time	of	writing.

•	 Historical	data:	1991	data	is	used	where	available	to	make	comparisons	
over	20	years,	but	in	some	areas,	data	was	not	collected	or	was	collected	
in	a	different	way	in	1991,	so	an	alternative	date	is	used	for	comparison.	

•	 Explanations	regarding	data	and	categorizations:	in	this	Section	
2,	the	first	section	of	age	band	analysis,	there	are	some	extensive	
notes	provided	on	the	provenance	and	categorization	of	data,	
particularly	notes	to	charts	and	tables,	which	are	not	repeated	in	
every	following	section	but	are	nonetheless	relevant	for	the	analysis	
in	each	age	band	

Demographics
Over the last two decades, there have been substantial changes in the 
population composition of Hong Kong in terms of number, gender and 
age. One of the most noticeable changes is the ageing population as the 
postwar baby boomers and large numbers of people who entered from 
Mainland China during the late 1970s under the Touch Base Policy have 
grown old. The number of women ≥60 years has increased by 77.6 per 
cent, faster than the total female population which has grown by 33.9 
per cent. Chart 2.1 shows that 20 years ago there were 398,600 women 

Women today aged ≥60 years2
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in Hong Kong ≥60 years old, constituting 14.2 per cent of the total female 
population, whereas in 2011 there were 707,700 women in this age group, 
constituting 18.8 per cent of the total female population.1 

Men ≥60 years also constitute a significant proportion of the total male 
population at 19.4 per cent. In 1991 there were 409,900 men ≥60 years old 
and that number grew by 56.9 per cent to reach 643,300 in 2011, as shown 
in Chart 2.2. 

There is an imbalance between men and women in today’s society across 
all age groups as the proportion of women has increased over the last 20 
years. The total population of Hong Kong was 48.9 per cent women in 1991 
and 53.3 per cent women in 2011. However, whilst the ratio of men to 
women has decreased over the last 20 years in almost all age groups up to 
the quinquennial age group of 60-64 years, from ages 65-69 upwards, the 
ratio of men to women has increased as shown in Table 2.1. 

Age group 1991 Sex ratio 2011 Sex ratio

60-64 1,060  1,004

65-69 947 ä 1,078

70-74 855 ä 1,027

75-79 738 ä 896

80-84 541 ä 744

≥85 341 ä 481

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government

Table 2.1: Sex ratios (number of males per 1,000 females)
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The biggest difference between numbers of men and women ≥60 years 
exists in the ≥80 years age group, as shown in Table 2.2. The proportion 
of ≥80 years women in the total female population rose from 1.9 per cent 
in 1991 to 4.5 per cent in 2011 and the proportion of ≥80 years men in 
the total male population was 3.1 per cent in 2011. The proportion of ≥80 
years men was lower than the proportion of ≥80 year-old women, but 
also represented a larger increase from 1991 when it was 0.80 per cent. 
The growth of this ≥80 years age group was significant for both men and 
women at 221.0 per cent for women and 329.2 per cent for men. The 
“greying trend” of the population is significant for both men and women.

Age group Total number at end 
1991

Total number at end 
2011

Percent growth since 
1991

% of total 
female  
population in 
2011

% of total male 
population in 
2011

F M F M F M F M

60-69 216,900 281,700 317,300 326,600 46.3% 15.9% 8.4% 9.9%

70-79 129,200 104,200 221,900 213,700 71.7% 105.1% 5.9% 6.5%

≥80 52,500 24,000 168,500 103,000 221.0% 329.2% 4.5% 3.1%

Total ≥60 398,600 409,900 707,700 643,300 77.6% 56.9% 18.8% 19.5%

Table 2.2: Population, growth and proportion of men and women aged ≥60 
years, 1991-2011

Men and women are living longer than before as shown in Chart 2.3. In 1991, 
the expectation of life at birth for women was 80.7 years, whereas in 2011 
the provisional figure was 86.7 years. For men, in 1991 it was 75.2 years, but 
in 2011 the provisional figure was 80.5 years. A 60-year-old woman in 1991 
could expect to live on average 23.4 years more than a man of the same age, 
until she was 83.4 years old (men 79.3 years), but by 2011, she could expect to 
live another 28.41 years to 88.41 years old (men 23.0 years to 83.0 years). This 
is often attributed to better provision of medical services and greater health 
consciousness. But although we are living longer, research exists which suggests 
we are not actually healthier.2 However, as health consciousness increases, 
perceptions of healthiness change. An Asia-wide survey of 21,000 men and 
women aged 40-79 years in 21 mature and transitional Asian countries/
territories conducted by HSBC and the Oxford Institute of Ageing in 2008 found 
that Hong Kong women had the lowest proportion of women who felt they 
were in good health—only 52 per cent, compared to 61 per cent for Hong Kong 
men and a range of 60-70 per cent for women from other Asian countries.3

Analysis of the number of deaths by age group also shows how much longer 
men and women in Hong Kong are living today compared to 20 years ago. Over 
the last two decades, the number of deaths has declined in women aged 60-69 
and 70-74 years and has increased for ages 75 years and upwards. As shown in 
Table 2.3, the growth is highest in the ≥85 years age group, rising from 2,512 
female deaths in 1991 to 8,000 deaths in 2010, as women have progressively 
lived longer. Twenty years ago, although there were still more women dying 
at ≥85 years than any other age group, the difference was only very slight 
compared to the 65-69, 79-74, 75-79 and 80-84 years age groups. However, in 

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: 
HKSAR Government
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2010, there were fewer deaths amongst women in their 60s and 70s and then 
it increases significantly for women in their 80s, particularly ≥85 years. Men, on 
the other hand, show less of a decline in the numbers of deaths in the 60-64 
years and 65-69 years age groups than women, but they still show increases in 
the older ages, particularly the ≥85 years age group.

Given this increase in the number of deaths in women ≥85 years, the 
mortality rates are, as would be expected, highest in the ≥85 years age 
bracket.4 However, they were lower for women ≥85 years than for men, at 
100.4 women and 134.8 men per 1,000 population in 2010 as shown in Table 
2.4. Also the rate of 100.4 women per 1,000 in 2010 represented a decline 
from 113.5 women in 1991, whilst the rate of 134.8 for men was a rise 
from 126.6 in 1991. The mortality rate for men and women in all the other 
quinquennial age groups from age 60 to age 79 declined from 1991 to 2010.
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Chart 2.3: Expectation of life at birth for men and women, 1991-2011 

Age group Gender 1991 1996 2001 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

60-64 F 861 751 563 510 573 606 627 711

M 1,920 1,788 1,378 1,261 1,309 1,409 1,507 1,677

65-69 F 1,304 1,261 1,130 810 713 714 735 757

M 2,208 2,583 2,302 1,928 1,950 1,932 1,782 1,766

70-74 F 1,742 1,749 1,668 1,521 1,557 1,470 1,443 1,281

M 2,557 2,833 3,064 3,004 2,992 2,971 2,965 2,903

75-79 F 2,052 2,229 2,160 2,289 2,341 2,481 2,368 2,250

M 2,407 2,752 3,077 3,620 3,889 4,029 4,021 3,890

80-84 F 1,887 2,522 2,399 2,930 2,172 3,298 3,160 3,292

M 1,477 2,429 2,625 3,400 3,608 3,849 3,852 3,974

≥85 F 2,512 3,421 4,391 6,112 6,508 7,620 7,430 8,000

M 949 1,603 2,512 3,673 4,304 4,670 4,543 5,100

Table 2.3: Deaths by quinquennial age groups, men and women aged ≥60 
years, 1991-2010

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2010, 2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: 
HKSAR Government
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Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA)5

Our ageing population has brought with it increasing numbers of people with 
disabilities. In 2007, there were 148,900 women ≥60 years old with disabilities 
and 98,400 men. For women, this represented 24.8 per cent of the ≥60 years 
female population in 2007 and for men, 18.1 per cent. This is in sharp contrast 
to the much lower numbers of 18,900 women and 19,700 men in their 50s 
representing 3.8 per cent and 4.0 per cent of their respective populations in 
2007. Of all 203,200 women with disabilities in 2007, women ≥60 years with 
disabilities constituted 73.3 per cent and of all 158,200 men with disabilities in 
2007, men ≥60 years constituted 62.3 per cent.

In 2011, there were 12,188 women receiving CSSA for permanent 
disability, an increase of 72.4 per cent from 1996, although there has been 
a gradual decline since 2006. For men, there were 8,794 receiving CSSA 
for permanent disability in 1996 and 13,757 in 2011, an increase of 56.4 
per cent, although there has also been a gradual decline since 2006. In 
addition, in 2011, there were 19,723 female recipients of CSSA for ill health, 
an increase of 77.4 per cent on the number of recipients in 1996 and 
22,239 male recipients, an increase of 26.3 per cent on 1996. However, as 
with recipients of CSSA for permanent disability, the numbers of recipients 
of CSSA for ill health in 2011 was lower than that of 2006. It has not been 
possible to determine any trend in numbers of recipients of these different 
CSSA programmes, and a further programme called the Social Security 
Disability Allowance, whose overall number of recipients has been rising, 
since data by age across all programmes could not be obtained. 

The number of people aged ≥60 years claiming CSSA for old age since 1996 
has increased significantly however. In 1996, 50,573 women and 46,405 
men received CSSA for old age, but in 2011, the numbers of recipients 
had more than doubled for both women and men, with 102,349 women 
receiving it and 94,310 men receiving benefits (although there has been 
a gradual decline since 2006). In 2011, this represented 14.5 per cent of 

Table 2.4: Age-specific mortality rates by quinquennial age groups, men and 
women aged ≥60 years, 1991-2010

Percentages Gender 1991 1996 2001 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

60-64 F  7.3  5.9  4.8  4.4 4.4  4.1 3.8 3.8

M  15.4  12.8  10.3  9.9 9.9  9.1 8.9 8.9

65-69 F  13.2  10.6  9.3  6.9 6.3  6.7 7.0 7.1

M  23.6  21.9  18.0  15.4 16.0  16.4 15.1 14.8

70-74 F  23.1  18.2  15.5  13.1 13.0  12.3 12.2 11.0

M  39.7  33.7  30.0  26.8 26.0  25.8 25.7 24.9

75-79 F  38.2  32.8  26.8  23.8 23.9  24.6 22.5 21.0

M  60.8  52.8  48.4  44.1 45.0  44.5 42.0 40.4

80-84 F  62.5  58.3  46.1  43.3 44.3  44.8 41.3 41.4

M  90.6  89.7  76.9  76.0 75.6  77.0 72.5 69.0

≥85 F  113.5  110.4  101.9  98.2 97.1  106.6 99.0 100.4

M  126.6  127.2  128.8 129.5 139.7  142.9 129.6 134.8

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2010, 2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: 
HKSAR Government
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the ≥60 years female population (compared to 10.4 per cent in 1996) and 
for men it represented 14.7 per cent (compared to 10.6 per cent 1996). 
Although there has been a gradual decline in numbers of recipients of CSSA 
over all categories since 2006, government spending has increased from 
HK$17.6 billion in 2006-07 to HK$19.5 billion in 2011-12, while the share of 
total recurrent government expenditure has decreased from 9.3 per cent in 
2006-07 to 8.0 per cent in 2011-12.

Also, in 2011, 282,896 women aged ≥65 years were receiving the Social 
Security Old Age Allowance (not means-tested and commonly known 
as “fruit money”), representing 56.2 per cent of the female population 
aged ≥65 years, compared to 235,513 men, representing 53.7 per cent 
of the male population aged ≥65 years. Since 1996 there has been a 
steady increase of women receiving both CSSA for old age and fruit 
money. The results of a survey of 390 “older persons” in Hong Kong 
published in 2005 found that older women were less likely to live 
with adult children than men; more likely to need financial assistance; 
and more likely to receive poor informal support. The survey report 
concluded that older women in Hong Kong were being disadvantaged, 
experiencing insufficient informal support.6

Several problems related to CSSA have been highlighted in recent years, such 
as newly arrived immigrants not being able to access it and men or women 
in a family not being able to apply for it as individuals.7 The application for 
CSSA is made on a household basis. This means that young family members 
have to make a statement of non-provision for their elder relatives or provide 
documentation to show that their income cannot support their parents 
even if they are living together. Both of these things are hard to do within 
Chinese culture since they would be seen by many as admissions of failure 
in a society where taking care of one’s parents is considered a duty. A 2006 
report by Oxfam Hong Kong referred to the “increasing stigmatisation faced 
by recipients of CSSA”.8 It has also been criticised for not being available to 
residents who have been in Hong Kong for less than seven years, although 
the government argues this is a prudent use of public money and exemptions 
have been made in necessary circumstances.

Poverty amongst the elderly is a particular challenge for Hong Kong today 
and is discussed in more detail in the earnings analysis in this section. A 
paper submitted to the Legislative Council (LegCo) by the Subcommittee to 
Study the Subject of Combating Poverty in 2007 found the following to be 
some of the major causes of poverty among the elderly: 

a) insufficient social security assistance; 
b) insufficient retirement protection; 
c) heavy financial burden of medical and health care expenses; 
d) insufficient long-term residential care and support services; and 
e) socio-economic factors.

The Subcommittee proposed enhancing all of these services as well 
as promoting positive ageing in society.9 The lack of a comprehensive 
retirement scheme has been repeatedly cited as contributing to poverty 
amongst the elderly (the Mandatory Provident Fund (MPF) Schemes do 
not benefit elderly women today, many of whom were working before it 
was introduced and many of whom have conducted informal, menial work 
making them ineligible). Whilst the government cites CSSA as an adequate 
safety net, many have countered this saying that too many of our elderly 
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are “in a minimum living standard without dignity”.10 Whilst the new 
Chief Executive has stated that poverty alleviation amongst the elderly is 
high on his to-do list, his early proposal for a HK$2,200 old-age allowance 
was buried in debate over means-testing at the time of writing and other 
concrete proposals have yet to emerge.

Nationality
The population of women, and indeed men, at this older age band is almost 
entirely comprised of Chinese domiciled in Hong Kong. Since 2001, there was 
a very slight decline in the proportion of Chinese women from 99.1 per cent 
(98.7 per cent domiciled in Hong Kong and 0.4 per cent domiciled outside 
Hong Kong) to 98.5 per cent (97.6 per cent domiciled in Hong Kong, 0.9 per 
cent domiciled outside Hong Kong) as shown in Charts 2.4 and 2.5. 11 However, 
looking back to 1991, when ethnicity was categorised differently, 97.7 per cent 
of women ≥60 years were Chinese (categorised as 14.6 per cent from Hong 
Kong, 81.9 per cent from China and 1.2 per cent from Macau), which was lower 
than the levels recorded in 2001 and 2011, 99.1 per cent and 98.5 per cent 
respectively. The overwhelming majority of Chinese domiciled in Hong Kong 
in this age group in 2011, a higher proportion than any other age group in this 
paper, suggests that most people from other countries return home for their 
retirement, or at least leave Hong Kong. For men ≥60 years, the proportions in 
2011 were almost the same as women; 98.3 per cent were Chinese (97.7 per 
cent domiciled in Hong Kong and 0.6 per cent domiciled outside Hong Kong) 
down from 98.7 per cent Chinese in 2001 (98.5 per cent domiciled in Hong 
Kong and 0.2 per cent domiciled outside Hong Kong).

In Charts 2.4 and 2.5, the non-Chinese nationalities have been grouped 
together because they represent a small proportion of the total at 0.9 per 
cent in 2001 and 1.5 per cent in 2011. Table 2.5 shows the actual numbers 
of non-Chinese women ≥60 years by their nationalities in 2001 and 2011. 
In 1991, when the data was recorded in different categories, there were 2.0 

Others

Chinese (domicile outside Hong Kong)

Chinese (domicile in Hong Kong)

97.6%

1.5%0.9%

98.7%

0.9%0.4%

2001 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2001, 2011), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government

Charts 2.4 (left) and 2.5 (right): Nationalities of women aged 
≥60 years, 2001 and 2011
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per cent of women ≥60 years from “Other Asian and Oceanian countries” 
in this age group, 0.2 per cent from “European countries”, 0.1 per cent 
from “American countries” and 0.03 per cent from “Others”. The numbers 
of Filipina, Thai, British, Indian and Indonesian women have increased 
meaningfully in the last ten years, even though they still represent a small 
proportion of the total women in this age group. There were generally more 
men in 2011 in all of these nationalities listed below except for Filipinos, 
Indonesians and Thai people (and Indian, although these numbers of men 
and women are very close), probably reflecting the number of female 
domestic helpers of these nationalities who have aged in Hong Kong.

Table 2.5: Numbers of non-Chinese women aged ≥60 years, 2001 and 2011

Nationalities/Numbers of women 2001 2011

Filipina 543 2,098

Thai 224 1,687

British 358 1,175

Indian 507 1,123

Indonesian 555 870

Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan 153 153

Japanese 178 303

American 213 429

Nepalese 49 222

Canadian 45 -

Australian - 368

Others 1,998 2,341

Total: 4,823 10,769

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (2001, 
2011), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR Government

Family
The number of ≥60 years women now married more than doubled from 
177,500 in 1991 to 350,500 in 2011 as shown in Chart 2.6. This has much 
to do with the longer life-span of women and men today and therefore the 
increase in ageing females in the population. 

Although the actual number of women who are now married more than 
doubled over 20 years, the proportion of the female population ≥60 years 
only increased from 44.3 per cent to 52.5 per cent as shown in Charts 2.6 
and 2.7. The number of women of this age who have never married has 
only increased a small amount over the 20 years. Given the increase in the 
overall female population at this age, the proportion declined from the 
already small 3.8 per cent in 1991 to 2.8 per cent in 2011.

The median age for women at first marriage in 1981 was 23.9 years (and 
for men was 27.0 years), earlier than 2011 when it was 28.9 years for 
women and 31.2 years for men. A woman who is 60 years old today was 29 
years old in 1981 and was therefore likely to have married in her early 20s. 
For many of these women aged ≥60 years today, marriage was the main 
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purpose in their lives when they were young. Translation of an extract from 
a piece of work written in Chinese interviewing women workers at night 
school in the 1970s illustrates the prevailing mind-set of that era: 

“Female factory workers in general wished to get married early. 
They thought they would not have to work anymore after they 
were married. There was a focus on looking for a ‘long term 
meal ticket’. Once a target was identified, he would be actively 
pursued. I still remember a very handsome intern was here one 
summer, and the female workers would follow him, talk to him… 
very annoying. Some female workers would quietly wait and 
see who might be a good target; others asked around secretly 
to check if there were any. Usually they would turn to the radio 
repair workers as those workers held high ranking positions 
and earned a good salary in the factory which was attractive of 
course. One day I asked the female workers why they wanted to 
get married at such a young age, as we were just at the age of 
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Chart 2.6: Number of womenaged ≥60 years by marital status, 1991-2011 

Charts 2.7 (left) and 2.8 (right): Percentages of women aged ≥60 years by 
marital status, 1991 and 2011
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HKSAR Government
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18-19; I thought we still had other things to do! But their answers 
were the same: marriage, have children, serve a husband. These 
were the biggest goals in their lives. Alas! They really possessed 
the traditional good virtues of Chinese women.”12

At that time, the traditional Chinese patriarchal family model would have 
been very much the norm and the subordinate role of women in the family 
would have prevailed and would have ramifications on other domains of life. 
Some of the women in this ≥60 years age group who married in the 1960s or 
earlier, may have been in marriages where their husband practised polygamy. 
The Marriage Reform Ordinance, intended to make monogamy the only 
legal form of marriage, was only passed in 1971. From that time on, women 
and children involved in polygamous marriages were no longer legally 
acknowledged and were subsequently deprived legal recognition and rights.

However, in practice the 1971 reform made little difference to what 
happened in real life and starting in the 1970s, when factories and offices 
were transferred to Guangdong Province, the practice of baau	yih	naai 
(“baau” means “keep” and “yih naai” means “second wife”), a modern form 
of concubinage, took hold. Even truck drivers could afford to sustain a yih 
naai (buying or renting her an apartment he would stay in whenever there 
on business trips and paying her a monthly fee). However, these “second 
wives” had no legitimate position in the family and were kept as illegitimate 
mistresses. It became a social issue and aroused public concern in the 
mid-1990s when it was widely reported in the media. Cases of abandoned 
women whose husbands no longer paid for their livelihood were frequently 
reported and there was some debate as to whether to criminalise baau	
yih naai. Proposals were generally rejected, however, on the grounds that 
these were personal matters thus, outside the government’s domain. 
Instead moderate measures were proposed such as promoting family 
education that emphasised marital responsibility.13

Although ambitions and family values have changed over the years, support 
for marriage remains strong amongst this age group. A survey conducted 
in 2008 by the University of Hong Kong found that support for marriage is 
stronger amongst older adults (aged 60 years and over) and younger adults 
(aged 29 years or younger) than among middle-aged adults.14 In addition, 
older respondents (aged 50 years and over) were more likely than younger 
respondents to agree that married people were happier and more likely to 
agree that unmarried people face more social pressure. 

Whilst the number of women who are widowed/separated/divorced at this 
age steadily increased from 208,400 in 1991 to 298,500 in 2011, the proportion 
of the total female population ≥60 years decreased from 52.0 per cent to 44.7 
per cent. The majority of these women will have been widowed, however the 
aforementioned survey carried out by the University of Hong Kong found that 
middle-aged and older respondents (aged 40 years and above) reported higher 
acceptance towards divorce than younger respondents. 

The median age at first childbirth in 1981 was 25.1 years and rose steadily 
to 30.0 years in 2011. So a woman who is 60 today and was 29 years old 
in 1981, would most likely have had her first child in her mid-20s. Women 
born in 1936 (aged 78 years today) had on average 2.5 children by the 
time they were 30 years old and 3.67 children by the time they were 40. 
Women born in 1956 (58 years old today) had on average 1.28 children by 
the time they were 30 years old and 1.84 by the time they were 40 years 
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old. In general, the average number of children per woman during her life 
time was 3.459 in 1971, 1.281 in 1991 and 0.927 in 2004.15 It has since 
rebounded to 1.189 in 2011, but is still significantly lower than figures 
reported in 1971.16

These fertility and birth statistics from the 1980s show that women 
were having more babies then than they are now. In traditional Chinese 
culture, a woman who failed to give birth was considered not to be 
displaying and practicing filial piety.17 The previously mentioned survey 
carried out by the University of Hong Kong in 2008 found that 66 per 
cent of all respondents felt that having children is an important part of 
marriage but support for child bearing was by far the strongest among 
persons aged 60 years and over.18 It was only in the 1950s, when these 
≥60 years women were children, that the Family Planning Association 
started to provide effective contraception (free to low-income women). 
At that stage it was framed within the wider context of women’s health, 
making it respectable for married women to use and did not become 
widely socially acceptable until later.

Household size and structure
The largest proportions of women in both 1991 and 2011 were in two and 
three person households, as shown in Charts 2.9 and 2.10. The principal 
change over the two decades was a decline in the proportions of women 
living in the larger households and an increase in the smaller households. 
In 1991, 18.1 per cent were living in six person or more households and 
by 2011, that proportion had declined to 6.1 per cent; in 1991, there was 
14.7 per cent of women living in five person households and by 2011 that 
proportion had declined to 9.9 per cent. The proportion of women living 
in single person households had risen from 10.6 per cent in 1991 to 15.2 
per cent in 2011; and there were higher proportions of women ≥60 years 
living in two and three person households in 2011 than in 1991. Despite 
this trend to smaller households, the much mentioned survey conducted 
by the University of Hong Kong in 2008 found that respondents aged ≥60 

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(1991, 2011), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government

Charts 2.9 (left) and 2.10 (right): Household size for women aged ≥60 years, 
1991 and 2011
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years were more likely to agree that an extended family is more ideal than 
a nuclear family.19 

It was not possible to obtain data for ≥60 years women as a group with 
regard to their living arrangements, but for ≥65 years women, in 2011, 77.6 
per cent were living with their spouse and/or children and 16.3 per cent 
were living alone. The proportion of men ≥65 years living alone was slightly 
lower than women (11.2 per cent) and the proportion of men living with 
their spouse and/or children was slightly higher (86.4 per cent). 

Data provided on persons living alone show that there are more women 
living alone in the ≥65 years age group than any other and the number has 
increased significantly over recent years. When women aged 60-64 years are 
added to the women ≥65 years, the percentage of women aged ≥60 years 
living alone in 2011 is also high at 12.8 per cent. In general the number of 
people living alone has grown, but it is particularly the case for older women 
and men. The 90,282 women ≥60 years living alone constitute 43.2 per cent 
of all the 209,027 women living alone in 2011 and the 61,604 men ≥60 years 
living alone constitute 31.6 per cent of all the 195,061 men living alone. This 
gender disparity much to do with the longer life-span of women. 

Type of housing
Women aged ≥60 years have been major beneficiaries of the home 
ownership scheme introduced in 1976. The proportion of women aged ≥60 
years living in homes that were part of the subsidised home ownership 
programme rose from 5.8 per cent to 18.7 per cent over the 20 year period 

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (1991, 2011), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: 
HKSAR Government 

Note: 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.

Charts 2.11 (left) and 2.12 (right): Type of housing for women aged ≥60 years, 
1991 and 2011 
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1991 to 2011. Women aged ≥60 years had the third highest proportion of 
women in subsidised home ownership housing in 2011 after women aged 
20-29 years who had the highest proportion at 19.2 per cent, followed by 
women aged 40-59 years who had 18.8 per cent. 

The actual numbers of women aged ≥60 years in subsidised housing rose 
six fold over the last two decades. The accompanying decline came in all 
other categories with the biggest decline in public rental housing, although 
that decline is not as significant as for the younger age groups. Notably 
there was also a decline in the proportion of women aged ≥60 years in 
private permanent housing whereas in all other age groups there was 
an increase. In this age group, whilst the actual number increased, the 
proportion declined from 46.1 per cent to 44.5 per cent. 

The housing arrangement proportions and changes in men aged ≥60 years 
are similar to those for women. Over the 20-year period from 1991 to 2011, 
the proportion of men in this age group who benefited from the home 
ownership scheme was almost the same as women rising from 5.2 per cent in 
1991 to 18.0 per cent in 2011. Similar to women there was an accompanying 
decline in four housing categories: (1) private permanent housing from 44.5 
per cent to 42.8 per cent, (2) public rental housing from 43.8 per cent to 38.1 
per cent, (3) temporary housing from 4.0 per cent to 0.9 per cent, and (4) 
non-domestic housing from 2.5 per cent to 0.2 per cent.

Geography
Whilst the population increase over 20 years in this age group means that 
there has been significant growth in the absolute numbers of women 
≥60 years living in all districts in Hong Kong, Table 2.6 shows that as a 
proportion of the total number of women in this age group, there has only 
been an increase in the New Territories, from 33.0 per cent of women in 
1991 to 44.4 per cent in 2011. The proportion of women ≥60 years who 
were living in Kowloon or on Hong Kong Island declined from 42.7 per cent 
to 35.2 per cent and from 24.3 per cent to 20.4 per cent, respectively. By 
far the greatest growth took place in Sai Kung. The smallest growth was in 
Wan Chai, Central and Western, Sham Shui Po and Kowloon City.

The proportions of men ≥60 years have declined in Kowloon and Hong 
Kong island and grown in the New Territories, similar to women, though 
the growth in the New Territories has been greater and their proportion in 
2011 was larger. In 1991, 32.0 per cent of men ≥60 years lived in the New 
Territories compared to 45.7 per cent today, 44.7.4 per cent in Kowloon 
compared to 34.4 per cent today and 23.4 per cent on Hong Kong island 
compared to 19.8 per cent today.

Educational attainment 
Women aged ≥60 years were all born before the compulsory education 
reforms of the 1970s were introduced by Lord MacLehose. Although the 
first female student, Irene Tung, Clara Ho Tung’s daughter, attended Hong 
Kong University in 1921, the education of young girls was not a priority 
in a society in which the mui tsai (girl slave) system was still in place. This 
remained the case through the 1930s and 1940s when those women in 
their 70s and 80s today would have been born. Despite the enforcement 
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of the Ordinance to Regulate Certain Forms of Domestic Service in 1933 
(which was first passed in 1923) prohibiting the importation and transfer 
of mui tsai, the practice of mui tsai continued until well into the 1950s. 
Its ongoing practice has been attributed to the outcome of negotiations 
between Chinese male business and rural elites and the colonial 
government which intervened selectively in social affairs.20 

The majority of the ≥60 years women today have therefore had no 
schooling or primary schooling only as shown in Chart 2.14. In 2011, the 
206,500 women ≥60 years who had no schooling constituted 30.9 per cent 
of the female population in this age group. However a further 258,600 
were only educated to primary level, constituting another 38.7 per cent. 
In total, 69.6 per cent of women aged ≥60 years in 2011 either had no 
education or only attended primary school. However, Chart 2.13 shows 
that the situation was much worse 20 years ago. Educational opportunities 
for women this age did start to improve slightly during their childhood 
years in the 1940s and 50s, hence the large reduction in the proportion of 
women with no education and the small increases in proportions of women 
with higher levels of educational attainment. This ≥60 years age group has 

Numbers of 
women District 1991 % of total 2011 % of total 1991-2011 

change

Hong Kong Island

 

Central and Western 19,158 5.0% 26,588 3.8% 38.8%

Wan Chai 15,980 4.2% 18,276 2.6% 14.4%

Eastern 41,622 10.8% 70,018 9.9% 68.2%

Southern 16,542 4.3% 29,375 4.2% 77.6%

Sub-total 93,302 24.3% 144,257 20.4%  

Kowloon

Yau Tsim Mong 22,418 5.8% 34,217 4.8% 52.6%

Sham Shui Po 33,241 8.6% 45,864 6.5% 38.0%

Kowloon City 31,185 8.1% 44,285 6.3% 42.0%

Wong Tai Sin 34,938 9.1% 52,168 7.4% 49.3%

Kwun Tong 42,396 11.0% 72,243 10.2% 70.4%

Sub-total 164,178 42.7% 248,777 35.2%  

New Territories

Kwai Tsing 25,264 6.6% 54,536 7.7% 115.9%

Tsuen Wan 14,139 3.7% 29,442 4.2% 108.2%

Tuen Mun 14,336 3.7%  39,176 5.5% 173.3%

Yuen Long 14,985 3.9% 41,534 5.9% 177.2%

North 10,026 2.6% 25,040 3.5% 149.8%

Tai Po 10,519 2.7% 24,826 3.5% 136.0%

Sha Tin 27,328 7.1% 58,226 8.2% 113.1%

Sai Kung 6,539 1.7% 30,980 4.4% 373.8%

Islands 3,862 1.0% 10,644 1.5% 175.6%

Sub-total 126,998 33.0% 314,404 44.4%  

  Total 384,478  707,438  84.0%

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (1991, 2011), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong 
Kong: HKSAR Government 

Note: For 1991, Yau Tsim and Mong Kok were added together for this table. For 2011, Yau Tsim Mong was presented as a 
single district in the Census data.

Table 2.6: District of residence of women aged ≥60 years, 1991 and 2011 
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gradually benefited from the improved educational opportunities for girls 
and women but the overall impact on this age group is slight, leaving the 
vast majority with little or no education at all today.

The situation was somewhat different for today’s ≥60 years men. Whilst the 
majority (39.8 per cent) had only completed primary schooling, there was a 
much smaller proportion of men than women (10.9 per cent and 30.9 per 
cent respectively), who had no schooling. In addition, larger proportions 
of men than women went through secondary school and postgraduate 
education: in 2011 20.6 per cent of men ≥60 years achieved upper secondary 
attainment compared to 3.9 per cent of women and 11.7 per cent achieved 
postsecondary education compared to 5.5 per cent of women.

Subsequent to the 1970s educational reforms, the educational profile 
of women in Hong Kong changed significantly, as is shown in the later 
analysis of younger age groups. In 2011, of all women who did not have 
any education at all, 87.5 per cent of them were ≥60 years. Of all women 
who did not have any education beyond primary school, 57.7 per cent of 
them were ≥60 years old. The poor educational attainment of our older 
population of women today is also evident in the earnings and occupations 
reflected in this age band.

Charts 2.13 (left) and 2.14 (right): Breakdown of educational attainment of 
women aged ≥60 years, 1991 and 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, 
Hong Kong; HKSAR Government; Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (1991), Population	Census	
Main	Tables, Hong Kong; HKSAR Government

Notes:

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 one to secondary three education. Persons with 
educational attainment at upper secondary level refer to those with secondary four to secondary seven 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, pre-associate 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 
post-graduate courses.
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Employment 
Many of this age group are retired so the labour force participation rate is 
lower than for all younger age groups, other than those aged 15-19 years 
since most people of that age are at school. Data exists for age groups 60-
64 and ≥65 years and the difference between the two is considerable as 
instances of retirement increase with age, as shown in Table 2.7. 

In 2011, 54,200 women ≥60 years were officially recorded as being economically 
active, or 7.7 per cent of all women ≥60 years.21 22 Whilst this was an increase in 
terms of absolute numbers of economically active women, up from 39,200 in 
1991, it was a decline in proportion from 9.8 per cent in 1991 to 7.7 per cent in 
2011. In 2011, only around 1,100 women of the 54,200 who were economically 
active were officially unemployed. The number of economically active women 
and the labour force participation rate in this age group declined during the 
period of the Asian financial crisis and SARS but increased again as the economy 
picked up, with a particularly strong increase in 2011. 

Data on labour force participation rates by marital status could only be 
found for ≥60 years women as one age group, so direct comparison with 
Table 2.7 is not possible. The labour force participation rate of never 

Percentage 1991 1996 2001 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
60-64 17.2 11.3 10.3 14.3 15.9 17.1 19.1 18.4 21.3
≥65 6.4 2.7 1.9 1.8 1.9 1.8 2.0 2.0 2.3

Table 2.7: Labour force participation rates for women aged 60-64 years and 
≥65 years

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2010, 2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong; 
HKSAR Government

Chart 2.15: Number of economically active women aged ≥60 years, 1991-2011 

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong; HKSAR 
Government
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married women aged ≥60 years in 2011 was higher than now married and 
widowed/divorced/separated women at 22.8 per cent compared to 10.2 
per cent and 4.8 per cent respectively, as shown in Table 2.8. In 1991, the 
labour force participation rates were higher for all categories of women 
aged ≥60 years than in 2011. Whilst the number of women aged ≥60 years 
in the labour force has increased substantially over recent years, so has the 
overall population in this older age group, so the labour force rates have 
not reached the same levels as 20 years ago. 

The industries in which women ≥60 years are employed have changed 
significantly between 1991 and 2011. Charts 2.16 and 2.17 show 
the decline in the proportion of women ≥60 years employed in the 
manufacturing sector from 31.2 per cent in 1991 to 4.3 per cent in 
2011 and the growth in finance from 1.5 per cent to 30.8 per cent as 
Hong Kong transitioned itself from a manufacturing base to a financial 
centre for Asia and a service economy. From the 1960s to 1970s, a huge 
number of young women, known as the “working daughters”, entered 
the thriving manufacturing industry of Hong Kong and offered a source 
of cheap factory labour.23 The women who are ≥60 years today would 
have been in their teens and 20s in the 1960s and 1970s and, short on 
education, these would have been the unskilled women who fuelled 
that manufacturing boom. However, with the shift from industrialisation 
to a knowledge and service economy, these women’s jobs have either 
disappeared or become unreliable. This economic transformation of 
Hong Kong is often blamed for increasing polarisation between women 
today.24 A research project in 1995 which interviewed women in the 
manufacturing industry showed that women still working in the industry 
frequently felt that their jobs were insecure and would not last long 
term, and women who had exited the industry had several different 
jobs and were often no longer in full-time employment.25 

In 2011, the range of occupations was greater than in 1993 as shown 
in Charts 2.19 and 2.20 (comparisons can only be made back to 1993 
because of changes in the classification scheme). In 1993, over two 
thirds, 71.9 per cent, of women in this age group were in elementary 
occupations. By 2011 they had broadened out so that just over half, 
52.2 per cent, were in elementary occupations and the proportion of 
managers and administrators, associate professionals and professionals 
was 20.7 per cent, up from 4.8 per cent in 1993. Clerks and service 
workers increased from 14.6 per cent in 1993 to 25.0 per cent in 2011. 
Craft workers and plant and machine operators constituted small 
proportions of the total in 2011. 

Table 2.8: Labour force participation rates by marital status for women aged 
≥60 , 1991-2011
Percentage 1991 1996 2001 2006 2009 2010 2011
Never married 27.3 12.8 10.3 11.7 17.1 18.5 22.8
Now married 11.1 6.4 5.1 6.3 8.4 8.3 10.2
Widowed/divorced/separated 7.3 3.2 2.2 2.3 4.1 4.3 4.8

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government
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Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, 
Hong Kong: HKSAR Government

Charts 2.16 (top) and 2.17 (bottom): Industries of employed women aged ≥60 
years, 1991 and 2011
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Employed men outnumbered employed women by almost three to one 
in this age group in 2011. In terms of occupations, there were larger 
proportions of men than women who were higher up the ranks as 
managers and administrators, professionals and associate professionals 
(36.4 per cent males compared to 20.7 per cent females); and who were 
doing the physical labour jobs as plant and machine operators. There was 
12.9 per cent of men ≥60 years still in the plant and machine operators and 
assemblers category in 2011 compared to 0.8 per cent of women, and 11.3 
per cent of men categorised as craft workers compared to 1.3 per cent of 
women. A higher proportion of women were in elementary occupations 
(52.2 per cent female compared to 27.0 per cent male), and a higher 
proportion were clerks and service workers and shop sales workers (25.0 
per cent female compared to 12.1 per cent male). 

The proportion of men ≥60 years that were managers and administrators, 
associate professionals and professionals was 36.4 per cent in 2011 
compared to 20.7 per cent for women. Men fare better because in this 
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Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, 
Hong Kong: HKSAR Government

Note: According 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 follows 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 no comparison can be made with figures in earlier years. In 2011, the 
classification used basically follows the major groups of the International Standard Classifiction of Occupations (2008) or ISCO-
08. For the purposes of this analysis, categories followin ISCO-88 and ISCO-08 are shown side by side.

Managers and administrators: Including administrators, commissioners and directors in government service; consuls; 
councillors; and directors, chief executive officers, 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. 
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Charts 2.19 (left) and 2.20 (right): Occupation of employed women aged ≥60 
years, 1993 and 2011
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age group, they benefited from the strong tradition of filial piety that still 
pervaded Chinese culture when they were young and had the benefit of 
more education and therefore higher occupation levels in employment. 
This also puts them in a stronger retirement position. Elderly women 
with low educational attainment and therefore low-paying jobs have less 
security and many are forced to continue working, frequently in menial, 
low-paid jobs to maintain an existence. 

There were few unemployed women officially recorded in the ≥60 years 
age group in 2011, only 1,100 women compared to 53,200 employed 
women. The official unemployment rate for women aged ≥60 years was 2.0 
per cent compared to 2.8 per cent for all women aged 15 years and over. 
There was a data sampling error in 1991 so a comparison cannot be made 
over the 20 years, but in 1986 there were 400 women ≥60 years recorded 
as unemployed and in 2001 there were 300. 

However, these employment rates may not reflect the real-life situation 
as the lines between employed/unemployed and economically active/
inactive are quite blurred for some women in low-paid, sporadic, menial 
work which is often “off the books”. In the aforementioned research 
project on women in manufacturing, some of these women had 
their status change from “employed” to “unemployed” to “part-time 
employment” in a matter of months.26 The traditional forms of stable 
employment are not so commonplace now and the employment status 
as registered in government statistics is only a snapshot of each person’s 
situation, reflecting what it was at that particular time. Unemployment 
figures report only record individuals as unemployed when they report 
that they are “actively seeking” a job. Women may be out of work for a 
variety of reasons that are often misinterpreted as “not actively seeking” 
and hence not classified as unemployed.27

It is often argued that actual unemployment rates in Hong Kong are higher 
than those reported in the official statistics. Trade unions and independent 
surveys put unemployment at between 10-15 per cent in the 1990s when 
the official unemployment rate was 2.7 per cent.28 Unemployment from 
manufacturing was particularly high in the 1990s reaching 25-35 per cent 
in the mid-1990s, according to the Federation of Trade Unions. The 1995 
research project on manufacturing employees mentioned earlier found 
14.5 per cent unemployment amongst the women surveyed.29 

A far greater number of women aged ≥60 years are economically inactive 
than active (in 2011, 54,200 women aged ≥60 years were economically 
inactive and 613,400 were economically active).30 However, the previously 
mentioned HSBC/Oxford Institute of Ageing survey in 2008 found that a 
higher proportion of women aged 60 to 79 years than women aged 40 to 
59 years wanted to stay in the workforce for as long as possible. A total of 
43 per cent of women in Asia aged 60-79 years (compared to a much lower 
32 per cent of Asian men) wanted to work as long as possible whereas 

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.

Note	continued	from	page	26
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26 per cent of women aged 40-59 years were keen to retire early. Early 
retirement was most popular in Taiwan and Singapore. The reality is slightly 
different, however, with only 18 per cent of Asian women over 60 years 
managing to work as long as possible. This figure was double the nine per 
cent reported for their male counterparts.31 

The status of Hong Kong’s economically inactive women ≥60 years has 
changed significantly in 20 years with 74.8 per cent of these women 
“retired” and 15.5 per cent “homemaker” in 2011, compared to 45.9 per 
cent “retired” and 43.1 per cent “homemaker” in 1991, as shown in Charts 
2.21 and 2.22.32 The HSBC/Oxford Institute of Ageing survey referred to 
earlier found that 25 per cent of women over 60 years said that they retired 
when they were old enough to receive a pension (compared to 44 per cent 
of men). Women are more likely to suffer age discrimination than men, 
as it is often based on the notion that a female employee must be young 
and attractive for certain jobs.33 So far the government’s only step forward 
has been to publish “guidelines” suggesting ways in which employers can 
avoid age discrimination.34 These are, of course, voluntary with no legal 
consequences. A total of 22 per cent of women over 60 years in the HSBC/
Oxford Institute of Ageing survey said they retired when their employers 
“forced them to do so” (compared to 16 per cent of men) and this was the 
highest proportion among all Asian countries/territories in the survey.35

Because many of these women would have worked during the 
manufacturing boom of the 1960s-1970s and would have been considered 
“unskilled” labourers, they may not have considered themselves to have 
had a formal “career” from which they have “retired”. Perhaps they refer 
to themselves as homemakers once they are too old to work, rather than 
“retired”. Whereas today, the increase in the number of women in more 
highly skilled jobs means they may consider themselves to have a career 
which they have retired from and therefore they increasingly refer to 
themselves are “retired” rather than “homemaker”. Recent research on 
this topic highlights the importance of considering the different ways the 
elderly refer to themselves for policy making.36

Charts 2.21 (left) and 2.22 (right): Economically active and inactive status of 
women aged ≥60 years, 1991 and 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government
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Employment earnings
Of the 53,200 women aged ≥60 years still in employment in 2011, 18,900 of 
them (35.5 per cent), were earning less than HK$6,000. This is partly due to 
the low educational attainment and skills of this age group and partly due to 
their inability to transfer successfully from the “old” manufacturing economy 
to the new economy. Nonetheless, this was an improvement on the 96.5 
per cent who were earning less than HK$6,000 in 1991. Charts 2.23 and 
2.24 show the large proportion of working women ≥60 years of age earning 
HK$6,000 or less 20 years ago and the significant proportion that are still in 
that earnings group in 2011, the highest of any age group analysed in this 
paper except for women and girls aged 15-19 years. 

Charts 2.23 (left) and 2.24 (right): Nominal monthly employment earnings of 
women aged ≥60 years, 1991 and 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government

Chart 2.25: Nominal monthly employment earnings of men and women aged 
≥60 years, 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government
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Chart 2.24 also shows that the proportion of women in the higher earning 
categories has increased over the 20 years as levels of earnings have become 
more diverse. The women earning at the top level are likely those few who 
benefitted from an education and have managed to develop professional skills 
that have made them adaptable for the knowledge and service economy. 
These professional women would have been the first generation to benefit 
from reforms such as the principal for equal pay which was accepted into the 
civil service in 1970. They would have been in their 30s as the impact of these 
reforms started to reflect more equality, although as is illustrated in Chart 2.25, 
the gender disparity remains far from equal today. Although women’s earnings 
have become more diverse, men’s earnings are more widely spread across the 
different employment earnings brackets and they have 24.8 per cent in the top 
earnings bracket compared to only 12.0 per cent for women. 

Research shows that both age and birthplace play a large part in explaining 
income disparities in Hong Kong today.37 Research also shows that the pay 
differential between male and female earnings is most pronounced among 
lower income earners and widens with age.38 Given that more working 
women in this age group are in the lowest income bracket than any other 
income bracket, the differential between men and women is significant for 
this age group. It is the older women who have not been able to transfer skills 
and experience to the new economy as Hong Kong has developed who find 
themselves struggling to make ends meet doing low-paid work at the bottom 
of the earnings spectrum. 

Hong Kong Human Rights Monitor’s CEDAW submission in 1998 stated: 

“Elderly women account for a higher proportion of elderly 
workers than men. They are often working in low paying 
and low benefit jobs such as domestic servants, cleaners 
and picking up cardboard boxes for resale. Due to their age 
and the decreasing prospects of employment, these elderly 
women are the most vulnerable and exploited group as 
they are often willing to accept substandard conditions and 
payments in order to secure a job. The wages they receive 
and the hours they put in are often not proportional and 
often insufficient to secure a good living condition.”39

An example given in 1998 by the Society for Community Organisation still 
rings true today: 

“…A 60-year-old single lady Madam Wu is working as a cleaner 
for the cleansing company in the Mass Transit Railway. She 
works from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. without taking rest and earns 
HKD3,650 (USD471) a month. She gets HKD14 (USD1.8) 
an hour. Actually, she has already been working for this 
company for five years, but her salary has been increased only 
HKD450 (USD58) within five years. Indeed, she greatly suffers 
from negative real growth rate of wage. Besides, no labour 
protection such as double pay, paid sick days is provided to her. 
55 per cent of her monthly income is used to pay the rent of 
small cubicle of 60 sq. feet in old private building in Sham Shui 
Po. She works so hard everyday in order to keep herself in food 
and stave off debt. ‘Life is too hard for me. Survival to 80-year-
old is too heavy,’ she said. It is really a hard battle for them.”40
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For those officially “on the books”, many are still not earning enough to 
support themselves but are nonetheless outside government support. These 
are the people whom social workers have started to term “N-nothings”, said 
to be the poorest of the poor who often get left out of government support. 
In a newspaper report, Chan Siu-ming, a social worker with the Society 
for Community Organisation explained that it started as 3-nothings, then 
5-nothings, referring to the rising number of welfare services for which this 
group did not qualify and as the number grew it became N-nothings.41

A large number of N-nothings are likely to be elderly women. These are the 
people which community and social workers say must benefit from the Chief 
Executive’s proposal for a new elderly allowance. Median monthly earnings for 
women ≥60 years were HK$6,900 in 2011, compared to HK$10,000 for men 
aged ≥60 years and compared to HK$11,000 for women overall. They were also 
the lowest for all age groups of women in 2011 (except for 15-19 years), which 
has much to do with the low levels of educational attainment for this group. 

Although earnings for employed elderly women are low, they have risen 
significantly in nominal terms over the last two to three decades as shown in 
Chart 2.26. There was a steep increase from HK$1,500 in 1986 to HK$2,800 in 
1991 to HK$4,000 in 1996 and HK$5,000 in 2001. Since then the median has 
flattened somewhat as earnings have frozen across the board. It remained 
flat at HK$6,000 for several years until 2011 when it rose again to HK$6,800, 
however, still significantly lower than the HK$10,000 monthly average for men. 

Whilst nominal earnings remain low for women ≥60 years, in real terms, 
adjusted for inflation to today’s money, they have risen steadily over the 
last two decades, as shown in Chart 2.27. This has not been the case for the 
younger women whose earnings have remained flat in real terms despite their 
improved educational attainment. Only women over 40 years of age have seen 
their earnings consistently improve in real terms over the last 20 years. The 
flat inflation-adjusted earnings of the younger age groups may be largely due 
to the high number of foreign domestic helpers (FDHS) in those age groups. 
Likewise the steadily rising inflation-adjusted earnings in the older age groups 
may be due to the oldest and least productive gradually passing away and being 

Chart 2.26: Median nominal monthly earnings of employed men and women 
aged ≥60 years, 1991—2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2010, 2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: 
HKSAR Government
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replaced by the first generation of baby-boomers who are more productive, 
having benefited from improved educational attainment and wider employment 
opportunities. Chart 2.27 shows how monthly earnings have improved steadily 
for both men and women in real terms since 1991. Nonetheless, they still 
remain the lowest of any age group except for women and girls aged 15-19 
years and low compared to the median for the population overall.

Whilst the introduction of the minimum wage in May 2011 will have contributed 
to the rise in employment earnings of those at the bottom of the earnings 
spectrum, its low level in a period of inflation has been much debated. A paper 
published by Oxfam Hong Kong in 2006 found that women constituted the 
majority, 63 per cent (excluding FDH), of the working poor and that in terms of 
age group, the elderly (aged ≥65 years) had the largest proportion in poverty at 
35.9 per cent, up from 26.5 per cent in 1996.42 The introduction of the minimum 
wage was one of the recommendations of this paper with the goal of bringing 
the working poor out of poverty. However, a more recent report released by 
Oxfam in April 2012 showed that even though approximately 70 per cent of 
the low-income workers and their families surveyed earn more income after 
the introduction of the statutory minimum wage, about 40 per cent of them 
continue to live in deprivation (according to the deprivation index compiled for 
the report).43 At the time of writing, the Minimum Wage Commission was in 
the process of recommending an increase to the minimum wage from HK$28 to 
HK$30, to be implemented in May 2013. Although employers have argued this 
will lead to price rises, others say it will do little to ease poverty.

Crime
Amongst the different age group, the biggest increase between 1991 and 2011 in 
official numbers of people arrested was among women aged ≥60 years, although 
as a proportion of the total population it is still very small. This is partly to do with 
the population increase at this age but also suggests growing crime in the older 
age groups. For women, there were increases in numbers of people arrested in 
all quinquennial age groups from ages 25 years and up, numbers of women aged 

Chart 2.27: Median inflation-adjusted monthly earnings of employed men and 
women aged ≥60 years, 1991—2011 

Note: inflation adjustment calculated using Composite CPI Index to 
adjust nominal earnings reported in Women and Men in Hong Kong, 
Key Statistics 2012
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20-24 were quite flat, whilst for teenagers they declined. For men, there were 
increases, less significant than for women, but increases nonetheless, in numbers 
arrested in each quinquennial age group from age 40 upwards, and declines from 
the 30s downwards, the size of decline increasing with age. 

In 1991, 204 women ≥60 years were arrested, and in 2011 this figure 
rose to 1,286 women, reflecting a six fold increase and much greater 
than the population growth for this age group. For men in the same age 
group, the numbers are higher but the growth has been slower. In 1991, 
817 men were arrested and in 2011, a total of 2,150 men were arrested, 
representing a growth rate of 163.2 per cent. However, it is important to 
note that this change in absolute numbers only represented a change from 
0.05 per cent to 0.18 per cent of the total population of women aged ≥60 
years and 0.20 per cent to 0.33 per cent for men.

Whilst the numbers of sentenced men and women admitted into penal 
institutions by age group was much smaller, they also show significant 
increases. Overall, Hong Kong has one of the highest percentage levels of 
women in prison of any country at 20.0 per cent in 2012 compared to an 
average of 2-9 per cent in 80 per cent of all prison systems and higher than 
Macau-China’s figure of 14.8 per cent.44 There were increases in all age groups 
of women over the last 20 years except for teens aged 14-17 years, whereas for 
men, there were increases in the older age groups but declines from ages 30-
34 years downwards. In 1991, 13 sentenced women ≥60 years were admitted 
into penal institutions and in 2011 there were 120. This compared to 168 
≥60 years males admitted to the penal system in 1991 and 538 in 2011. The 
eight fold increase in numbers of women ≥60 years between 1991 and 2011, 
although an increase of very small actual numbers, is significantly higher than 
population growth of 81.5 per cent for women ≥60 years over the time period.

However, this was the only age group of women which did not show an 
increase in the official number of reported drug abusers. The numbers were 
small anyway at this age, but had declined from 27 women aged ≥60 years 
being reported as drug abusers in 1991 to 23 women in 2011. This compared 
to much greater numbers for men of 1,133 in 1991 and 588 in 2011. 

Chart 2.28: Women aged ≥60 years arrested, 1991-2011 

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2010, 2012), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: 
HKSAR Government
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Political participation
Women in their 60s today have lived through an active period in terms of 
women’s rights. Born in the 1950s and before, some of them were alive when 
the Hong Kong Council of Women was first established in 1946. In the highly 
active period between the 1970s and 1980s, these women were in their 
20s and 30s. However, the reality is that the low educational attainment for 
the vast majority of women in this age band means that they may not have 
been directly impacted by or involved in the development of the women’s 
movement. It would have had a greater impact on slightly younger women 
who were starting to benefit from wider opportunities in education and 
employment and the empowerment that came with these improvements. In 
addition, many of the elderly live in poverty, which makes it harder to engage 
in social, community or political activities.45

Nonetheless, the proportions of female registered electors ≥61 years (the age 
bracket for which this data is provided) voting in their District Council elections 
in recent years are consistently higher than the overall proportions across the 
population of all women ≥18 years and have steadily risen between 1999 and 
2011 as shown in Table 2.9. In 2003 the proportion of ≥61 year-old registered 
electors who voted was below women aged 41-60 years and in both 2003 
and 2007 it fell below the 18-20 years age group which had exceptionally high 
representation, but in 2011 the proportion of ≥61 year-old registered electors 
voting was the highest of any age group again. However, women ≥61 years had 
consistently lower voter turnout as a proportion of registered electors than 
men ≥61 years, as shown in Table 2.9, and was the only age group that had 
lower turnout than men in all of the four years. Overall, women had a higher 
turnout than men (although in the 18-20 and 21-30 years age groups the 
proportions of men and women were very close to each other). 

If the proportion of voters is calculated as a proportion of the total female 
population ≥61 years (which is often argued to be a more representative 
measurement of political participation since the government encourages 
people to register themselves as electors), only 26.3 per cent of all women ≥61 
years voted in the 2011 District Council Election, compared to 31.6 per cent of 
men. However, as with the proportion of registered electors, it was consistently 
higher for this age group of women than for all women ≥18 years in all four 

Age M/F 1999 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

1999 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

2003 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

2003 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

2007 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

2007 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

2011 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

2011 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

≥61 F 33.0% 18.1% 37.7% 21.9% 38.2% 24.1% 39.3% 26.3%

M 37.1% 24.9% 41.6% 29.1% 41.1% 30.7% 41.7% 31.6%

Overall F 29.2% 15.0% 36.1% 18.4% 35.3% 18.6% 33.8% 21.9%

M 28.5% 16.6% 35.7% 20.9% 34.4% 21.5% 33.7% 18.5%

Table 2.9: Participation of women and men aged ≥61 years and overall in 
District Council elections

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (2001-2012), Women and Men in Hong Kong, Key 
Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR Government; Demographics Statistics Section, Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR 
Government
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years shown in Table 2.9. Notably, in 2011, the proportion of female voters to 
total female population for all women ≥18 years was higher than men for the 
first time, but this was not the case for the elder women ≥61 years. 

The participation of women ≥61 years in Legislative Council elections 
paints a different picture. Although the voter turnout as a proportion of 
registered electors was higher than that for District Council elections, 
these women had a turnout below the overall level across age groups 
in Legislative Council elections in all four of the years for which data is 
presented here and in fact had the lowest turnout of all age groups in 
almost every year. Only women aged 21-30 years had a lower proportion 
in 2000 and 2008 but other than that, women ≥61 years were the lowest 
every time. Nonetheless, the proportion of women ≥61 years who voted 
as a proportion of their total population shows a different picture. In 2008 
and 2000, women aged ≥61 years had a higher proportion of voters to total 
population in 2008 and 2000 than the proportion for all women ≥18 years. 
Compared to men, in terms of proportion of voters to registered electors, 
this was the only age group where women consistently had lower turnouts. 
However, in terms of proportion of voters to total population, women had 
higher proportions than men in 1998, the same in 2000, before lowering in 
2004 and 2008. In all other age groups for almost every year women had 
higher turnout than men in the Legislative Council elections. 

In summary, both the actual numbers and proportions of female voters to 
registered electors and total population ≥61 years in both District Council 
elections have increased in recent years. In the local District Council elections, 
the proportions of women ≥61 years to registered electors and to total 
population are generally higher than the proportions for all women ≥18 years. 
However, the proportions are lower than those for men of the same age. 

In the Legislative Council Elections, the picture is more complicated. Whilst 
actual numbers of female voters ≥61 years have increased over the years, 
the proportions of female voters ≥61 years to registered electors and as 
a proportion of the total female ≥61 years population have been varied. 
However, the proportions of female voters ≥61 years are consistently 
lower than men of the same age. These findings are consistent with recent 
research which shows that men of all ages slightly lead women in almost all 
forms of political and civic participation.46

Table 2.10: Participation of women and men aged ≥61 years and overall in 
Legislative Council elections
Age M/F 1998 

Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

1998 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

2000 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

2000 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

2004 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

2004 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

2008 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of 
registered 
electors 

2008 
Voters as a 
proportion 
of total 
population 

≥61 F 46.9% 25.2% 41.8% 24.6% 48.4% 29.1% 41.9% 26.7%

M 54.4% 36.2% 49.0% 34.7% 56.0% 40.9% 48.0% 35.9%

Overall F 53.7% 27.6% 43.6% 23.7% 55.4% 29.9% 44.5% 24.0%

M 52.9% 30.9% 43.6% 26.9% 55.9% 35.0% 45.9% 28.9%

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (2001-2012), Women and Men in Hong Kong, Key 
Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR Government; Demographics Statistics Section, Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR 
Government
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