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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 coefficient 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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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

Note:	All	information	is	for	women	aged	40-59 years	unless	stated	(where	
information	is	for	other	age	groups,	or	for	40-49	years	and	50-59	years,	it	
is	explained).

Demographics
As of 2011, there were 1,270,500 women aged 40-59 years in Hong Kong, 
representing 33.7 per cent of the total female population; 686,400 (18.2 
per cent of the female population) of these women were in their 40s and 
584,100 (15.5 per cent of the female population) were in their 50s. In the 
1990s, there were more women in their 20s and 30s than in their 40s and in 
the first decade of 2000, there were more women in their 30s and 40s. For 
men, in the 1990s there were more men in their 30s and 40s than in their 
20s and by the mid 2000s there were more men in their 40s and 50s than in 
their 20s and 30s. However, there are still fewer men aged 40-59 years than 
women. In 2011 there were 538,000 men recorded aged 40-49 years, much 
lower than the 686,400 women of the same age band. The number of males 
and females between the ages of 50-59 years was balanced with 566,700 
men and 584,100 women belonging to this age band. The median age for 
both males and females in Hong Kong in 2011 was 41.7 years, up from 36.7 
years in 2001 and 21.7 years in 1971. It is forecast to rise to 47.6 years by 
2039 due to Hong Kong women’s low fertility rate and longer life expectancy.

Although there are more women in their 40s than 50s, the growth rate 
has been higher for women in their 50s, at 145.1 per cent from 1991 to 
2011, than for women in their 40s at 120.5 per cent, as shown in Chart 3.2. 

Women today aged 40-59 years3

Chart 3.1 Population of women by ten-year age group in 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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A cohort analysis of women, 1991-2011—Section 3 of 6

These rates of growth clearly illustrate the clustering of ageing trends in 
Hong Kong. The proportion of females in this 40-59 years age group that 
are domestic helpers is small relative to the proportion of those in their 
the 20s and 30s, at 8.1 per cent of women in their 40s and 2.7 per cent of 
women in their 50s at the end of 2011. Chart 3.2 also shows that whilst 
the population of women aged 40-49 years expanded in the 1990s, it 
contracted a little in the 2000s.

The sex ratio, or number of men to 1,000 women is also different for the 
two decades, with more women than men in their 40s, but more men 
than women in their 50s. In 2011, for ages 40-44 and 45-49 the sex ratios 
were 735 and 829 men to 1,000 women, respectively; but for ages 50-54 
and 55-59 they were 963 and 980 men to women, respectively. This has 
declined since 1991. 

The number of deaths in this age group has risen over the last two decades 
for both men and women as shown in Chart 3.3. Whilst this is surprising 
given the longer life expectancies and increases in deaths in those aged 
around 80 years, this trend is heavily linked with the overall population 
growth. The number of female deaths was 1,927 in 2010, representing a 
48.6 per cent increase compared to 1991 figures. The number for men was 
greater at 3,422 in 2010 but the growth reflects a much lower rate (13.5 
per cent) than for women. 

The annual number of deaths of women this age has been consistently 
lower than men over the last 20 years and previously. This is the case in 
all age groups except for ≥85 years old when there are higher numbers 
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The Changing Faces of Hong Kong

of women simply because they have lived longer than men. The 
difference in the number of deaths between men and women is more 
significant in this age group of 40-59-year-olds than other age groups 
presented in this research, although it has narrowed slightly over the 
two decades. Overall, the number of deaths has increased in each 
quinquennial age group for both men and women over 20 years, due to 
general population growth. The number of deaths increases with age, 
resulting in higher numbers of males and females in the 50-59-year-old 
group than the 40-49-year-old group.

The mortality rates are low, as would be expected at this age, and have 
declined for all age groups for both men and women over the last two 
decades, and they rise with age. In 2010, the mortality rates for women can 
be broken down accordingly: aged 40-44 years was 0.8 per cent, aged 45-59 
years was 1.1 per cent, aged 50-54 years was 1.9 per cent and aged 55-
59 years was 2.6 per cent. For men, the rates were 1.3 per cent for 40-44 
years, 2.1 per cent for 45-49 years, 3.4 per cent for 50-54 years and 5.7 per 
cent for 55-59 years.

Nationality
There is a higher proportion of non-Chinese women in the 40-59 years age 
category than in the ≥60 years age band, but a lower proportion than the 
younger age bands. The slight decline in the proportion of Chinese women 
is the same trend as for women ≥60 years however. In 2001, 94.0 per cent 
of women aged 40-59 years were Chinese (92.6 per cent were domiciled in 
Hong Kong and 1.4 per cent outside Hong Kong). By 2011, this proportion 
had declined to 92.7 per cent (91.4 per cent domiciled in Hong Kong and 
1.3 per cent domiciled outside Hong Kong) as shown in Charts 3.4 and 3.5. 
In 1991 when the categorizations were different, the proportion of Chinese 
women was just slightly lower than it was in 2011 at 92.2 per cent (30.5 
per cent from Hong Kong, 59.4 per cent from China, 2.3 per cent from 
Macau). This trend was similar to women ≥60 years who also had a lower 
proportion of Chinese women in 1991 than in 2001 and 2011. 
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A cohort analysis of women, 1991-2011—Section 3 of 6

The biggest proportion of non-Chinese women aged 40-59 years were 
Filipina women at 3.5 per cent of women aged 40-59 years in 2001 and 4.0 
per cent in 2011. For men aged 40-59 years, there is a higher proportion of 
Chinese than for women today. In 2011, a total of 96.9 per cent of men aged 
40-59 years were Chinese (96.0 per cent domiciled in Hong Kong, 0.6 per 
cent domiciled outside Hong Kong). This was a slight decrease on the 97.5 
per cent Chinese recorded in this age group of men in 2001 (96.9 per cent 
domiciled in Hong Kong and 0.5 per cent domiciled outside Hong Kong).

Table 3.1 shows the increase in numbers of women of other nationalities. 
Whilst the proportions of nationalities in this age group have not changed 
dramatically over ten years due to overall population increase in Hong 
Kong, some nationalities of women aged 40-59 years have seen larger 
numbers, particularly Filipinas and Indonesians. 

The majority, 39,152 women, of the 51,127 Filipina women aged 40-59 
years recorded in Hong Kong in 2011 were in the 40-49 years decade and 
represent the growth in foreign domestic helpers in Hong Kong in recent 
years. This was the same for Indonesian women for whom 10,825 of the 
12,042 total aged 40-59 years were in the 40-49 years decade. For Thai 
women, the next biggest proportion of overseas women in this age group in 
2011, the numbers were more evenly split between the two decades, with 
4,207 women aged 40-49 years and 3,619 women aged 50-59 years. 

The total proportion of non-Chinese Asian and Australian women in 2001 
was 4.9 per cent and in 2011 was 6.3 per cent (excluding women from 
those countries that may have been grouped into the “Others” category). 
In 1991 6.8 per cent of women aged 40-49 years were recorded as being 
from “Other Asian and Oceanian countries”. However, in terms of the total 
numbers, the number of “Other Asian and Oceanian women” in 1991 was 
36,116 women, significantly lower than the 44,928 in 2001 and 79,973 in 
2011 recorded as being from Asian countries (including Australia). 

For men aged 40-59 today, after Chinese, the next biggest proportion was 
British in 2011. There were 7,123 British men aged 40-59 years in Hong 
Kong in 2011, representing 0.6 per cent of men in that age group. After 

Charts 3.4 (left) and 3.5 (right): Nationalities of women aged 40-59 years, 
2001 and 2011

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

the British came Japanese at 3,268 men or 0.3 per cent of the age-relevant 
population and Indians at 2,980 or 0.3 per cent. These were also the largest 
non-Chinese proportions of men in this age group in 2001.

Family
There was substantial growth, 109.5 per cent, in the number of now married 
women of 40-59 years between 1991 and 2011, but it has fallen due to 
overall population increases. The proportion of the total that are now 
married declined from 86.4 per cent to 76.0 per cent as shown in Charts 3.7 
and 3.8. The most significant increase was in the number of women of 40-59 
years who never married. In 1991, there were 19,100 such women and in 
2011 there were 150,000 such women, almost eight times as many. As a 
proportion of the age group this represents an increase from 3.6 per cent in 
1991 to 11.8 per cent in 2011.

Hong Kong is said to have the largest proportion of shengnu (a play on words to 
mean “surplus woman” included as one of the new Hanyu terms and phrases 
listed by the education ministry of China in 2007) of any Chinese city owing 
to its more developed status—the number is said to be around the same as 
Beijing’s which has a much larger total population of around 20 million people. 
These shengnu are classically single women around the age of 40 years. The 
recent controversial TV reality show about five women looking for husbands 
called “Bride Wannabes” has generated considerable public debate.1 

A survey on family attitudes and values carried out by the University of Hong 
Kong in 2008 found that support for marriage was weakest among middle-
aged adults aged 40-49 years and that importance of having a lifelong partner 
was weakest among respondents aged 40-59 years. The same survey found 
that respondents aged 40 years and over reported higher acceptance towards 

Nationalities/ numbers of women 2001 2011
Filipino 32,546 51,127
Indonesian 2,475 12,042
Thai 5,706 7,826
British 2,302 3,925
Indian 1,806 2,738
Japanese 1,284 2,237
Australian - 1,887
American 1,140 1,483
Nepalese 408 1,371
Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan 703 745
Canadian 472 -
Others 6,079 7,887
Total 54,921 93,268

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

Table 3.1: Numbers of non-Chinese women aged 40-59 years, 2001 and 2011
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A cohort analysis of women, 1991-2011—Section 3 of 6

divorce than younger respondents, although it also found that divorce is 
generally less of a stigma in society today with 64 per cent of all respondents of 
all ages expressing acceptance of marriage with a divorced person.2 

The number of widowed/divorced/separated women had grown threefold 
although the proportion of the total only increased from 10.0 per cent 
to 12.2 per cent. If the data is broken down by age range, individuals 
between 40-49 years reflected the greatest proportion of never married 
in 2011 (14.8 per cent compared to 8.4 per cent for 50-59-year-olds), 
and individuals between 50-59 years reflected the greatest proportion of 
widowed/divorced/separated category (15.5 per cent compared to 9.4 per 
cent for 40-49-year-olds). Divorce has become more acceptable in society 
and the total number of divorces increased from 6,295 in 1991 to 19,597 in 
2011, although the rate has slowed in the last five years. 

The median age for women at first marriage in 1991 was 26.2 years and in 
2001 was 27.5 years. So these women who are in their 40s and 50s today 
and were in their 20s and 30s in 1991, would have got married in the mid-

Chart 3.6: Number of women aged 40-59 years by marital status, 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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The Changing Faces of Hong Kong

20s, compared to women today who have a median age at first marriage of 
28.9 years. The median age for men at first marriage in 1991 was 29.1 years 
and in 2001 was 30.2 years, compared to 31.2 years today. 

The median age at first childbirth in 1991 was 28.1 years and in 2001 was 
29.4 years. Women in their 40s and 50s today were most likely having their 
first child in their late 20s. Increasingly, however, women are postponing 
childbirth. Although still low, due to the natural fertility cycle for women, 
age-specific fertility rates for women in their 40s have risen in recent years, 
as shown in Chart 3.9. 

Whilst some women in their early 40s are still having children today, most of 
this 40-59 years age group were having their children in the late 1980s to early 
2000s when the number of live births and crude birth rate was plummeting.4 
The crude birth rate for women of all ages fell from 16.8 in 1981 to 12.0 in 1991 
and 7.2 in 2001. Its lowest level was in 2003 when it was at 7.0. This was after 
the much-publicised campaign by the Family Planning Association of Hong 
Kong in the 1970s and 1980s that “兩個夠哂數 (two is enough)”. Posters of 
the famous actress Petrina Fung playing with her children in the early 1980s 
with the caption: “No need to have lots of babies, have two at most”, were 
aimed at encouraging the public to reduce the popular large family size. 

A survey on attitudes carried out by the University of Hong Kong found that 
although more women of all ages agree that “child bearing is important 
in marriage” than not, amongst women aged 40-49 years there was the 
least support for this statement, followed by women aged 30-39 years, 
then women aged 20-29 years. All of these age bands were grouped quite 
close together even though women aged 40-49 years had the least support. 
However, women aged 60 years and above had significantly higher support 
for that statement than all other age groups. 

The crude birth rate has rebounded again in recent years and in 2011 was back 
up at 13.5. In an interview in 2008, 20 to thirty years after the original “two is 
enough” campaign, Ms Peggy Lam, the long-term Chief Executive of the Family 
Planning Association of Hong Kong, now retired, lamented that “two is not 

Chart 3.9: Age-specific fertility rates for women aged 40-49 years, 1991-20113

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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enough”.5 Earlier in 2005, Donald Tsang Yam-kuen, the then Chief Executive, 
said: “Couples, particularly the younger ones, should at least give birth to three 
kids to help alleviate the ageing population”.6 

Single parents

In 2011, there were 81,705 single parents in Hong Kong, more than ever 
before, in part due to population growth. However, there were more in the 
40-49 years age group for both men and women than any other age group. 
There were 32,984 single female parents aged 40-49 years and 7,077 single 
male parents aged 40-49 years. 

In 1991, women in their 40s constituted 37.8 per cent of all female 
single parents and by 2011 constituted 51.5 per cent, compared to 12.3 
per cent for women in their 50s and 30.7 per cent for women in their 
30s.7 Nonetheless, the total 40,892 single female parents aged 40-59 
years in 2011 constituted a small 3.2 per cent of the total 40-59 years 
female population in that year. This was an increase on 1991 when they 
constituted 2.3 per cent of the total female population for the age group. 
The median age for single female parents is 42.5 years in 2011, up from 41 
years in 1991. The survey on family values conducted by the University of 
Hong Kong found a total of 45 per cent of respondents agreed that a single 
parent family can also be an ideal family structure.8

A slim majority of single female parents were working in 2011. The 
data could not be broken down by age band, however a total of 35,310 
single female parents or 55.1 per cent of all single female parents were 
working, 28,730 or 44.9 per cent were not working (including 30.2 per cent 
homemakers, 13.6 per cent “other” and 1.1 per cent retired). The balance 
had shifted since 1991 when 14,143 women (64.1 per cent) were working 
and only 7,926 (35.9 per cent) were nonworking. So although there are 
more single female parents working in 2011 than 1991, the proportion of 
the total is smaller. 

Chart 3.10: Single parents aged 40-49 and 50-59 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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One of the factors deterring single parents from working may be the 
limited child care options available to someone without a partner to share 
responsibilities with. Hong Kong does not have the high-quality, affordable 
and varied child care options available in some other developed places that 
cater to long or irregular working hours and employing a live-in foreign 
domestic helper is beyond many families’ means.9 The Third Report of the 
HKSAR on CEDAW states: “To support parents who cannot take care of their 
children because of work, the Government has also put in place various 
kinds of child care services, and has been striving to increase the flexibility 
of the services”.10 The constraints of family duties on women today will be 
covered in the discussion on women aged 30-39 years. 

However, for single parents specifically, there are challenges. The 
government set up four centres to serve low-income single parents 
in 2001, but these were closed after three years. Their services were 
transferred to the city’s 62 integrated family services centres, which 
provide overall support to individuals and families in need. Jessie Yu 
Sau-chu, Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Single Parents Association, has 
argued that these centres cast their nets too widely to be of much help 
and was quoted in the report saying, “…as private care costs thousands of 
dollars per month, demand for government facilities far outstrips supply.” 
Single parent Claudia Wong Wai-ying was quoted as saying: “Employing a 
live-in helper is out of the question, as my flat in Kowloon City is too small 
for three people.”11 

Faced with high child care costs, single parents with basic education 
and skills can be forced to leave the workforce and rely on welfare. 
The number of single parents claiming Comprehensive Social Security 
Assistance (CSSA) has risen consistently over the years and is naturally 
higher for women than men. In 1996, 21,758 women were receiving 
single parent CSSA compared to 14,847 men. In 2011, these figures 
increased to 50,320 women and 29,664 men. 

In 2011, the largest proportion of single parent families consisted of two 
person households, whereas in 1991 the largest proportions were three and 
four person households. In 2011, of households headed by single female 
parents, 26,394 (41.2 per cent) had two people, 23,627 (36.9 per cent) had 
three people, 9,160 (14.3 per cent) had four people, 3,329 (5.2 per cent) had 
five people and a tiny fraction, 1,530 women (2.4 per cent) of the total had 
six or more. This was a shift from 1991 when the proportions concentrated 
around the 3-4 person households and were more evenly split at 16.5 per 
cent for two person households, 30.1 per cent for three person, 24.8 per 
cent for four person, 15.1 per cent for five person and 13.5 per cent for six or 
more people. Similarly for male single parent households, in 2011 the figures 
remained more evenly spread with 31.4 per cent in two person households, 
34.3 per cent in three person, 20.6 per cent in four person and the rest in five 
or six person households.

The majority of single female parents live in public rental housing, although 
a significant proportion also live in private permanent housing, more in 
non-owner-occupied than owner-occupied as shown in Chart 3.11. None 
of these proportions shifted dramatically between 1991 and 2011 except 
that the proportion in owner-occupied private permanent housing declined 
and the proportions in non-owner-occupied private permanent housing 
and subsidised sale flats increased somewhat. The proportions for men 
in 2011 were similar to women although there was a smaller proportion 
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of single male parents in public rental housing and a bigger proportion in 
owner-occupied private permanent housing. Since 1991, the number of 
male single parents in public rental housing declined and in subsidised sale 
flats increased. The majority of female single parents were sole tenants in 
2011 as shown in Chart 3.12. The majority was not so pronounced for men 
with fewer sole tenants and more owner-occupiers. This was not the case 
in 1991 when male and female single parents shared broadly the same 
proportions of tenure of accommodation. 

However, housing aside, a report publishing the findings of qualitative 
interviews with ten lone fathers (five on CSSA) in 2005 found that social 
policies and support for single fathers are inadequate with these men also 
suffering from the contradicting traditional views of males in Hong Kong 
and the role of homemaker.12 A recent newspaper report on the difficulties 
of single parenting highlighted how Hong Kong is currently not geared to 
helping single fathers. One parent, Yeung King-pui, was quoted as saying:

“As a single parent, I have to fulfil the roles of breadwinner 
and caregiver. Finding someone to take care of my son while 
I am working has always been a problem. I leave for work at 
around 9.30 a.m. and don’t get home until 10 p.m. But as a 

Chart 3.11: Type of housing of single female parents, 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 3.12: Tenure of accommodation of single female parents, 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
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single dad, I find it awkward to hire a female domestic helper 
and there aren’t many nannies or child care centres that can 
mind a child until late at night.”13

Household size and structure
Over half of 40-59 years women were living in 3-4 person households in 
2011 representing a shift from 1991 when the proportions of women were 
more evenly spread over households of three, four, five and six and over 
persons. The general trend was a decline in the proportion of women living 
in the large sized households and an increase living in the smaller sized 
households as shown in charts 3.13 and 3.14. This concentration around 
the three and four person households is partly due to the decline in the 
fertility rates. It also resonates with the overarching support in Hong Kong 
for nuclear families, as found in the family values survey conducted by the 
University of Hong Kong in 2008.14 For men, the trends and proportions 
were similar, although the proportion was slightly higher in the four person 
households and slightly lower in the three person households. 

It was not possible to gather data regarding living arrangements for the same 
age group, but for 55-64-year-old women, the significant majority (87.0 per 
cent) were living with their spouse and/or children in 2011. This proportion 
dropped slightly to 81.5 per cent for women aged 45-54 years. The 
proportions were similar for men of the same age group. There were small 
proportions of women living alone at this age, 7.4 per cent of women aged 
55-64 years, dropping to 5.8 per cent for women aged 45-54 years (compared 
to 12.8 per cent of women ≥60 years). Some women may be supporting 
either their children or their parents or both in this wide age span, although 
the fact that the majority are in three or four person households and the 
number of 5-6 person households has declined points to the decline of the 
larger extended families with multiple generations under one roof.

Charts 3.13 (left) and 3.14 (right): Household size of women aged 40-59 years, 
1991 and 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(1991, 2011), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government
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Type of housing
Similar to women aged ≥60 years, women in the 40-59 years age group 
have benefited from the home ownership scheme, but unlike women aged 
≥60 years, they have also experienced an increase in the proportion of 
women in private permanent housing. The proportion of women aged 40-
59 years in subsidised home ownership housing increased from 6.2 per cent 
in 1991 to 18.8 per cent in 2011, similar to the increase in proportion of 
women ≥60 years. The proportion of women in private permanent housing 
increased from 48.3 per cent to 51.7 per cent. This increase was similar 
to the proportional increase in this category for women in their 20s, but 
women in their 30s and girls aged 0-19 years had a much bigger increase in 
private permanent housing. The principal decline in proportions for women 
aged 40-49 years was in public rental housing, from 41.0 per cent to 28.6 
per cent between 1991 and 2011. The small categories of temporary 
housing and non-domestic housing also declined from 2.9 per cent to 0.6 
per cent and 1.6 per cent to 0.2 per cent, respectively.

Men in the 40-59 years age group had similar proportions in housing 
to women in 2011 and experienced similar changes from 1991. They 
underwent a significant decline in public rental housing and increases in 
private permanent housing and subsidised home ownership housing. The 
declines in non-domestic and temporary housing were greater for men 
than women in 1991 and similar to women in 2011. 

Geography
Over half of the women in this age group, 53.0 per cent, were living in the 
New Territories in 2011, a significant increase in the proportion from 1991 
when it was 36.4 per cent. This is also the same proportion as women aged 
30-39 years in 2011, lower than the 55.0 per cent of women aged 20-29 
years and higher than the 44.4 per cent of women ≥60 years. In 1991 the 
proportions were more evenly spread, 25.1 per cent on Hong Kong Island, 

Chart 3.15 (left) and 3.16 (right): Type of housing of women aged 40-59 years, 
1991 and 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(1991, 2011), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government
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36.4 per cent in the New Territories and 38.5 per cent in Kowloon. In 2011, 
the highest proportion no longer lived in Kowloon, they had dispersed to 
the New Territories. As with women aged 60 years and over, the absolute 
numbers of women increased due to overall increases in population at this 
age, with the greatest geographical shifts in Sai Kung, the Islands and Yuen 
Long. The smallest increases were in Wan Chai and Kowloon City.

Unlike women and men aged ≥60 years, there is a divergence in the 
proportions of men and women aged 40-59 years in the different 
geographical locations. In 2011, men had similar proportions in the New 
Territories and Kowloon at 38.6 per cent and 37.8 per cent respectively, 
whereas the majority of women, 53.0 per cent, were in the New Territories 
and only 28.8 per cent of women were in Kowloon. This meant that 23.6 
per cent of men were living in Hong Kong Island compared to 18.3 per 
cent of women. For women this represented a significant increase in the 
New Territories over the 20 years and a decline in Kowloon, but for men, it 
represented a significant decrease in the New Territories from 53.0 per cent 
in 1991 to 38.6 per cent in 2011, and an increase in Kowloon from 28.8 per 
cent in 1991 to 37.8 per cent in 2011. 

Table 3.2: District of residence of women aged 40-59 years, 1991 and 2011 

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

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

change

Hong Kong Island

Central and Western  26,878 5.1%  44,152 3.5% 64.3%

Wan Chai 21,220 4.0%  27,338 2.2% 28.8%

Eastern 59,570 11.2%  108,019 8.5% 81.3%

Southern 25,309 4.8%  52,446 4.1% 107.2%

Sub-total 132,977 25.1%  231,955 18.3%  

Kowloon

Yau Tsim Mong 29,004 5.5%  50,565 4.0% 74.3%

Sham Shui Po  36,199 6.8%  65,387 5.1% 80.6%

Kowloon City  45,045 8.5%  64,765 5.1% 43.8%

Wong Tai Sin  36,289 6.8%  75,785 6.0% 108.8%

Kwun Tong 57,465 10.8% 108,814 8.6% 89.4%

Sub-total  204,002 38.5%  365,316 28.8%  

New Territories

Kwai Tsing  43,355 8.2%  88,738 7.0% 104.7%

Tsuen Wan  26,883 5.1%  55,301 4.4% 105.7%

Tuen Mun  25,521 4.8%  89,495 7.0% 250.7%

Yuen Long  16,450 3.1%  103,621 8.2% 529.9%

North  10,598 2.0%  55,557 4.4% 424.2%

Tai Po  13,823 2.6%  56,311 4.4% 307.4%

Sha Tin  43,337 8.2%  116,266 9.2% 168.3%

Sai Kung  9,690 1.8%  82,160 6.5% 747.9%

Islands  3,424 0.6%  25,560 2.0% 646.5%

Sub-total  193,081 36.4%  673,009 53.0%  

 Total  530,060   1,270,280  139.6%
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Educational attainment 
Those born in 1972 (aged 40 years today), were able to benefit from Lord 
MacLehose’s education reforms of the 1970s which made six years free 
schooling compulsory and universal, ultimately increasing to nine years in 
1978. Whilst it can seem surprising at first glance that significant proportions 
of women in their 40s and 50s today could still have as low educational 
attainment as primary school only or no schooling at all, as shown in Charts 
3.17 to 3.20, the older end of this age group were at school before the 1970s 
reforms and drop-out rates were still high at that time. In 1961, 37,013 or 
11.0 per cent of boys aged 6-14 years dropped out of school, declining to 
30,800 or 6.4 per cent in 1971. Whereas for women, in 1961, 53,318 or 17.0 
per cent of girls aged 6-14 years dropped out of school, declining to 46,992 or 
10.2 per cent in 1971.15

Many of these women, particularly in their 50s (and the better attainment 
levels of those in their 40s over those in their 50s is clear in Charts 3.17 
to 3.20), would have suffered additional educational obstacles due to the 
prevailing traditional family values regarding filial piety and the subordinate 
status of girls in the family. Stories translated from a book recorded and 
published in 1998, and still relevant to this age group today, illustrate how 
so many women of this age today could have low levels of educational 
attainment by being placed below their brothers in the pecking order: 

“Betty’s story… ‘I graduated from primary school and didn’t 
continue my study. I was assigned a place at the Secondary 
School Entrance Examination (SSEE) but as my father died 
early, and relied on my mother to raise my brothers and 
sisters, my life was already planned even if I wasn’t admitted 
to secondary school. My elder sisters started earning money 
at primary four. Thus I thought the most I’d reach would be 
to graduate from primary school and then I’d follow the same 
path, and thus I don’t resent it much. My younger brother 
continued his study as a matter of course. He and I attended 
the same class until graduation from primary school. He could 
continue his study till university graduation.’”16

Although these attitudes persisted for many years, women aged 50-59 years 
have nonetheless seen their overall educational attainment levels rise with 
75.4 per cent having either no education or primary level schooling only in 
1991, as shown in Chart 3.17, declining to a much smaller level of 35.3 per cent 
in 2011 as shown in Chart 3.18. This is a marked improvement on women ≥60 
years who still had 69.6 per cent in the no or primary only schooling category 
in 2011. However, there is still a large proportion of women in their 50s today 
with little or no education. Women in their 40s today, who were young enough 
to benefit from the educational reforms of the 1970s, had only 12.6 per cent 
of women in that category of primary only or no schooling in 2011 as shown in 
Chart 3.20, down from 51.0 per cent in 1991 as shown in Chart 3.19. 

Upper secondary education reflects a greater proportion for those in their 
40s than those in their 50s at 46.1 per cent compared to 33.6 per cent 
in 2011, but the increase in proportion was substantial for both women 
aged 40-49 years and women aged 50-59 years. Women aged 40-49 years 
had a greater proportion with upper secondary attainment and a smaller 
proportion with lower secondary attainment than women aged 50-59 years, 
which can be directly attributed to the educational reforms of the 1970s 
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and the financial assistance scheme introduced in 1969 to ensure that no 
qualified student be denied an opportunity in tertiary education because of 
a lack of means.17 Whilst the proportion of women going onto postsecondary 
education increased significantly over the 20-year period for both women in 
their 40s and 50s, it was greater amongst women in their 40s than their 50s 
in 2011. These proportions of women with postsecondary education increase 
substantially in the lower age groups of women in their 20s and 30s.

The difference between educational attainment of men and women in this 
age group is less dramatic compared to figures obtained for individuals in the 
older age band. There are still fewer men in the no schooling and primary only 
categories, but in 2011 the proportions of men and women going through 
lower secondary and secondary matriculation are closer together. It is often 
said that women were the main beneficiaries of the 1970s education reforms, 
although it has been argued that such gains in girls’ and women’s educational 
attainment are an “incidental product more of uncoordinated policy and 
social developments than an ideology of gender equity” and such gains “have 

Charts 3.17 (left) and 3.18 (right): Educational attainment of women aged 50-59 
years, 1991 and 2011

Charts 3.19 (left) and 3.20 (right): Educational attainment of women aged 40-49 
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

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
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brought partial benefits, but not a fundamental shift in women’s subsequent life 
changes”.18 However, analysis of the labour force participation rates conducted 
in 2009 shows that those with little or no education are marginalised from the 
labour market, whereas those with an average or higher education managed to 
remain competitive.19 In addition, analysis into the earnings differentials of men 
and women in Hong Kong concludes that the narrowing of earnings differentials 
between men and women from 1991 to 2001 is partly due to the rise in female 
education achievement during that period.20

Employment
In 2011, the labour force participation rate was 71.7 per cent for women 
aged 40-44 years, declining to 42.8 per cent for women aged 55-59 years. 
From 1991 to 2011, it rose by 15-18 points for all four of the quinquennial 
age groups in this 40-59 years age bracket, as shown in Table 3.3. Whilst the 
labour force participation rate still peaks at the 25-29 years age group as 
shown in the later section on 20-29-year-olds, there has been a significant 
rise in these older quinquennial age groups over the last two decades, 
particularly in the early 40s. With educational attainment has come a desire 
for a higher standard of living, and that has to be paid for, along with a 
desire for satisfaction and status in the workplace. 

The labour force participation rate for never married women of 50-59 years in 
2011 was 75.6 per cent, significantly higher than the 47.6 per cent for those 
who are now married and the 58.2 per cent for those widowed/divorced/
separated as shown in Table 3.4. Whilst the labour force participation rates for 
women in their 40s were higher than women in their 50s in all categories, the 
difference between the rate for those never married and those now married 
and widowed/divorced/separated was similar for women in both their 40s 
and 50s. In both the 40s and 50s age groups, the never married labour force 
participation rate remained quite stable over the two decades, whilst the level 
for the now married woman rose substantially. It also increased for those 
widowed/divorced/separated, particularly for those in their 50s.

In 2011, 478,900 women in their 40s and 300,300 women in their 50s were 
recorded as being economically active, representing 61.3 per cent of all 
40-59-year-old women in 2011, compared to 45.4 per cent in 1991. Of all 
these women aged 40-59 who were economically active in 2011, 97.6 per 
cent were officially employed. (It should be noted, however, that there are 
complications with the unemployment and employment declarations as 
mentioned in the previous section). The growth in the number of women 

Percentage 1991 1996 2001 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

40-44 54.0 54.3 60.5 67.3 68.9 69.6 71.4 70.5 71.7

45-49 52.3 51.5 56.3 62.7 64.2 63.8 66.3 66.1 68.3

50-54 41.7 39.4 47.2 53.1 53.2 54.7 56.3 56.5 58.7

55-59 27.6 26.3 32.4 36.3 38.4 40.6 39.5 39.3 42.8

Table 3.3: Labour force participation rates for women aged 40-59 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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who are economically active has been strong for women both in their 40s 
and 50s as shown in Chart 3.21. This age group experienced the highest 
growth in terms of women being economically active (223.2 per cent) 
across two decades from 1991-2011.

The growth in economically active women in this age bracket was particularly 
strong in the 1990s. This would have been due to a combination effect 
of the 1970s education reforms, the gathering momentum of the equal 
opportunities movement and the global women’s movement. In addition, the 
influx of domestic helpers into Hong Kong supported many of these women 
in their 40s with young children back into the workplace.

Analyses of the data by decade indicates more women in the 40-59 years 
age band are economically active than inactive. There were almost twice 
as many women who were economically active than inactive in 2011, 

Table 3.4: Labour force participation rates by marital status of women aged 
50-59 and 40-49, 1991-2011

Aged 50-59
Percentage 1991 1996 2001 2006 2009 2010 2011

Never married 77.6 73.3 74.9 69.9 69.1 71.8 75.6

Now married 33.4 31.2 39.3 42.2 45.6 45.1 47.6

Widowed/divorced/separated 36.3 36.6 47.6 52.5 55.6 56.5 58.2

Aged 40-49
Percentage 1991 1996 2001 2006 2009 2010 2011

Never married 90.0 89.9 89.2 89.5 89.7 90.5 90.1

Now married 50.1 49.0 53.9 60.1 64.0 63.4 65.4

Widowed/divorced/separated 72.1 68.8 70.0 72.1 74.3 72.3 75.0

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

Chart 3.21: Number of economically active women, aged 40-59 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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specifically 478,900 women in their 40s were active and 205,800 women 
were inactive. In the 50-59 age group, figures indicate that there were 
again more women who were active than inactive. For the first time in this 
age cohort, the number of actively employed women overtook the number 
of inactive by a slight margin (300,300 women to 281,600 inactive women). 
This was the first time that there were more economically active women 
than inactive women in their 50s. As a total group, the breakdown of those 
who are inactive also changed markedly between 1991 and 2001, with 
homemakers decreasing from 52.4 per cent to 32.6 per cent as shown in 
Charts 3.22 and 3.23. 

There was a significant decline in the participation of women aged 40-
59 years within the manufacturing sector, as with women≥60 years. The 
women at the older end of the 40-59 years age range would have caught 
the end of the manufacturing boom in the 1970s and early 1980s, thus 
allowing them work in this sector before Hong Kong started to lose out 
to other Asian countries. The biggest growth between 1991 and 2011 
was in the proportion of women now in the finance sector as shown in 
Charts 3.24 and 3.25. There was also strong growth in transport, storage 
and communications as well as wholesale, import/export trades and retail 
accommodation and food services (although the categorization of these 
sectors changed in the time period as noted in the previous section). A 
significant proportion of these women were still young enough to ride the 
shift in Hong Kong’s focus to finance and service industries, which posted 
strong growth in the 1990s. Many of the younger women in this 40-59 
years age group had been able to benefit from educational reforms and 
had the capability and qualifications to penetrate the more highly skilled 
professions in the new economy.

From 1993, the range of occupations has not changed as significantly 
for this age group when compared to those in the ≥60 years age group. 
However, the composition has shifted so that there are more managers 
and administrators, associate professionals and professionals, reflecting 
the fact that more skilled women are making it into the workplace. In 1993, 

Charts 3.22 (left) and 3.23 (right): Economically active and inactive status of 
women aged 40-59 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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these three groups made up 16.4 per cent of the employed women in this 
age group, but in 2011 they made up 29.4 per cent as shown in Charts 3.26 
and 3.27. Clerks increased from 14.1 per cent to 19.8 per cent and service 
and shop sales workers also increased significantly from 12.0 per cent 
to 18.7 per cent. The proportion of women in the low-level elementary 
occupations notably declined by 10.6 per percentage points from 39.7 per 
cent to 29.1 per cent, and those who were plant and machine operators 
also declined by 13.8 per percentage points to almost zero per cent, making 
room for these other occupations. 

This increase in the number of women managers and professionals 
and decline in the proportion of women in the lower level occupations 
is often cited as an indicator of the improvement in women’s status in 
Hong Kong over the last few decades and referred to as the “rise of the 
women economic elites”, attributed to educational opportunities and 
economic development.21 Nonetheless, women overall do not have the 
same improvements in occupational status as men. Recent analysis that 

Charts 3.24 (top) and 3.25 (below): Industries of employed women aged 40-
59 years, 1991

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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organises occupational categories in a different way to census data, shows 
that women of all ages are more likely to work in teaching, nursing and 
social work and particularly the non-profit sector, whilst men have moved 
towards professional and managerial jobs over the last 20 years.22

Employed men still outnumbered women in this age group in 2011, as they 
did in the ≥60 years age group, but not to the same degree. In the ≥60 
years age group it was approximately three men to one woman employed, 
in this 40-59 years age group it was much closer to parity at 1.3 men to 
women. The turning point where women outnumber men is reflected 
in the 30-39 year age group. The range of occupations is more evenly 
spread for men at this age group than women. Of particular note is that in 
2011, 42.6 per cent of men were managers and administrators, associate 
professionals and professionals, compared to 29.4 per cent for women. The 
biggest difference was the large proportion of women who are clerks, 19.8 
per cent, compared to 4.7 per cent of men. Also, 12.3 per cent of men were 
plant and machine operators compared to only 0.9 per cent of women; an 
example where occupational sex segregation is still prevalent. 

Research carried out in the early 1990s found that although women had made 
progress in entering different professions, when teaching was removed from 
the equation, men still outnumbered women by 2.5:1 and in administrative 
and managerial positions the ratio was 10:1. More recent research shows 
that women of all ages moved into the education sector in large numbers in 
the last 20 years and there is a significant over-representation of women in 
the teaching profession in Hong Kong today.23 The areas in which women still 
enjoyed most success were those which replicated roles in the home, such as 
“caring” professions, clerical work and service industries.24 To a degree, this 
still holds true today, with a higher proportion of men than women in the 
higher level occupations and large proportions of women in wholesale, retail 
and import/export trades, restaurants and hotels as service workers and shop 
sales staff or in community, social and personal services, often probably in 
elementary occupations.

Charts 3.26 (left) and 3.27 (right): Occupations of employed women aged 40-
59 years, 1993 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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Globalization is often cited for this occupational polarisation in women and 
deepening of gender inequality.25 The emphasis on building Hong Kong as a 
global city gives unprecedented importance to finance and to information 
technology, for example, which disadvantages working-class people, 
older and middle-aged women lacking the education and experience to 
transfer or adopt new skills. This is one of the most challenging social 
problems today for older and middle-aged women struggling to find stable 
employment and lift themselves out of dependency on their spouse or 
welfare or up from the lowest earning section of society. 

At the other end of the employment spectrum, Hong Kong’s lack of women in 
ownership or directorate positions in the private sector, and on boards in the 
public sector, has had much attention of late. Although it is widely recognised 
that the number of women in the workforce has increased significantly over 
the last two decades, it is also acknowledged that few make it “to the top”. The 
Mastercard Worldwide Index of Women’s Advancement for 2011, an effort 
to measure the socio-economic level of women in relation to men, showed 
that Hong Kong was in the middle of the pack of 14 Asia Pacific Markets for 
“Workforce Participation” with a score of 76.6, where 100.0 would mean 
equality between men and women. It also showed that Hong Kong scored 
second highest with 110.1 women to 100 men for regular employment 
opportunities. However, when it came to leadership scores, Hong Kong did 
not fare as well. In the “Business Owners” category Hong Kong scored one 
of the lowest with 30.0 women to 100 men, and for women business and 
government leaders, Hong Kong scored in the middle of the pack with 49.5. In 
general, the survey showed a steady advancement in socio-economic status 
for women around Asia, and Hong Kong scored fifth with an overall score of 
71.2, but the wide difference in Hong Kong’s scores with regard to regular 
employment opportunities and top-level opportunities was evident.26

In 2011, women made up 1,814 of the 5,850 non-official members of 
advisory bodies, or 31 per cent which is in line with the government pledged 
in 2010 that women will hold at least 30 per cent of posts on any advisory 
board or statutory body (up from a 25 per cent pledge in 2004). However, 
many powerful boards still reflect a gender disparity favouring men, such as 
Town Planning, which only had six women out of 25 board members, and 
Urban Renewal, which only had two women out of 18 board members. 

Recent analysis into the number of women in the political system in Hong 
Kong explains the lack of women elected to Functional Constituency seats 
(four out of thirty in 2000, 2004 and 2008, down to zero in 2012) by the fact 
that Functional Constituency votes are predominantly composed of highly 
educated managers and professionals and this elite is skewed towards men. 
Whilst men’s participation in professional organisations has increased over 
the last 20 years, women’s has not. Although many women are educators, 
the Functional Constituencies only have one education representative. The 
same research also shows that women have high levels of civic and political 
participation, albeit slightly lower than men, which makes their lack of 
leadership roles in the political system point to possible disadvantages in 
networking and mentorship among female leaders.27

At the very top end of the political system, there were only 11 women on the 
60-member Legislative Council during the 2008-2012 term, and seven out 
of 29 members on the Executive Council were women. There were only five 
female members (one “official” member and four “non-official” members) on 
the newly formed Executive Council announced on 1st July 2012. 
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Hong Kong falls well below the CEDAW targets of 50 per cent in political 
representation by 2005, and the Third Report of the HKSAR on CEDAW 
mentioned in its section on “Nurturing leaders” that “some commentators 
considered that women still faced challenges and difficulties in participating 
in decision-making and other public affairs”.28 

Careers in education also contain similar gender disparities. Women 
constituted almost 80 per cent of primary school teachers but only 58 per 
cent of their heads, and at secondary level women constituted 57 per cent of 
the teachers, but only 33 per cent of the heads.29 As for Hong Kong’s tertiary 
education institutions, women occupy 14 per cent of the senior academic 
posts and there currently is no female vice-chancellor.30 However, the Third 
Report of the HKSAR on CEDAW found that in the UGC-funded tertiary 
institutions, there has been a slight increase in females taking up professor 
and reader grades from 11 per cent in 2005/06 to 13 per cent in 2009/10.31 

The private sector is still woefully behind. A recent study of the Hang Seng 
Index’s listed companies published in 2012 found that only 9.0 per cent of 
board members are women (compared to 15 per cent for Britain which has a 
target of 25 per cent by 2015) and only 6.7 per cent of executive directorships 
are female.32 A 2011 survey (with a small sample size) found that only 8.6 per 
cent of company directors in Hong Kong are women, and among Hong Kong’s 
Chief Executive Officers, only two per cent are female.33 In response to this, 
the Hong Kong Exchanges and Clearing Ltd launched a public consultation in 
early September 2012 on a proposed change to its Corporate Governance 
Code that involves a “comply or explain” provision for all listed companies to 
have a policy on board diversity which must be reported in their corporate 
governance and interim reports. At the same time, the Securities and 
Investment Institute launched a professional development programme to 
prepare senior female executives for directorships.

A Women’s Commission survey published in 2002, had found that women 
were holding 26 per cent of top management positions and were also 
underrepresented in the middle-management/supervisory positions at 41 
per cent of all positions.34 However, another business report published in 
2011 found that only 35 per cent of senior management positions are held 
by women in Hong Kong.35 The different methodologies make it impossible 
to be able to draw comparisons between these two pieces of research and 
conclude that the situation has improved between 2002 and 2011, but in 
general, both show that women are underrepresented and do not have an 
appropriate share of the top jobs. 

The results of a piece of research on attitudes involving a survey and 
focus groups commissioned by the Women’s Commission published in 
2011 suggest that this is hardly surprising given attitudes today. A total of 
70.7 per cent of people surveyed thought that men stood a better chance 
of promotion than women of similar age and 71.1 per cent of people 
thought that men with similar abilities to women stood a better chance of 
promotion. Despite these perceptions of the current situation for women 
in Hong Kong, 66.3 per cent of respondents thought that an increase in the 
number of successful women would be a positive result.36 

A social factor contributing to this gender gap is related to the tendency 
for women to have lower expectations and opinions of themselves and 
blame themselves for the limitations placed on their accomplishments.37 
There are also many married, middle-aged women that never made it into 
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the workplace at all, or never made it back in after having children, feeling 
constrained by their duties at home and ultimately locking them out of the 
workforce due to insufficient experience and professional confidence. This 
can be a particular problem at middle age in this 40-59 years age bracket. 
The Women’s Foundation concluded in a report in 2006 that “…housewives, 
many of whom are in mid-life, are a troubled group. For example, they have 
the second highest rate of suicide; they have the highest aspirations for 
continued education but the least attainment; and those who work suffer 
stress from work and family conflicts.”38 

A research piece published in 2007 explored how middle-aged, married 
women position themselves. The research involved interviews with 
middle-aged housewives, who could be classified as si-nai, a term which 
once denoted respect to describe a teacher’s wife but has more recently 
became a term of disrespect for middle-aged housewives who are 
considered ordinary, boring, and not sexually attractive. It concluded that 
these women need to learn to become “flexible housewives” once they 
enter mid-life by “decentring” their roles as mothers rather than holding 
onto their identities as mothers, particularly once their children have 
grown up or they have divorced.39

Casual/flexible/part-time/self- employment

Detailed analysis on casual/flexible/part-time employment has not been 
conducted for this study, but an initial look at the data available shows 
that the 40-49 years and 50-59 years age groups of women have higher 
numbers of officially recorded casual employees than the older and 
younger age groups, although the number decreased over the last decade 
and was still small at 7,100 women in their 40s and 3,300 women in their 
50s in April-June 2009 (the latest data that could be found at the time of 
writing).40 These 40-49 years and 50-59 years age groups are also the ones 
that have the largest numbers for men. 

Despite a time period where there has been much focus on changing 
working practices and flexible contracts with few benefits attached to them, 
the numbers of officially recorded casual employees has remained static 
through the 2000s but there are complexities with categorising, similar to 
those discussed in relation to unemployment in the previous section. Most 
female casual employees are in the service sector whilst for men fall within 
the construction sector. Analysed by occupation, the largest number of 
female casual employees were engaged in elementary occupations whilst 
men were in craft and related occupations—with both genders in relatively 
low-level capacities.

The 40-49 and 50-59 years age groups also have the largest number of 
part-time employees in them for both men and women, although the 
numbers have historically been higher for women than men.41 Women 
in part-time employment are mainly in wholesale, retail and import/
export trades, restaurants and hotels or community, social and personal 
services. Men are mostly in construction or community, social and 
personal services or transport, storage and communications. Similar 
to casual workers, the largest proportion of women are in elementary 
occupations and the largest proportion of men in craft and related. Part-
time work therefore tends to be low-status and low-paid jobs. It is often 
argued that a form of occupational sex segregation occurs for women, 
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frequently placing them in cleaning jobs, based on gender stereotypes, 
whereas men tend to fill professional, managerial and IT-related jobs that 
offer more stable, full-time work and higher income.42 However, it may 
also be related to the influence of child bearing and rearing on women 
in the workforce as women often find it difficult, for a variety of reasons, 
to go back to full-time employment after having children and find it more 
suitable to take a part-time job.

Self-employed women also had largest proportion in the 40-49 years age 
group in 2011. Of all 54,200 self-employed females (compared to 146,400 
males) at the end of 2011, 26.4 per cent were aged 40-49 years, 22.4 
per cent aged 20-29 years, 20.1 per cent aged 50-59 years 19.7 per cent 
aged 30-39 years and 9.6 per cent were ≥60 years. Although the largest 
proportion was in the 40-49 years age group, self-employed women were 
quite evenly spread across the different age bands. Men, however, had 
their largest proportion in the 50-59 years age band at 33.4 per cent, 
followed by 26.6 per cent aged 40-49 years and much smaller proportions 
in the other age bands.

Employment earnings
In 2011, the largest number of women in the 40-49 years age group 
were in the highest ≥HK$20,000 monthly earnings bracket. This is the 
only age group of women contains the largest representation in this 
earnings category; all other age groups have their highest number in the 
lowest monthly earnings category. But there are still a large number of 
employed women who fall into the lowest monthly earnings bracket. 
In 2011 there were 101,200 women (21.7 per cent), earning the lowest 
monthly wage and 133,300 (28.5 per cent), earning the highest, as 
shown in Charts 3.28 and 3.30. The polarity in earnings of this age 
group illustrates the “ghettoization” of women in the global city that is 
Hong Kong today. Some have managed to raise their occupation level 
and earnings in the global city, but others have been unable to upgrade 
their skills to compete in the developed economy and are stuck at the 
bottom of the earnings spectrum. 

The two years, 1991 and 2011, plotted side by side in terms of number 
of women aged 40-49 years in the different nominal monthly earnings 
brackets in Chart 3.28, shows that although the actual number of women 
in the 40-49 years group earning <HK$6,000 per month stayed high at 
120,100 in 1991 and 101,200 in 2011, there were more women earning in 
the other monthly employment earnings brackets by 2011. The population 
has grown and many more women are now in the workplace in this age 
group, a total of 466,900 women in 2011 compared to 161,400 in 1991. 
In terms of proportions, the percentage of the total women earning a 
monthly wage who were earning the bottom wage of <HK$6,000 per 
month declined significantly from 74.4 per cent in 1991 to 21.7 per cent in 
this age group in 2011 as shown in Charts 3.29 and 3.30. In addition, the 
highest growth in this age group was in the ≥HK$20,000 category where the 
proportion grew from 4.2 per cent to 28.5 per cent. As a group, the spread 
of monthly employment earnings widened although the majorities were 
still at the high and low ends of the earnings spectrum. 
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For women aged 50-59, the picture is a hybrid between the women who 
are ≥60 years and those who are 40-49 years, as shown in Chart 3.31. The 
majority of women were in the lowest monthly employment earnings 
category in 1991 and their number increased by 2011, but there were also 
more women in all of the other earnings brackets in 2011 and particularly 
in the highest earning category. Income polarisation is rife in this group as it 
is in women aged 40-19 years.

The proportions of 50-59 years women earning the top and bottom monthly 
earnings in 2011 were similar to those aged 40-49 years. In 1991, the vast 
majority, 84.9 per cent of the age group, were earning <HK$6,000 as shown 
in Chart 3.32, almost as many as those aged ≥60 years of whom 95.6 per cent 
were earning <HK$6,000. But by 2011, that proportion at the lowest end of 

Chart 3.28: Women aged 40-49 years by nominal monthly employment 
earnings, 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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Charts 3.29 (left) and 3.30 (right): Nominal monthly employment earnings of 
women aged 40-49 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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Chart 3.31: Women aged 50-59 years by nominal monthly employment 
earnings, 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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Charts 3.32 (left) and 3.33 (right): Nominal monthly employment earnings of 
women aged 50-59 years, 1991 and 2011

the monthly earnings spectrum was reduced significantly to 23.6 per cent as 
shown in Chart 3.33, in between the 35.5 per cent of ≥60-year-olds earning 
<HK$6,000 in 2011 and 21.7 per cent of 40-49-year-olds. 

The 50-59-year-olds had a higher proportion of women in the second 
lowest earnings bracket,, the HK$6,000-7,000 bracket, than the ≥60-year-
olds and significantly higher than the 40-49-year-olds. They also had 
the lowest proportions in the other earnings brackets between the two 
lowest brackets and the highest bracket, so they have more women at 
the lower end than the higher end of the earnings spectrum and are less 
evenly divided across the earnings spectrum, showing a more significant 
polarisation in earnings than women in their 40s. 

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government 
(2011), Women	and	Men	in	Hong	Kong,	Key	Statistics, Hong Kong: HKSAR 
Government
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Because the proportions of monthly employment earnings are quite 
different for 50-59-year-old women and 40-49-year-old women, they are 
shown as separate groups here rather than showing them together as one 
group. Overall, many women in their 40s and 50s moved out of the lowest 
monthly earnings category over the time period and the distribution of 
monthly employment earnings was more evenly spread, although the 
earlier analysis shows that this happened more significantly in the 40-49 
years age group than the 50-59 years age group. 

Men in these two decades have turned their situation around to a greater 
scale. In 1991, the largest proportion of 50-59-year-old employed men was 
earning the lowest wage, 48.7 per cent, and for 40-49-year-old employed 
men, the two largest proportions were earning the lowest two wages, 
28.6 per cent were earning <HK$6,000 and 27.4 per cent were earning 
HK$6,000-7,999. In both age groups, the smallest proportions were earning 

Chart 3.36 (left) and 3.37 (right): Nominal monthly employment earnings of 
men aged 50-59 years, 1991 and 2011

Charts 3.34 (left) and 3.35 (right): Nominal monthly employment earnings of 
men aged 40-49 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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the two highest wages. By 2011, the largest proportions, 43.5 per cent of 
employed men aged 40-49 years and 33.2 per cent of employed men aged 
50-59 years, were earning the highest wage and in both age groups, the 
lowest proportion of employed men was earning the lowest wage.

There was a significant difference between the breakdown of monthly 
employment earnings of men and women in 1991, when most women 
were still in the lowest earnings bracket and men were already more evenly 
spread across the earnings spectrum. The difference was still significant 
in 2011 when the largest proportion of employed women in their 40s 
and 50s were still in the lowest earnings bracket, whilst it became the 
smallest proportion for both age groups of employed men, and men had a 
significantly higher proportions in the top earnings bracket than women.

Such a stark difference between men’s and women’s earnings at this age 
is evident in the median monthly nominal earnings as shown in Chart 
3.38. In 2011, the median monthly earnings for women aged 50-59 years 
was HK$8,000 whereas for men it was HK$13,000, a HK$5,000 difference. 
For women aged 40-49 years it was HK$10,500 whereas for men it was 
HK$15,500. Research involving a survey and focus groups commissioned 
by the Women’s Commission and published in 2011 found that 71.7 per 
cent of people considered that men were better paid than women of the 
same rank/position.43

Despite this sharp contrast between men’s and women’s earnings, the 
nominal median monthly earnings for women in these two decades 
improved significantly over time. In 1991 for 40-49-year-old women it was 
HK$4,000 and it more than doubled to HK$10,500 in 2011. This was the 
biggest rise over the 20 years for any age group. For 50-59-year-old women, 
the median monthly earnings was HK$3,500 in 1991 and rose by HK$4,500 
to HK$8,000 in 2011. However, for both 50-59 and 40-49-year-old men 
and women, the increase in earnings took place in the 1990s ,with wages 
largely being frozen in the 2000s and rising very little compared to the 
previous decade in a time of significant inflation. 

Chart 3.38: Median nominal monthly earnings of employed men and women 
aged 40-49 years and 50-59 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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As with women ≥60 years, when nominal earnings are adjusted for inflation, they 
have risen steadily over the last two decades as shown in Charts 3.39 and 3.40. 
For women younger than 40 years old this has not been the case. Nonetheless, 
the inflation-adjusted analysis puts what seemed like a large increase in women’s 
median monthly earnings into perspective. Although women aged 40-49 years 
had the biggest increase of any ten year age group at HK$6,500 between 1991 
and 2011, in real terms it was an increase of HK$ HK$4,370.

Crime
Similar to women ≥60 years, there was considerable growth in the official 
number of women aged 40-59 years who were arrested. In 1991, 880 women 
aged 40-59 years were arrested, but in 2011, 3,750 women of this age were 
arrested, representing a 326.1 per cent increase, significantly higher than the 
population growth. For men in the same age group, the numbers were higher 
but the growth was slower. In 1991, 4,433 men were arrested and in 2011, 8,147 
men were arrested, representing a growth rate of 83.8 per cent. For women, this 
represented an increase from 0.16 per cent of the female population aged 40-59 
years in 1991 to 0.30 per cent in 2011. For men, the proportion of the 40-59 
years age group arrested remained similar at 0.69 per cent in 1991 and 0.67 per 
cent in 2011, despite the increase in absolute numbers. 

There was a large increase in the number of sentenced women aged 40-59 who 
were admitted to penal institutions over the two decades, significantly larger 
than population growth for that age group. In 1991, 73 sentenced women were 
admitted in this age group, whereas in 2011, 1,419 women were admitted. 
The number of sentenced men admitted in this age group also increased from 
1,519 to 3,546. But for both men and women, the numbers peaked in the 
late 1990s/early 2000s and have subsequently declined somewhat. This was 
not the case for men and women aged ≥60 years where numbers steadily 
increased over the 20 years. 

There was also an increase in the official number of reported drug abusers in 
this age group, the largest increase of all except for girls under 20 years old. 
In 1991, there were 136 female reported drug abusers aged 40-59 years and 

Chart 3.39: Median inflation-adjusted monthly earnings of working men and 
women aged 40-49 years and 50-59 years, 1991-2011
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in 2011, there were 371, a 172.8 per cent increase, although the numbers 
were small. The number of men in this age group declined over the period, 
having risen a little in the 1990s and then declined through the 2000s. In 
1991, there were 3,925 male reported drug abusers in this age group and in 
2011, there were 3,013. 
 

Political participation
The 1970s and 1980s was the most notable period for the rise of the 
women’s groups and was considered by many to lay the foundations for 
the postcolonial order after 1997. It has been commented that prior to 
the 1980s, the few women’s groups were largely dominated by expatriate 
women who performed charity work, whereas by the 1980s a proliferation 
of grass roots women’s concern groups emerged with a clear position on 
gender equality.44 More women had the chance to obtain postsecondary 
education and participate in student movements of the 1970s and the 
events which lead to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) and International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR) being extended to Hong Kong in 1976. Around that time, some of 
the first local women’s organisations with a feminist stance were formed—
the Association for the Advancement of Feminism (AAF) and the Hong 
Kong Women Christian Council (HKWCC) being two such groups which 
represented the voices of Hong Kong women, particularly the oppressed.45 
Women in their 40s and 50s today would have grown up at this time when 
the women’s movement was gathering momentum, the older amongst 
them being impressionable teenagers at this time. 

Such activism is played out in the participation of women of this age group 
in District Council elections and Legislative Council elections over recent 
years. They have generally had a higher turnout of voters as a proportion 
of registered electors and of total age-specific population than the overall 
turnout across all age groups ≥18 years in the District Council elections, as 
shown in Table 3.5. These women have also had higher turnouts of voters 
as a proportion of registered electors than their male counterparts every 
year, although the reverse is true for the proportion of voters to total 

Chart 3.40: Women aged 40-59 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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age-specific population, arguably a more representative measurement 
of political participation. The proportions of voters to registered electors 
was higher for women ≥60 years than women aged 41 to 60 years in most 
years, however the proportions of voters to total population were higher 
in 1999 and 2003 for women aged 41-60 years, but higher for women aged 
≥61 years in 2007 and 2011.

Similarly in the Legislative Council elections, women had a greater voter 
turnout as a proportion of registered electors and of total age specific 
population than the overall proportions across all age groups as shown in 
Table 3.6. They had the highest proportions of women every year except 
for women aged 18-20 years. However, whilst women aged 41-60 years 
had higher proportions of voters to registered electors than men every year 
(with the exception of 2008), they had lower proportions of voters to total 
population aged 41-60 years than men every year.

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 

41-60 F 32.8% 19.9% 39.1% 24.2% 38.0% 24.0% 37.1% 21.7%

M 30.9% 19.9% 37.5% 24.7% 35.8% 24.5% 32.4% 23.9%

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%

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 

41-60 F 59.5% 36.0% 47.3% 30.7% 59.5% 37.7% 48.1% 30.3%

M 57.5% 37.1% 46.2% 31.6% 58.8% 40.2% 48.4% 32.9%

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

Table 3.6: Participation of women and men aged 41-60 years and overall in 
Legislative Council elections

Table 3.5: Participation of women and men aged 41-60 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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