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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	30-39 years	unless	stated	(where	
information	is	presented	in	other	age	groups,	it	is	explained).

Demographics
In 2011, there were 652,300 women aged 30-39 years in Hong Kong, 
representing 17.3 per cent of the total female population. In 1991 there 
were more women in their 30s in Hong Kong than any other ten-year age 
group, representing 19.9 per cent of all women in Hong Kong at that time. 
By 2006, there were more women in their 40s than their 30s and it has 
remained that way since. The number of women in their 30s increased by 
16.7 per cent between 1991 and 2011, compared to the male population in 
their 30s which decreased by 21.1 per cent over the same period to a total 
of 460,300 men in 2011. A substantial amount of growth among the female 
population was due to the increased migration of domestic helpers within 
that age group as well as an increase in entries of one-way permit holders 
from Mainland China. 

Domestic helpers form a large component of the population of women in 
their 30s, and largely attribute to the overall earnings profile of this age 
group of women. In 2011, there were 125,900 domestic helpers in this age 
group in Hong Kong, representing 19.3 per cent of the total 652,300 female 
population in their 30s, whereas in 1996, there were 61,200 domestic 
helpers in this age group representing 8.9 per cent of the total population 

Women today aged 30-39 years4

Chart 4.1 Population of women aged 30-39 years including number and 
proportion of foreign domestic helpers, 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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of women in their 30s. Data on domestic helpers exists from 1996 until 
2011 and in that time the total number of women in their 30s actually 
declined by 4.7 per cent. If the domestic helpers are removed from these 
total population figures over this time frame, the decline in number of 
women in their 30s is even greater at 15.5 per cent. 

The 30s age group also has the largest number of one-way permit holder 
entrants in it and is therefore briefly analysed here and again in the section 
on family because of the high number of marriages by men to women on 
one-way permits from Mainland China (although that data could not be 
found by age group). In 2011, 10,373 women in their 30s entered Hong 
Kong on a one-way permit. Whilst this number peaked in 2001 at 13,752, 
the 2011 figure nonetheless represented a 169.1 per cent increase on the 
3,855 women in their 30s who entered in 1991. These 10,373 women only 
constituted 1.6 per cent of all women in this age group, but the proportion 
was more than double what it was in 1991 when these women constituted 
0.7 per cent of women in their 30s. Of these 10,373 women aged 30-39 
years entering Hong Kong on a one-way permit, 55.9 per cent of the total 
fell into the 30-34-year-old age band.

The number of deaths of women in their 30s has remained consistently low 
over the last two decades. In 1991, there were 296 deaths amongst women 
in their 30s and in 2010, there were 244 deaths. Whilst the number of 
deaths for men is great, there has been a declining trend over the last two 
decades. The mortality rates are very low in this age group and declined a 
small amount since 1991. For women aged 30-34 years the mortality rate 
declined from 0.4 per cent in 1991 to 0.3 per cent in 2010 and for women 
aged 35-59 years, from 0.6 per cent to 0.4 per cent. For men it went from 
0.9 per cent to 0.7 per cent for those aged 30-34 years, and from 1.2 per 
cent to 0.9 per cent for 35-39 years.

Chart 4.2 Number of female, one-way permit holders aged 30-39 years from 
Mainland China entering Hong Kong, 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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The Changing Faces of Hong Kong

Nationality
This age group has the highest proportion of non-Chinese women, just 
higher than that of women aged 20-29 years. The proportion of non-Chinese 
nationalities in women aged 30-39 years has increased substantially over 
the last 20 years. In 1991, when the data was recorded slightly differently, 
90.6 per cent of women aged 30-39 years were recorded as being Chinese 
(63.1 per cent from Hong Kong, 25.9 per cent from China, 1.6 per cent from 
Macau). By 2001, the proportion of Chinese women aged 30-39 years had 
declined to 85.7 per cent (83.2 per cent domiciled in Hong Kong, 2.5 per cent 
domiciled outside Hong Kong) as shown in Chart 4.4. In 2011, that proportion 
had further decreased to 79.0 per cent of women aged 30-39 years (76.0 per 
cent domiciled in Hong Kong, 3.0 per cent domiciled outside Hong Kong) as 

Chart 4.3: Deaths of men and women aged 30-39 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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shown in Chart 4.5. This is a much lower proportion of Chinese than men of 
the same age. In 2011, 94.5 per cent of men aged 30-39 years were Chinese 
(93.2 per cent domiciled in Hong Kong, 1.3 per cent domiciled outside Hong 
Kong). Similar to other age groups, this was a small decline on the 96.0 
per cent of men aged 30-39 years who were non-Chinese (95.0 per cent 
domiciled in Hong Kong, 1.0 per cent domiciled outside Hong Kong) in 2001.

As Charts 4.4 and 4.5 and Table 4.1 show, the high proportion of non-Chinese 
women in this age group is predominantly due to the large number of Filipinas 
and Indonesians in Hong Kong. In 2001, there were more Filipinas than any 
other non-Chinese nationality in this age group, at 9.1 per cent of the total, but 
by 2011, the proportion of Filipinas in their 30s had declined to 7.5 per cent and 
there was a larger proportion of Indonesians at 9.6 per cent, up from 1.8 per 
cent in 2001. In 1991, when data was recorded differently, there were 45,799 
women aged 30-39 years, or 8.5 per cent of the total, from “Other Asian and 
Oceanian Countries”. This compared to 87,371 women from Asian countries and 
Australia (12.3 per cent), in 2001 and 126,011 women (19.3 per cent) in 2011 
(excluding those from Asian countries grouped into “Others”). The growth in 
women from other Asian countries in this age group can largely be attributed 
to the rapid growth in the hiring of foreign domestic helpers by middle-class 
families. There has also been a substantial increase in Indian women in this age 
group over the last ten years and a decline in the number of Thai women. 

For men, in 2001, there were noticeably more British men aged 30-39 years 
than any other, followed by Filipinos, Japanese and Nepalese with similar 
numbers. Whilst the overall number of British men in Hong Kong had 
declined in 2011, they still represented the largest group of non-Chinese 
men aged 30-39 years. The number of men from Indian decent has been 
increasing, with similar increases reflected in the Pakistani and Nepalese 
populations. Generally, the numbers of non-Chinese men were lower than 
for women in the Asian nationalities (except for Pakistani) and higher than for 
women in the Western nationalities.

Nationalities/Numbers of women 2001 2011

Indonesian 12,529 62,868

Filipina 62,841 48,785

Indian 1,888 4,151

British 2,695 2,329

Nepalese 1,338 2,310

Thai 4,820 2,231

Japanese 3,002 2,137

Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan 953 1,923

Australian - 1,606

American 1,163 1,079

Canadian 636 -

Others 7,074 7,013

Total 98,939 136,432

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

Table 4.1: Numbers of non-Chinese women aged 30-39 years, 2001 and 2011
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Family
The number of now married women in their 30s declined in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s and has remained static over recent years. However the 
proportion of now married women decreased significantly from 81.1 per 
cent in 1991 to 66.9 per cent in 2011. This is because the number of never 
married women more than doubled and by 2011 was almost half of those 
who are now married, increasing in proportion from 16.4 per cent in 1991 
to 29.1 per cent in 2011 as shown in Charts 4.7 and 4.8. 

Despite this increase in never married women, surveys on attitudes broadly 
find support for marriage, although they also find few concerns about being 
single. A survey commissioned by the Women’s Commission in 2011 found that 
37.6 per cent of men and 32.5 per cent of women agreed that married people 
are usually happier than unmarried.1 However the same survey found that 
42.3 per cent of males and 41.5 per cent of females felt comfortable with being 
single and had no plans for marriage. Nonetheless, the much referred to survey 
on family values carried out by the University of Hong Kong in 2008 found 
that respondents aged 30-39 were more inclined to agree with the statement 
“marriage is a necessary step in life” than those aged 40-49 years (and people 
aged 20-29 years gave that statement even more support).2 

Those who are widowed/separated/ divorced increased but were still a small 
proportion of the total at this age, 4.0 per cent in 2011 up from 2.5 per cent in 
1991. Although divorce is increasingly acceptable as mentioned in the previous 
section, in the family values survey carried out by the University of Hong Kong, 
respondents aged 30-39 years had less support for the statement “Divorce is 
the best solution for irresolvable marital problems” than older age groups.3 

If domestic helpers are removed from the 2011 data, although the absolute 
numbers change considerably. However, the proportions of each category 
remain exactly the same as shown in Chart 4.8. Although the data is not 
available by age, given that women aged 30-39 years have the highest 
number of women on one-way permits from Mainland China amongst them, 
analysis of the number of marriages to such women is included here. Since 
1991, the number of bridegrooms that are Hong Kong residents marrying 
brides from the Mainland China has risen significantly. In 1901, there were 
590 such marriages and in 2011, there were 16,361. 

Chart 4.6: Number of women aged 30-39 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 numbers of brides that are Hong Kong residents and bridegrooms 
from Mainland China that marry in Hong Kong was considerably lower 
at 90 in 1991 and 4,127 in 2011.4 The number of successful applicants 
for Certificate of Absence of Marriage Records (CAMR) for the purpose 
of marrying in China has declined steadily since 1991 in the instances of 
brides from Mainland China—20,630 in 1991 and 3,806 in 2011; whereas 
the numbers of instances of bridegrooms from Mainland China, although 
much small, have increased from 1,300 in 1991 to a high of 3,077 in 2006, 
to 1,738 cases in 2011. 

Charts 4.7 (left) and 4.8 (right): Marital status of women aged 30-39 years, 
1991 and 2011

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

Never married

Widowed/separated/divorced

Now married

81.1%

2.5%
16.4%

29.1%

4.0%
66.9%

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

Chart 4.9: Number of marriages registered in Hong Kong with brides from 
Mainland China and successful applicants for Certificate of Absence of Marriage 
Records (CAMR) for the purpose of marrying in Mainland China, 1991-2011
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Given that the median age at first marriage in 2001 was 27.5 years and in 
2011 was 28.9 years, most of these women will have recently married in their 
late 20s. They will likely have married men already in their early 30s since the 
median age at first marriage for men in 2001 was already 30.2 years and in 
2011 was 31.2 years.

The median age at first childbirth was 29.4 years in 2001 and 30.0 years in 
2011, so many of these women will have only just had their first child in their 
very late 20s, almost thirty. Age-specific fertility rates have risen recently for 
women in this age group as with women in their 40s, having decreased in the 
early 2000s as shown in Chart 4.10. For 30-34 years, the age-specific fertility 
rate in 2011 was higher than where it was in 1991 at 86.7 births per 1,000 
women aged 30-34 years, having dipped to 58 in 2003, and for 35-39 years, 
in 2011, it was almost double what it was in 1991 at 59.1 births per 1,000 
women aged 35-39 years, having dipped to a low of 27 births in 2003. From 
the low points in 2003, the age-specific fertility rates of women in their 30s 
have risen more than any other age group and are higher than any other age 
group as this has become the prime child-bearing age. 

Age-specific fertility rates for those in their 20s have continuously declined 
and although they have increased for those in their 40s, the rates for women 
in their 40s were significantly lower in 2011 than for women in their 30s 
(12.7 births per 1,000 women aged 40-44 years compared to 86.7 births 
per 1,000 women aged 30-34 years and 59.1 births per 1,000 women aged 
35-39 years). Despite this increase in fertility rates for women in their 30s, 
in the survey on family values carried out by the University of Hong Kong in 
2008, respondents aged 30-39 years were least supportive of the statement 
“Child bearing is important in marriage” after respondents aged 40-49 years.5 
Fertility rates in the 30s and early 40s age groups have ticked up, but this is 
because these women have delayed childbirth, no longer considering it such 
an important element of marriage. 

The total number of births has recently increased overall, at its highest in thirty 
years in 2011 at 95,451, and the crude birth rate rose in recent years to 13.5 
births in 2011 from a low of 7.0 births in the early 2000s.6 The Total Fertility Rate 
(TFR—calculated differently to the age-specific fertility rate) projection provided 

Chart 4.10: Age-specific fertility rates for women aged 30-39 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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by the Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government in its 2007 
“Population Projections” presentation was 900 per 1,000 women for 2016 and 
thereafter a fairly even projection on the graph out to 2030.7, 8 However, in the 
2010 “Population Projections” presentation, the projection for the TFR was 
revised upward so that in 2019, it was 983 per 1,000 women and in 2039 ,it was 
936.9 Although the overall number of births has ticked up in recent years, and is 
expected to continue to rise a little in the short term as those who have delayed 
giving birth do so in their older child-bearing years, the long term trend is for a 
sustained decline in total births to women in Hong Kong.

Over the last few years, there have been a large number of births in Hong 
Kong to women from Mainland China. In the early 2000s, there were a large 
and rising number of “Type I” births to women from Mainland China whose 
husbands were Hong Kong Permanent Residents (7,910 in 2001 increasing 
to 9,879 in 2005). However, in recent years that number has declined (from 
9,879 in 2005 to 6,110 in 2011) and instead the number of “Type II” births to 
women from Mainland China whose husbands are not Hong Kong Permanent 
Residents has steadily increased from 620 in 2001 (when the Court of Final 
Appeal ruled that babies born in Hong Kong to Chinese nationals have the 
right of abode in Hong Kong) to 35,736 in 2011.10

In 2009, the government forecast 40-50,000 births to women from Mainland 
China for the next three years.11 A survey conducted from 2007 to 2009 has 
projected that in 2010, 52 per cent of Type I babies will stay in Hong Kong 
a year after the birth, and of the 48 per cent who leave, 84 per cent will 
return before the age of 21. For Type II babies, the government projections 
indicated that five per cent will stay a year after birth, and of the 95 per cent 
that leave, 50 per cent will return before the age of 21 years.12 

The issue of Mainland mothers giving birth in Hong Kong to obtain 
residency status for their was a topic of considerable debate throughout 
2012. Incoming Chief Executive Leung Chun-ying implemented a “zero-
delivery quota” after taking office in July 2012. His move generated heated 
debate because of the low fertility rate of Hong Kong women, now one of 
the lowest in the world. Whilst census data puts the general fertility rate 
(calculated differently to the TFR) at 1.04 children per woman in Hong 
Kong, a United Nations study puts it at 0.97, the second lowest of all the 
177 countries compared after Macau at 0.91,13 and the World Bank puts it 
at 1.11 in 2010 compared to a World Rate of 2.45 and again second lowest 
after Macau at 1.09.14 Even though it has ticked up to 1.2 children per 
woman in 2011 according to census data15, the total fertility rate in Hong 
Kong is well below the widely agreed intergenerational replacement rate of 
2.1 children for every woman.

The main thrust of the dissenters’ argument is that there are plenty 
of people who want to bring more people into the world and it is 
“ethnocentric” to be calling for Hong Kong’s people to be having more 
babies and preventing women from Mainland China to have their babies 
in the territory. There has even been a controversial suggestion that Hong 
Kong takes advantage of women from Mainland China wanting to give 
birth in the city by establishing a medical visa system as a way of restricting 
last-minute admissions into Hong Kong’s hospitals and unpaid bills. The 
rationale for supporting the visa system is based on the likelihood of such a 
programme weeding out low-income families while attracting high-income 
families from Mainland China who possess the educational and cultural 
backgrounds that may benefit Hong Kong.16
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Policy discussions on the fertility rate and related matters are always 
controversial. Although the issue of raising children is often viewed as a 
private matter and thus outside the purview of government, it is continually 
placed in the public domain and linked to a number of policies shaping 
long-term economic stability in Hong Kong. However, there are many who 
believe the government is focusing its attention in the wrong direction and 
should instead place resources on developing a consolidated population 
policy and on making Hong Kong a better place to raise a family. In 2001, 
academics criticised Hong Kong as “staggering in a desert of population 
policy.”17 Many would say that ten years on that situation has not changed.

However, there are related policy areas that are ripe for change and if 
managed correctly, would encourage Hong Kong families to have more 
children. Surveys and reports have found that alongside concerns about 
finances, restrictive housing, poor education, a lack of family-friendly 
working practices and air pollution are also areas of concern and these are 
all policy areas that the government can address.

The Family Planning Association’s Knowledge, Attitude and Practice (KAP) 
Survey, which is conducted every five years, found in 2007 that amongst the 
fertile women in the survey only around 13 per cent desired to have a child 
or another child, whilst over 80 per cent did not (up from 61 per cent in 
1992). Of women aged 35-39 years, the proportion who were childless was 
increasing (15 per cent, compared to 11 per cent in 2002). Reasons given by 
those not wanting to have a child or another child were linked to the heavy 
financial costs associated with raising children, parents being too old, busy 
career lives and simply too much responsibility attached to child rearing.18

A study commissioned by the South China Morning Post newspaper in 
early 2012 surveyed 1,004 people who had a minimum household income 
of HK$40,000 per month, on their attitudes towards having children. The 
results of this enquiry found that financial considerations were the greatest 
concern among families with children, and the emotional burden of 
raising a child was a primary reason for those families without children. A 
significant number of respondents (63.2 per cent) were worried about the 
education system and wanted it improved, whilst others cited lack of space 
and housing and chronic pollution as major deterrents. More than 60 per 
cent of those surveyed said they did not plan to have children in the future, 
but 50 per cent of those participating in the survey already had children. 
Of the 50 per cent who did not have children, half of them said they would 
consider it if the government gave more support.19

A survey on family values conducted by the University of Hong Kong found 
the underlying deterrents from having children were due to long working 
hours, the fact that Hong Kong is not a family-friendly city, the demanding 
nature of the education system and the expense of raising children.20 A 
large study of primary and secondary school children in Hong Kong in 2001 
revealed that neither boys nor girls were interested or motivated to have or 
look after children.21

Although critics of tax rebates, exemptions or direct voucher transfers say 
that they do not work because the reasons behind low fertility are less 
to do with finances and more to do with high employment status, the 
opportunity cost of giving up work and the ongoing burden of housework 
and responsibility in the home falling on women, the repeated concerns 
voiced by young people about the cost of bringing up children in Hong Kong 
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suggest that tax rebates or exemptions or direct voucher/cash transfers may 
be revisited. Recently, expatriate parents reported that the cost of education 
in Hong Kong is a significant financial challenge: “I cannot imagine how a 
local family could afford children—we are already quite well-off and for us, 
three [children]’s a struggle.” The same parents said: “We’ve debated about 
whether we should [leave Hong Kong] or not…It’s dysfunctional.” 22 

Contrary to these reports, a survey commissioned by the Women’s 
Commission in 2011 found that 44.7 per cent of females and 37.9 per cent 
of males agreed that life without a child was empty.23 Although only one 
piece of evidence, this response indicates that indeed, Hong Kong people 
would be willing to have more children if Hong Kong was a more children-
friendly place to do so.

Single parents

Although there are more single female parents in their 40s than any 
other age group, there are still a number of single parents in their 30s. 
In 2011 there were 19,661 (30.7 per cent) of all single female parents 
in their 30s (51.5 per cent were in their 40s). These 19,661 women 
represented 3.0 per cent of the female population in their 30s in 2011 
(compared to 3.2 per cent in the 40s). Despite the fact that there were 
fewer female single parents in their 30s than 40s in 2011 than in 1991, 
the actual number doubled, whilst for men it remained almost the same 
as can be seen in Chart 4.11. 

A survey commissioned by the Women’s Commission in 2011 found 
that although 53.9 per cent of women and 45.9 per cent of men found 
it unacceptable for a woman to give birth to a child with no intention of 
getting married, the younger age group of 18-34-year-olds had greater 
acceptance for single mothers with 39.9 per cent of men and 34.8 per 
cent of women finding it unacceptable.24 This sentiment conflicts with that 
found in the family values survey conducted by the University of Hong Kong 
which found that 45 per cent of respondents agreed that a single parent 

Chart 4.11: Single parents aged 30-39 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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family can also be an ideal family structure.25 However, single parenthood 
can be caused by divorce or death of a spouse as well as out of wedlock 
birth. These three scenarios are not stated in the survey, nor in the data 
analysed in this report from the Census and Statistics Department, yet 
attitudes to these three scenarios may vary significantly.

Household size and structure
Women in their 30s live in a broader mixture of household size than the 
older age groups as shown in Charts 4.12 and 4.13. In 2011, women over 
60 years old were mostly living in two or three person households, women 
aged 40-59 years were mostly in three or four person households, whilst 
women in their 30s were in two, three or four person households and still 
had a substantial number of five person households as shown in Chart 
4.13. This reflects the diversity of family situations today, particularly in this 
age group when some women may be delaying childbirth and therefore 
be living in a two person household, or living with children and parents 
together, thus recorded as living in a five or more person household. As 
with the older age groups, the trend is a decline in the proportion that live 
in large households and an increase in the proportion that live in small 
households. Although men of this age group also lived in a more diverse 
mixture of household sizes in 2011 than in 1991, the focus was slightly 
different with more living in two person households, then three person, 
then four person, but the proportions were spread quite evenly.

Data showing the proportions of women aged 35-44 years (data was not 
available for the 30-39 years age group) in the different living arrangements 
in 2011 confirmed the more diversified family structures at this age. A 
smaller proportion of 35-44-year-olds than in the older age groups were 
living with spouse and/or children, although it was still the majority at 
68.1 per cent; and a bigger proportion were living with their parents at 
11.7 per cent. The 5.2 per cent proportion of those living alone was lower 
than the older age groups. For men aged 35-44 years, a bigger proportion 
than that of women were living with their parents (20.4 per cent). A bigger 

Charts 4.12 (left) and 4.13 (right) : Household size of women aged 30-39 years, 
1991 and 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (1991, 
2012), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR Government 
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proportion were also living alone at 7.6 per cent. A lower proportion (67.3 
per cent), were living with their spouse and/or children and a smaller 
proportion fell into the “other” category.

Type of housing
Women in this age group have a larger proportion in private permanent 
housing today than any other age group and the smallest proportion 
(together with 0-19 years girls) in the subsidised home ownership housing 
category. There was an increase in the proportion of women in subsidised 
home ownership housing over the 20-year period from 9.9 per cent in 
1991 to 14.1 per cent in 2011, but this was a small increase compared to 
the older age groups and women in their 20s. The major increase in this 
age group was in private permanent housing rising from 50.5 per cent in 
1991 to 63.5 per cent in 2011. This is probably because the government 
suspended the Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) in 2002 and therefore 
women who are currently aged 30-39 years would not have had the 
opportunity to purchase properties under the HOS except on the secondary 
market. Furthermore, the collapse in property prices from 1998 to 2003 
made private housing more affordable in the purchase and rental market. 
Proportions in public rental, temporary housing and non-domestic housing 
all declined as shown in Charts 4.14 and 4.15. The declines were largely in 
line with women aged 40-49 years, but the main difference between these 
two age groups in 2011 was the lower proportion of 30-39 years women 
living in subsidised home ownership housing and the higher proportion in 
private permanent housing.

In 1991, the proportion of 30-39 years men in private permanent housing 
was already slightly less than women at 49.1 per cent compared to 50.5 per 
cent, but the proportional increase was less substantial over the 20 years 
and there was a still smaller proportion in 2011, 58.7 per cent of 30-39 years 
men compared to 63.5 per cent of women. Whilst men experienced a less 

Charts 4.14 (left) and 4.15 (right): Type of housing of women aged 30-39 
years, 1991 and 2011

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (1991, 
2012), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong: HKSAR Government
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substantial increase than women of this age in private permanent housing, 
they also saw a less substantial decrease in public rental housing, declining 
8.4 per cent from 33.2 per cent of the total in 1991 to 24.8 per cent in 2011, 
compared to a 12.6 per cent decline from 34.2 per cent to 21.6 per cent 
for women. Women in their 30s have fared better than men in the housing 
stakes. The proportion of 30-39 years men in subsidised home ownership 
housing increased slightly more than women from 10.0 per cent to 15.5 per 
cent whilst the proportion of women increased from 9.9 per cent to 14.1 
per cent. But this proportion of 14.1 per cent of women aged 30-39 years in 
subsidised home ownership housing was similar to that of girls 0-19 years 
which was 14.0 per cent and probably due to family structures—young 
children with parents in their 30s. Temporary housing and non-domestic 
housing had higher proportions for men aged 30-39 years in 1991 than 
women but they declined to similar levels in 2011.

Geography
Although the absolute numbers are very different, the proportions of 
women in the three geographic areas were identical for women aged 30-39 
years and women aged 40-59 years, with over half in the New Territories. 
In 1991 the geographic distribution was not the same. For 30-39-year-old 
women, 44.7 per cent lived in the New Territories compared to 36.4 per 
cent of 40-59-year-old women, 31.3 per cent of 30-39-year-old women 
lived in Kowloon compared to 38.5 per cent of 40-59-year-old women 
and 24.0 per cent of 30-39-year-old women lived on Hong Kong island 
compared to 25.1 per cent of 40-59-year-old women. So in 1991, more 
younger women lived in the New Territories and fewer younger women 
lived in Kowloon and on Hong Kong Island. So younger women aged 30-39 
years have seen a migration to the New Territories, but not to the same 
degree as the 40-59-year-old women whose proportions have changed 
more significantly in favour of the New Territories.

Unlike the older age groups, women aged 30-39 years experienced actual 
declines in numbers on Hong Kong Island and in Kowloon, as did women 
aged 20-29 years and girls aged 0-19 years. The greatest reductions 
between 1991 and 2011 took place in Wan Chai, Eastern, and Central and 
Western. The greatest increases took place in the Islands, Sai Kung and 
Yuen Long, the same as for women aged 40-59 years and a reflection on the 
areas of building development.

The distributions of men and women were almost identical at this age in 
2011, very different to the scenario for both older groups which had higher 
proportions of men than women in Kowloon and Hong Kong Island, and 
therefore higher proportions of women than men in the New Territories. 
In 1991, men in their 30s were divided by 44.0 per cent in New Territories, 
34.2 per cent in Kowloon and 21.8 per cent in Hong Kong Island in 1991. 
The proportions were again similar to women aged 30-39 years, although 
there was a noticeably higher proportion of women than men on Hong 
Kong Island and a lower proportion of women than men in Kowloon. The 
proportion in the New Territories was similar. To get to the very similar 
proportions today, 30-39 years women therefore declined further than 
men on Hong Kong Island but not as much in Kowloon. The convergence of 
the proportions of men and women in this age group in 2011 reflected the 
higher marriage proportions in this age group before divorce and death left 
more people living without a partner.
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Educational attainment 
The educational attainment of women in their 30s today shows a marked 
improvement between 1991 and 2011, and also shows greater attainment 
than women in their 40s today. In 2011, 12.6 per cent of 40-49-year-old 
women had no or primary only schooling compared to only 5.6 per cent 
of 30-39-year-old women. Whilst lower secondary, upper secondary and 
postsecondary non-degree proportions were similar for women in their 40s 
and 30s in 2011 at 14.1 per cent lower secondary attainment for 30-39-year-
olds compared to 18.4 per cent for 40-49-year-olds, 44.8 per cent upper 
secondary for 30-39-year-olds compared to 46.1 per cent for 40-49-year-olds 
and 6.9 per cent postsecondary non-degree attainment for 30-39-year-olds 
compared to 6.2 per cent for 40-49-year-olds, the difference was again 
evident at postsecondary degree level. A total of 28.8 per cent of 30-39-year-
olds had a postsecondary degree compared to 16.7 per cent of 40-49-year-
olds. The real differences were at the top and bottom of the attainment 
level with dramatic decreases in lack of any education or primary only and 
significant increases in postsecondary degree level attainment between 
women in their 40s and 50s today. 

Table 4.2: District of residence of women aged 30-39 years, 1991 and 2011 

Source: Census and Statistics Department of the HKSAR Government (1991, 
2012), 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  26,916 5.0%  25,402 3.9% -5.6%

Wan Chai  19,306 3.6%  15,905 1.3% -17.6%

Eastern  58,514 10.9%  52,524 4.1% -10.2%

Southern  24,312 4.5%  24,324 1.9% 0.0%

Sub-total 129,048 24.0%  118,155 18.1%  

 Kowloon

Yau Tsim Mong  23,225 4.4%  33,837 5.2% 45.7%

Sham Shui Po  32,356 6.1%  32,850 5.0% 1.5%

Kowloon City  36,455 6.9%  35,790 5.5% -1.8%

Wong Tai Sin  29,368 5.5%  32,630 5.0% 11.1%

Kwun Tong  46,627 8.8%  53,044 8.1% 13.8%

Sub-total  168,031 31.3%  188,151 28.8%  

New Territories

Kwai Tsing  35,330 6.7%  44,145 6.8% 25.0%

Tsuen Wan  24,907 4.7%  31,207 4.8% 25.3%

Tuen Mun  45,172 8.5%  46,835 7.2% 3.7%

Yuen Long  20,155 3.8%  54,792 8.4% 171.9%

North  16,713 3.2%  25,631 3.9% 53.4%

Tai Po  23,169 4.4%  25,787 4.0% 11.3%

Sha Tin  55,495 10.5%  58,350 8.9% 5.1%

Sai Kung  14,767 2.8%  44,999 6.9% 204.7%

Islands  3,977 0.8%  14,244 2.2% 258.2%

Sub-total  239,685 44.7%  345,990 53.0%  

 Total  536,764   652,296  21.5%
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Charts 4.16 (left) and 4.17 (right): Educational attainment of women aged  
30-39 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
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Chart 4.18: Educational attainment of all women over 15 years old, 1991-2011

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, 1996), Population	Census	Main	Tables, Hong Kong; 
HKSAR Government
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For 2001, 2006, 2009, 2010, 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 1996: upper secondary includes upper secondary, craft courses in technical institutes, sixth form (excluding technical 
courses); postsecondary non-degree includes technician level, higher diploma/endorsement certificate courses in technical 
institutes/colleges /polytechnics, associateship or equivalent courses in polytechnics, teacher training courses, nurse 
training courses, other non-degree courses; postsecondary degree includes first degree and post-graduate courses.
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Men fared slightly better than women in terms of levels of educational 
attainment. There were 1.8 per cent of 30-39-year-old men with no 
schooling or primary level only in 2011, less than the 5.6 per cent reported 
for women. Although the absolute numbers of women aged 30-39 years 
old achieving postsecondary degree level education were higher than men 
in 2011, the proportion of total women aged 30-39 years is lower than men 
at 28.8 per cent compared to 35.7 per cent.

Chart 4.18 shows the dramatic level of growth in numbers of women achieving 
upper secondary attainment and going onto postsecondary studies in the 
1990s and early 2000s as a result of the 1970s educational reforms. These are 
the women who are today in their 30s. Growth in levels of attainment evened 
out in the later 2000s as the effect of the reforms plateaued and it became 
standard for all girls and women to have equitable access to education.

Data on the number of women who attend Hong Kong’s universities 
illustrates that the sharp growth had all occurred by the mid-1990s as shown 
in Chart 4.19. This was a natural residual from those who benefited from 
the educational reforms in the 1970s, as they would have reached university 
age in the 1990s, and thus positioned to capitalise on the global trend of 
massification of higher education. In 1991, there were only just over 25,000 
women attending universities and this increased to 45,000 by 1999 before 
stabilising at the current rate of around 40-45,000 per year. In 1986, there 
were only 15,609 women at Hong Kong’s universities, thus indicating that the 
growth in numbers of women all occurred in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

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.

Note	continued	from	p.	22

Chart 4.19: Number of women who attend UGC-funded universities in all 
courses (full and part time), 1991/2-2011/12

Source: University Grants Committee
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According to University Grants Committee (UCG) data, the percentage of 
women attending Hong Kong’s publicly funded universities was greater 
than the percentage of men for the first time in the 1996/7 academic 
year at 50.1 per cent women and 49.9 per cent men as shown in Chart 
4.20. This was also the year that the total number of university attendees 
peaked at 85,500. Since then, percentages have stabilised around 53-54 per 
cent women and 45-46 per cent men and the actual number of students 
at universities has declined over the last decade. For the academic year 
2011/2012, there were 75,761 attending university in Hong Kong. 

Despite this high proportion of attendance by women, gender equality 
has not permeated many aspects of their lives. A study of over 3,000 
students commissioned by the EOC in 2001, when these women in their 
30s today would have been students, showed that both male and female 
students perceived a clear differential in appropriate jobs for men and 
women. For example, they thought that nursing and teaching were 
suitable for women. Although both male and female students thought 
that women should have a career, they also thought that the man should 
be the major breadwinner in the family and that the woman was more 
suitable for taking care of young children.26

Given that this is the age group of women that has the largest number of 
women from Mainland China on one-way permits in it, their educational 
attainment is also commented on at this stage. Data could only be found 
for different age brackets than those presented in this report. However, a 

Chart 4.20: Percentage of men and women at Hong Kong’s UGC-funded 
universities, 1991/2-2011/12

Source: University Grants Committee
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look at the educational attainment of women from Mainland China having 
resided in Hong Kong for less than seven years in age groups 25-34 years 
and 35-44 years shows that they too are seeing increased attainment with 
a lower proportion of 25-34-year-olds receiving no schooling or primary 
only than 35-44-year-olds in 2011, and a higher proportion of 25-34-year-
olds completing postsecondary education than 35-44-year-olds in 2011 
as shown in Charts 4.21 and 4.22. Recent analysis on the improved 
educational attainment of women from mainland China since 1994 shows 
that they are attaining post-secondary education at the same relative rate 
as Hong Kong born women.27

Despite rapidly improving levels of educational attainment, they are still 
lower than Hong Kong-born women aged 30-39 years as shown in Chart 
4.17. Research carried out in the 2000s showed that recent immigrant 
women have a weak labour force attachment compared to local women, 
particularly in their 30s when domestic responsibilities (child bearing 
and rearing) would be a constraint for them to work without child care. 
It is also difficult for immigrant women to compete for a job with local 
women who have generally had higher educational attainment, better 
local language skills and more local work experience. They tend to fill 
the low-skilled jobs such as “service workers and shop sales workers”, be 
employed in “elementary occupations” and earn less than local people.28 
However, more recent analysis shows that women from mainland China 
are closing the gap with Hong Kong women in terms of the proportion 
that are homemakers.29

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

Note: Persons with educational attainment at lower secondary level refer to those with secondary 1-3 education or equivalent 
level. Persons with educational attainment at upper secondary / sixth form level refer to those with secondary 4-7 (old academic 
structure) / secondary 4-6 (new academic structure) education or equivalent level, Project Yi Jin or craft level.

Charts 4.21 (left) and 4.22 (right): Educational attainment of women aged 35-
44 years, and 25-34 years, from Mainland China having resided in Hong Kong 
for less than seven years, 2011
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Employment

The 30-34 and 35-39 years age groups are the quinquennial age groups 
with the largest numbers of economically active women and second 
highest labour force participation rates after the 25-29 years age group. The 
labour force rates have increased significantly over the last two decades, 
partly due to improved educational attainment, partly due to marriage and 
childbirth postponement and partly due to the influx of domestic helpers 
to provide support at home. Opportunities for women in the workplace 
have also increased since the establishment of the Sex Discrimination Bill 
in the mid-1990s; although more limiting than the Equal Opportunities 
Bill introduced privately by Legislative Councillor Anna Wu in 1994 to 
try to goad the government into action, it was a concrete step towards 
implementing anti-discrimination law.30 

In 2011, there were 499,700 women, or 76.8 per cent, aged 30-39 years 
who were recorded as being economically active, and 151,200 women, 
or 23.2 per cent, were recorded as being economically inactive. These 
numbers had grown substantially since 1991 and by 2006, there were more 
women employed than men for the first time in the 30-39 years age group. 

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

Percentage 1991 1996 2001 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

30-34 59.2 69.1 76.4 78.9 79.1 80.0 80.0 78.8 80.1

35-39 52.4 56.9 66.0 72.3 73.4 73.8 74.8 72.6 73.5

Table 4.3: Labour force participation rates for women aged 30-39 years, 
1991-2011

Charts 4.23 (left) and 4.24 (right): Economically active and inactive status of 
women aged 30-39 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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Comparatively, in 1991 there had been half as many women as men who 
were employed. Of those women that were economically inactive, the 
majority were homemakers, since few would term themselves retired at this 
stage and few would still be studying. However the number and proportion 
of homemakers declined significantly over the 20 year period. 

Although few women are officially students, many more are studying part-
time and doing postsecondary distance learning. Data available for the 
25-34 years age group showed 36,922 women studying part-time and doing 
distance learning and data for the 35-44 years age group showed 18,090 
such women in 2011. These made up 67.1 per cent of all women who said 
they were studying part-time or doing postsecondary distance learning. 
The proportion of 25-34-year-old women has remained quite static at 44.5 
per cent of all women studying part-time or doing postsecondary distance 
learning in 1991 and 45.0 per cent in 2011. For 35-44-year-olds, however, 
this proportion had increased steadily from 6.6 per cent in 1991 to 22.1 
per cent in 2011. It had also increased from 0.1 per cent for 45-54-year-old 
women in 1991 to 11.4 per cent in 2011. There are more and more women 
taking up part-time and distance studies in the older age group categories 
today. The sex ratio of men to women studying part-time or distance 
learning also declined from 1,337 men to 1,000 women in 1991 to 843 men 
to 1,000 women in 2011.

The labour force rate is higher for the never married category than for 
the now married category and remained the same between 1991 and 
2011 as shown in Table 4.4. For the now married category, it is much 
lower but grew significantly over the two decades. For the widowed/
divorced/separated category it has been close to that for now married 
women over the last decade, although generally a little higher for most 
years, but it had declined over the 20 years. For men, the labour force 
participation rate was similar across all marriage categories, although 
slightly lower in widowed/divorced/separated, and remained fairly 
stable over the 20 years.

This difference between never married and ever married women in the 
labour force is usually considered to reflect the fact that many women exit 
the labour force after marriage, as the drop in labour force participation 
after ages 25-29 coincides with the median age for first marriage, currently 
28.9 years. The labour force participation rate for women aged 25-29 years 
was 87.5 in 2011, dropping to 80.1 for 30-34 years and 73.5 for 35-39 years. 
A survey of approximately 2,000 people commissioned by the Women’s 
Commission in 2011 found that among married/cohabiting women with 
children who were allowed to pick more than one reason for not returning 
to work after giving birth, 76.8 per cent said their major reason was having 

Table 4.4: Labour force participation rates of women by marital status, 1991-2011

Percentage 1991 1996 2001 2006 2009 2010 2011

Never married 94.8 96.3 95.1 94.9 94.5 94.8 94.4

Now married 47.8 54.1 63.2 68.3 70.3 67.9 69.3

Widowed/divorced/separated 78.2 72.6 67.4 68.9 74.2 68.6 73.7

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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to look after other family members, 59.3 per cent said it was because they 
have to do housework and 43.1 per cent said they prefer to spend more 
time with their children.31

However, the 21.5 point increase in labour force participation rate for now 
married women aged 30-39 years between 1991 and 2011 is evidence 
that more and more married women are remaining in the workplace. 
The 2011 survey commissioned by the Women’s Commission found that 
although traditional views persist, with 50.4 per cent of people saying they 
felt that women should focus more on family than work, 82.2 per cent of 
respondents agreed that having a job was the best way for a woman to be 
independent and 80.4 per cent of males and 83.7 per cent of females think 
that both women and men should contribute to the household income.32 
This illustrates the conundrum for women today.

The same survey found that although more than half of respondents 
thought that male supremacy did not exist within a family context today, 
women remain largely responsible for most household duties such as child 
care, cleaning and doing laundry, grocery shopping and preparing meals, 
taking care of the elderly, disabled or chronically ill family members. Even if 
foreign domestic helpers are employed to do child care and some of these 
other tasks (crèche facilities and child care day centres are not prevalent in 
Hong Kong) and allow women to work, females still conduct more of the 
household management due in large part to the less visible tasks and the 
emotional support of everyone in the family. In fact, it is sometimes said 
that the employment of domestic helpers has led to the almost complete 
withdrawal of husbands from domestic work.33 

Despite this, 48.4 per cent of people surveyed considered that men should 
take up a larger share of household duties than they do now and 51.2 per 
cent of women surveyed agreed that men should take on more child care 
responsibility than they do now, although only 43.0 per cent of men agreed 
with this statement.34 Nonetheless, a 2012 research project on the impacts 
of gender stereotyping on men commissioned by the EOC found that men 
are “increasingly aware of the importance to share family responsibilities 
such as household chores and child care”.35

However, expectations of society and employers do not help to push 
forward change. Hong Kong is a particularly challenging place to work given 
that its working culture is very demanding with workers facing long hours, 
about 22 per cent higher than the 40-hour week recommended by the 
International Labour Organisation.36 Research comparing levels of work-
family and family-work conflict in Hong Kong, China and the US found that 
Hong Kong employees report much higher levels of work-family conflict 
than those in China and the US.37 Levels of work-family conflict were higher 
than family-work conflict, which is considered consistent with the strong 
value Chinese place on work as a means of contributing to family welfare.38 

Maternity leave, for example, is short in Hong Kong compared to other 
developed places at only ten weeks. There have been repeated calls for this 
to be lengthened, however the Third Report of the HKSAR on CEDAW states 
that the current provisions have been formulated “following extensive 
consultations” and does not make any statements of intention regarding 
change. The recent government proposals for a mere five days of paternity 
leave have caused a raging debate.39
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Stay-at-home dads are such a rare breed in Hong Kong that they were 
recently referred to as “alien beings” in one newspaper.40 There is a broad 
resistance towards redefining gender roles in the home and workplace. Early 
in 2012, the government finally proposed that companies offer paternity 
leave but only for five days, yet this is a concept already well-entrenched in 
Europe today and for much longer time periods. Critics say small companies 
will not be able to stomach the cost and there are plenty of domestic staff 
around to look after a baby and mother. Supporters say the cost to employers 
is negligible (a government study says 0.02 per cent to 0.04 per cent of the 
total wage bill each year) but the cost of domestic staff to those on the 
minimum wage is impossible and family time is important.41 

Within this cultural context, Hong Kong companies lag behind other 
developed places in establishing flexible, family-friendly working policies, 
although there is evidence that they are improving. A Women’s Commission 
survey published in 2002, found that 72 per cent of establishments had 
not adopted any gender-related employment practices. Among those that 
had “flexible working hours/practices” were the most common practice 
adopted.42 A study by the EOC found that only ten per cent of respondent 
employers had enforced family-friendly policies or guidelines.43 However, 
a 2011 workplace survey found that of the 1,009 respondents polled, 45.7 
per cent said they worked a five-day week, up from 32.4 per cent in 2007; 
28.3 enjoyed flexitime, up from 22.4 per cent in 2006; and 22.9 per cent 
had the option of working from home, up from 14.1 per cent in 2006.44 
The Third Report of the HKSAR on CEDAW commented on a large number 
of initiatives in Hong Kong to try to improve Family-Friendly Employment 
Practices, but states that it is the employer’s decision what policies they 
adopt and how they adopt them.45  

However, research exists that shows that even in firms offering family-
friendly benefits, Hong Kong women are less likely than their male 
counterparts to use them.46 The 2011 Women’s Commission survey found 
that although around 71.0 per cent of people felt that employers or 
supervisors were willing to allow their staff to take time off to handle family 
matters, and about 69.1 per cent agreed that employers would allow staff 
to work flexitime upon mutual agreement, the majority considered that 
such situations do not always happen or happen occasionally.47 Frequently 
the accommodation to women in the form of family-friendly benefits from 
employers is so limited that successful women must sacrifice some aspect 
of family life to achieve career success.48 

The 2011 Women’s Commission survey found that a total of 57.1 per cent 
of respondents thought that women have to sacrifice more than men in 
order to achieve career success.49 It has long been argued that success can 
only come to women who work harder and show themselves to be more 
competent than men. With the change in Hong Kong’s economy bringing 
about a decline in manufacturing and the rise of service- and knowledge-
based industries such as finance and communications, men and women 
increasingly find themselves side by side.

At first glance, it is perhaps surprising that women in their 30s had as 
large a proportion (31.1 per cent) in manufacturing in 1991 as women 
aged ≥60 years (31.2 per cent) and women aged 40-59 years (35.6 per 
cent). However, women who were 30-39 years in 1991 might have started 
work in the early 1980s when the manufacturing industry was still strong. 
It was not until the late 1980s and early 1990s that the sector started 
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to decline significantly so that between 1988 and 1994 the number of 
manufacturing establishments dropped from a high of 50,606 in 1988 to 
33,863 by the end of 1994.50 

The fact that the decline in the proportion of women aged 30-39 years in 
manufacturing between 1991 and 2011 was greater than that for older women 
illustrates that it was perhaps easier for these younger and more educated 
women to transfer to alternative industries as opportunities narrowed in 
manufacturing. Older women had less occupational mobility and often found 
themselves either trapped in their declining industry or out of full-time 
employment. In 2011 there were 4.3 per cent of women aged ≥60 years still 
in manufacturing, 3.6 per cent of 40-59-year-old women and only 1.6 per cent 
of 30-39-year-old women. Similar to other age groups, there was a significant 
increase in women in finance, but there was a higher proportion of and greater 
increase in 30-39-year-old women in community, social and personal services 
than in the older groups of women. Women aged ≥60 years have the highest 
proportion in finance of these three age groups and women aged 30-39 years 

Charts 4.25 (top) and 4.26 (bottom): Industries of employed women aged 
30-39 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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have the highest proportion in community, social and personal services. Recent 
research shows that women of all ages are much more likely than men to work 
for non-profit organisations in Hong Kong today.51

The highest growth in terms of occupations was professionals and associate 
professionals. However the number of clerks and elementary workers 
was always high and remained so over the time period 1993-2011, as 
shown in Charts 4.27 and 4.28. Elementary workers became the largest 
proportion of workers in 2011 which was surprising given its decline in 
the 40-59 years age group but is likely due to younger women progressing 
through their careers. Associate professionals and clerks were the next 
largest proportions equally in 2011 with associate professionals posting 
a significant gain in number whilst clerks actually declined. Managers 
and administrators, associate professionals and professionals combined 
constituted 22.4 per cent of women in this age group in 1993, and had 
increased to 36.7 per cent by 2011. Service workers also grew in proportion 
from 11.1 per cent to 16.2 per cent over the time period. 

Overall, the breakdown of occupations did not change as dramatically for 
women in their 30s as for women in their 40s and 50s between 1993 and 2011. 
Women this age benefited from the shift to a service economy and higher 
standards of education by the 1990s than those in the older age groups. Craft 
workers and plant and machine operators have seen a reduction in number 
and in proportion of women in this age group reflecting increased educational 
attainment and securing of higher level jobs by women today.

Whilst women in their 30s have more broadly spread occupations than 
those in older age groups and have further improved their occupational 
status since 1993, they have not achieved the same levels of occupational 
status of men of the same age. In 2011, a combined total of 36.7 per 
cent of women aged 30-39 years were managers and administrators, 
professionals or associate professionals compared to 51.6 per cent of men. 

Charts 4.27 (left) and 4.28 (right): Occupations of employed women aged 
30-39 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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This gap has not changed significantly over the last 20 years or so. Recent 
analysis comparing the proportion of male and female managers and 
professionals shows that the gap has closed slightly more for those born in 
Mainland China than in Hong Kong in the last few years.52

There are few women in their 30s who are casual workers and there are 
also fewer women in part-time roles in their 30s than in their 40s and 50s. 
As the labour force rate is one of the highest of all ages, the low numbers of 
casual and part-time workers are likely due to the fact that the majority of 
employed women are in full-time occupations.

Employment earnings
Similar to the older age groups, a significant proportion of employed women in 
their 30s were earning less than HK$6,000 in 1991. However, at 58.0 per cent 
of the total, it was a smaller proportion than for older women. Also different to 
the older women, women in this age group have spread out more evenly into 
all the different monthly wage brackets by 2011 as shown in Chart 4.31. Income 
polarisation is evident in this age group too, as it was in the 40-49 and 50-59 years 
age groups. The largest proportions of women were at either end of the earnings 
spectrum in 2011. By 2011, the vast majority of those earning the lowest wage 
would have been domestic helpers. There were 138,100 women aged 30-39 
years earning the lowest wage in 2011 and, as commented in the earlier section 
on population, there were 125,900 foreign domestic helpers aged 30-39 years in 
Hong Kong in 2011, most, if not all of whom fall into that lowest earnings bracket. 

Despite the fact that the biggest gain in proportion of women was in the top 
earnings category, there was still a lower proportion of women in the highest 
earning category than men in this age group in 2011 (27.1 per cent compared 
to 38.3 per cent for men). In addition, whilst there was still a higher proportion 
of working women aged 30-39 years in the lowest earning category than 

Chart 4.29: Women aged 30-39 years by monthly nominal 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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in any other, in 2011 the <HK$6,000 category had the smallest proportion 
of men aged 30-39 years in it, as shown in Chart 4.33. Men started off in a 
better position in 1991, and they remained in a better position in 2011. The 
monthly earnings employment profile of working women in their 30s, however, 
illustrates Hong Kong’s wealth gap, as does that of women in their 40s and 50s.

Women aged 30-39 years had the highest nominal median monthly earnings 
of women of all age groups. In 1991, they shared the top spot with women in 
their 20s at HK$5,000. However, over the two decades, women in their 20s 
raised their median monthly earnings to HK$8,800 in 2011 whilst women in 
their 30s raised it higher to HK$11,000. This may be because many women 
in their 20s are students doing low-paid part-time work whilst studying, but 
also that women in their 30s have climbed further up the career ladder. 
Again, however, the median monthly earnings of women this age falls short 

Charts 4.30 (left) and 4.31 (right): Nominal monthly employment earnings of 
women aged 30-39 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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Charts 4.32 (left) and 4.33 (right): Nominal monthly employment earnings of men 
aged 30-39 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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of that for men and has done over the last 20 years. Men aged 30-39 years 
had median monthly earnings of HK$7,000 in 1991 and 15,000 in 2011. 
However, if domestic helpers are excluded, the median monthly earnings for 
30-39-year-old women rises from HK$11,000 to HK$14,500 in 2011, which 
is much closer to the HK$15,000 for men of the same age. This analysis 
excluding domestic helpers is included in this section because of the large 
number of such helpers in this age group and because of the significant 
impact it has on the earnings profile of women aged 30-39 years as a group.

When the median monthly earnings are adjusted for inflation, women’s 
and men’s earnings have increased over the 20 year period from HK$7,663 
in 1991 to HK$11,000 in 2011. However, this increase occurred during the 

Chart 4.34: Median nominal monthly earnings of employed men and women (and 
excluding foreign domestic helpers from 1996) aged 30-39 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.

Chart 4.35: Median inflation-adjusted monthly earnings of employed men and 
women (and excluding foreign domestic helpers) aged 30-39 years, 1991-2011 
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1990s. From 2001, inflation-adjusted earnings have actually decreased 
from HK$11,701 in today’s money in 2001 to HK$11,000 in 2011 and men’s 
have decreased from HK$16,716 to HK$15,000. The picture, however, is 
different if the earnings of foreign domestic helpers are excluded, with 
women’s earnings staying relatively flat over the last decade at HK$14,487 
in 2001 and HK$14,500 in 2011, whilst men’s have declined. This effective 
wage freeze is emphasised in the inflation-adjusted earnings analysis for 
women aged 20-29 years. However, it was different for older women whose 
earnings have risen in real terms over the two decades. (Analysis has not 
been conducted for men’s earnings excluding foreign domestic helpers 
because there is no change to the median monthly employment earnings 
of men aged 30-39 years when they are excluded).

Spending

There is little data available on consumption and spending by women in 
Hong Kong and almost nothing broken down by age. However, a small 
comment on spending is included here as a subsection of the analysis 
on earnings, given that consumption is also a way of contributing to the 
economy and given that women aged 30-39 years are often the age group 
to be managing their household for the first time. 

It is often said that raising the status of women in the workplace translates 
to raising their status at home and improved quality of life overall.53 A 
survey in 2008 by market research company Synovate of around 2,000 
women in Hong Kong, China, Singapore and Malaysia found that 81 per 
cent of women said they can afford to pay for what they want without 
asking for money from their partners.54 The Mastercard Worldwide 
Consumer Purchasing Priorities Index surveys show that the percentage of 
households where women make the decisions on household spending in 
Asia has increased from 32 per cent in 1999 to 64 per cent in 2010.55

In Hong Kong, census data on family headship shows that there are increases 
in overall household headship rates for females aged 30-64 years in recent 
years.56 A 2011 survey of approximately 2,000 people commissioned by the 
Women’s Commission found that 43.6 per cent of respondents indicated that 
they had savings with their spouse/cohabitant and equal rights to using that 
money. Only about one-fifth said they were completely independent from 
their spouses/cohabitants when it came to finances 

All of this chimes with the results of a survey published in 2011 by HSBC 
showing that in Hong Kong, a total of 36 per cent of women compared to 
33 per cent of men said they are more likely to be in charge of household 
budgeting.57 In the same survey, 63 per cent of Chinese women said they 
make all or most of the financial decisions in the household. This is the 
highest percentage among their Asian peers and bucks the global trend—
only 53 per cent of women in all 17 countries surveyed around the world 
said they were the sole decision maker in household financial decisions. 
Notably, when asked who is most likely to take sole responsibility for making 
decisions on managing the household budget, the proportions of 30-39-year-
old men and women claiming that they did were equal at 34 per cent, with 
the proportion of men being larger than women as age increases. So 39 per 
cent of men aged 40-49 years said they take responsibility compared to 31 
per cent of women, and 42 per cent of men aged 50-59 years said they take 
responsibility compared to 32 per cent of women.58 
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When it came to retirement savings, 38 per cent of Hong Kong men said they 
take sole responsibility for planning compared to 28 per cent of women. In line 
with the global pattern, 45 per cent of Hong Kong women said they share the 
responsibility with their spouse, compared to 38 per cent of men, and 16 per 
cent of women said they leave it to their spouse compared to 13 per cent of 
men.59 A higher proportion of Chinese respondents, 76 per cent, have financial 
plans compared to an average 66 per cent across Asia. This reflects positively 
for Chinese women given that of all women surveyed in 17 countries, only 44 
per cent of women stated that they had a financial plan in place for their own 
or their family’s future, compared to 54 per cent of men.60 The Mastercard 
Worldwide Consumer Purchasing Priorities Index surveys also found that 
women ranked high in Asia for “investment” and “basic money management” 
but lower on financial literacy and low on financial planning.61

As for shopping, although the aforementioned survey by Synovate shows that 
81 per cent of women say they can afford to buy what they want without 
asking their partner and 87 per cent said they have equal say on high priced 
items such as cars and property, Hong Kong women are apparently more 
restrained than their Asian peers. The survey found that Hong Kong women 
only spend 11 per cent of their monthly personal income on shopping, 
preferring to allocate bigger proportions to savings and investments. In 
contrast, women from Mainland China spend over half their income on 
shopping (although the actual monetary amount is approximately the same 
at around HK$1,325).62 

The same survey found that Hong Kong women consider shopping part 
of their daily routine rather than something therapeutic, unlike their 
counterparts in Mainland China and Malaysia. Only 22 per cent of Hong 
Kong women admitted shopping to “show off” compared to 32 per cent in 
Shanghai and 27 per cent in Beijing.63

Nonetheless, the results of a survey of approximately 400 women in Hong Kong 
on their values and spending patterns published by the Chinese University 
of Hong Kong in 2002, showed that during an economic downturn, Hong 
Kong women would still spend considerable amounts on beauty products/
services, mobile phone charges, clothes/footwear, jewellery/goldsmiths, and 
holiday travel. The results also showed that international brands such as Nokia, 
Nike, and Louis Vuitton are famous brands among younger women; while 
older women are more familiar with Japanese brands. It also showed that Hong 
Kong women value personal appearance and health.64

Crime
The official number of women aged 30-39 years who were arrested increased 
over the last 20 years, but not to the same degree as for older women. There 
is also evidence that crime for this age band has declined slightly over recent 
years. In 1991, 1,501 women aged 30-39 years were arrested, and in 2011, 
2,407 women of this age were arrested, representing a 60.3 per cent increase. 
There was a decline for men in the same age group. In 1991, 8,903 men were 
arrested and in 2011, 5,737 men were arrested, representing a decline of 35.6 
per cent. Despite the decline, this was still a more meaningful proportion of 
the age group for men. For women, this represented an increase from 0.27 
per cent of the female population aged 30-39 years in 1991 to 0.37 per cent in 
2011. For men, the proportion of the 30-39 years age group arrested declined 
from 1.52 per cent to 1.25 per cent during this time period. 
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There was also a significant increase in the number of women admitted 
into penal institutions in this age group, but again, not as significant as 
for the older age groups. In 1991, there were 185 sentenced women in 
their 30s who were admitted into penal institutions, and in 2011, there 
were 1,270 women, representing an almost seven fold increase. Men of 
the same age had higher numbers admitted to penal institutions at 2,776 
in 1991 and 2,939 in 2011, but there was not much change over the time 
period. For both men and women the numbers rose in the 1990s but 
declined again in the 2000s.

Similar to other age groups there was also an increase in the official number 
of drug abusers for this age group of women from 366 women in 1991 to 578 
women in 2011, an increase of 57.9 per cent which was less than the 172.8 
per cent for women aged 40-59 years, but the absolute numbers of women 
were higher. There was a decline for men aged 30-39 years, as there was with 
men aged 40-59 years, from 4,433 cases to 2,325 cases. 

Political participation
 
Women in their 30s today would have been in their late teens and 20s 
during the 1990s when the international women’s movement was gaining 
pace as a global civil society and when the decade leading up to Hong 
Kong’s return to China provided the opportunity for law reform. They were 
young, educated and able to join the ranks to pressure the government to 
introduce the Bill of Rights Ordinance in 1991 (which was arguably the first 
law in Hong Kong to publicly recognise a right to gender equality), to repeal 
the ban on female inheritance of land in the New Territories in 1994, to 
enact the Sex Discrimination Ordinance in 1995 and to adopt the CEDAW 
in 1996. The UN’s Fourth World Women’s Conference was held in Beijing in 
1995 and two coalitions of Hong Kong women’s groups (with very differing 
views—one was pro-Beijing and the other was pro-democracy) went to 
present their views on women’s issues. In 1996, the publicly funded Equal 
Opportunities Commission was established and ultimately in 2001, the 
Women’s Commission was established to promote the well-being and 
interests of women in Hong Kong.

Chart 4.36: Women aged 30-39 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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Such a backdrop makes it surprising that women in their 30s consistently 
had the second lowest voter turnout of voters as a proportion of registered 
electors and as a proportion of the total age-specific population in the District 
Council elections after the 21-30-year-olds, as shown in Table 4.5 and fell 
below the overall proportion in every year. Although women aged 21-30 
years had higher proportions of voters to registered electors than men in the 
District Council elections every year until 2011 when they were equal, they 
had lower proportions of voters to total age-specific population.

In the Legislative Council elections in the four years of data presented in 
Table 4.6, women aged 31-40 years had the third lowest voter turnout 
as a proportion of registered electors, after women in their 20s and 
after women aged ≥61 years who scored the lowest. Similar to the 
District Council elections, although women aged 21-30 years had higher 
proportions than men of voters to registered electors each year shown 
in Table 4.6, they had lower proportions of voters to total age-specific 
population and the gap has widened in recent years. 

Table 4.5: Participation of women and men aged 31-40 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

Table 4.6: Participation of women and men aged 31-40 years and overall in 
Legislative 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

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 

31-40 F 27.0% 13.7% 34.1% 14.0% 30.0% 12.8% 25.6% 10.8%

M 23.6% 13.6% 31.4% 16.4% 26.9% 15.7% 25.6% 15.5%

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 

31-40 F 53.4% 28.3% 43.6% 22.3% 57.4% 25.4% 42.8% 18.3%

M 48.6% 28.5% 40.2% 23.8% 54.6% 30.9% 40.6% 23.9%

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%
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