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The Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups 
Youth Study No. 17 

 

A Study on Youth Unemployment  
in Hong Kong 

 

SUMMARY REPORT 

1. Introduction 

 The Asian financial crisis in late 1997 has brought about a negative impact on 

Hong Kong’s economy.  Information from the government shows that the latest 

local unemployment rate has risen to a 15-year high of 5.3 per cent, with the rate for 

young people is even worse, at about 25.1 per cent for the 15 to 19 age group and 

7.2 per cent for the 20 to 29 age group.  The purpose of this study is to look into the 

potential crisis of youth unemployment in Hong Kong, taking into consideration the 

impact on various facets of young people, such as their personal expectation, life 

values, self-worth, attitude towards the government, and even the relationship of 

family members.  Through in-depth case interviews, as well as an opinion survey 

on young people who are on the road to long term unemployment, we hope to 

improve our understanding on their views, which will facilitate the creation of a 

suitable policy and improved services. 

 

2.  Methodology 

 Both a qualitative case study and a quantitative survey are employed for this 

study. For the qualitative case study it is conducted through in-depth case interviews 

among youths that have been unemployed more than three months in the last two 

years. An interview guideline with open-ended questions is directed to solicit 

respondents’ opinions towards the experience of unemployment. A total of 34 

in-depth case interviews have been conducted from October to November 1998. For 

the quantitative survey it has been conducted by telephone from 26 October to 4 

November 1998. A total of 357 people, aged 15 to 29, have been successfully 

interviewed. The success rate is 25.0 per cent, whereas the standard error is within 

2.6%. The analysis contains a synthesis of both the qualitative and quantitative data 

from the respondents and from an extensive review of the literature. 

 

3. Discussion 

3.1 More than one-quarter of the respondents have been 
unemployed in the last 13 months. Over one-third of the 
respondents have faced salary cut or the reduction of fringe 
benefits. The attack of unemployment prevails at both low 
and high education levels.  
 
 As revealed from the result of the telephone survey among unemployed youths, 
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a large portion of the respondents has suffered from unemployment.  More than 

one-quarter (27.5%) of the respondents have been unemployed in the last 13 months 

since the Asian financial crisis. On the other hand, over one-third (35.4%) of the 

respondents have faced one way or the other salary cut and reduction of fringe 

benefits from the employers. These are extensively manifested as “cutting 

allowances”, “cutting working hours”, “over-time work without compensation” or 

simply “reduction of salary”. Furthermore, confidence for those who are still on the 

job is decreasing. Nearly one-fifth (18.9%) of the respondents expect that they will 

be laid off soon.  

 

 In addition, the attack of unemployment prevails at both low and high education 

levels, despite the fact that unemployment rate for the respondents with lower 

education is significantly higher than respondents with higher education. The 

difference can be as high as twenty to thirty per cent. 

 

 More specific explanations of why unemployment is so prevalent disregard the 

educational level of young people, is provided in the following arguments. As one 

respondent indicated, the low education standard rendered himself non-competitive 

in the job market. Even for those university graduates, unemployment after 

graduation is not uncommon. The globalization of world economy and the structural 

change in manufacturing and service industries would worsen the situation. Youth 

unemployment has become a prevalent problem for many countries. How to help the 

society to go through a period of long-term unemployment ranks top in the 

government agenda for many places.  

 

 

3.2 The mental health of unemployed youth has deteriorated as 
a result of heavy burden on financial insecurity. Over six per 
cent of the respondents indicated that it would be acceptable 
for unemployed people to commit suicide. An alarming 
signal has been sent to our society. 
 
 As noted above, young people of high-education and low-education 

backgrounds suffer equally hard from the attack of unemployment. A vast majority 

of the respondents reported that they worried much about financial insecurity. As 

revealed from the result of the telephone survey, most of the respondents (93.3%) 

indicated that “interest in consumption was lower”. Over four-fifths of the 

respondents (83.6%) says “savings were reduced”. Another three-quarters 

respondents also express that they are “often worried about financial insecurity”. 

Furthermore, it is also observed that the mental health of unemployed youth has 

deteriorated as a result of heavy burden on financial insecurity. More than half of the 

respondents (54.1%) express that life attitude become “more pessimistic”. Another 

40.5 per cent respondents indicate that “self-confidence were lower”. Over 

one-fifths of the young people (23.4%) also reveal that “relationship with their 

family members has deteriorated” as a result of unemployment. 

 

It is worried to note that the experience of unemployment has posed a very 

negative impact on the mental health of the young people in Hong Kong. As 

revealed from the result of the telephone survey, over six per cent of the respondents 
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(6.2%) indicate that it will be acceptable for unemployed people to commit suicide. 

One of the respondents from the in-depth case has indicated that he has once 

considered to attempt suicide during the period of being unemployed. This is an 

alarming signal on the mental health of young people for the society. 

 

 

3.3 Youth values are challenged and mutated by the downturn of 
economy. Unemployed young people are generally packed 
with grievances over the government. This will pose a 
potential threat towards the stability of the society if these 
grievances are not properly handled. 
 
 As a result of economic downturn and high unemployment rate among the 

young people, youth values are challenged and mutated by the severe economic 

situation. Traditionally, young people are brought up in school and family and 

taught to be law-abiding and socially responsible citizens. In the labour market, 

young people are socialized to identify with values or work ethics such as honesty, 

integrity, diligence, against corruption, loyalty and accountability. However, 

findings of the telephone survey show that over half of the respondents (51.8%) 

believe that “as long as it is not immoral, one can use any means, legal or illegal to 

be make money”. The figure is significantly higher (61.1%) for the group of 

unemployed respondents. The level of tolerance towards illegal act, as indicated in 

this study, is much higher than similar survey 
1
conducted in March 1997 before the 

Asian financial crisis.  

 

Besides, more than half of the respondents (51.8%) also indicate that “keeping 

the job” is more important than “maintaining self-dignity” under the current 

economic situation. This finding is also in a contrary to earlier similar surveys in 

which a significant number of young people indicate that “high salary”, “good career 

prospect” and “interest” are their main criteria for choosing a job.
2
 However, this is 

no longer the case. Youth values are challenged and mutated by the downturn of 

economy. 

 

 On the other hand, the findings of the study also reveal that a number of the 

respondents, when unemployed, feel being neglected by the society. In evaluating 

the performance of the HKSAR government in handling youth unemployment, the 

survey shows that young people are not impressed by the government which, on 

average, earns 43.3 points on a 0-100 scale, where 0 point indicates very bad, 100 

points indicate excellent, and 50 points indicate pass. The study also revealed that, in 

this gloomy employment prospect, unemployed young people are generally packed 

with grievances over the government. This will pose a potential threat towards the 

stability of the society if these grievances are not properly handled. History of riots 

in Hong Kong shows that, while people in the society are packed with grievances 

                         
1  “Young People’s Outlook on Life”, Youth Poll Series No. 41, The Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups, 

March, 1997. Table 8 of the survey indicates similar question. A total of 19.7% of the respondents strongly agree 

and agree with the statement. 

 
2  “Youth and Careers”, Beijing-Shanghai-Guangzhou-Hongkong ComparativeYouth Study Series No.5, The 

Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups, June 1995. 



 59 

which when accumulated, a minor incident can be able to stir up the public and 

resulted in riot. Young people, at the same time, are usually being involved. 

Incidents of riot such as fare rise of the Star Fairy in 1966 and beating foreigners 

during Christmas Eves in early eighties are some examples. 

 

 To deal with these grievances resulted from unemployment, many countries 

have developed various strategies in tackling unemployment, and hopefully will 

ease the dissatisfaction of the unemployed youth. These may include options such as 

the provision of better linkage in job-seeking information, re-training of unemployed 

youth to fit in new jobs, the provision of pseudo-jobs and community volunteer 

experience, the provision of unemployment counselling services, as well as initiate 

innovative job creation projects.  

 

 

3.4 While many respondents are aware of their inadequacy in 
language skills and abilities in using information technology, 
only very few respondents show motivation for learning. The 
government should be alert that youth unemployment is an 
issue beyond unemployment. It is an issue of life-long 
education to enhance competitiveness of the labour force. 
 
 The contemporary direction in human resources development emphasizes the 

use of continued learning approaches for the labour force to increase the 

competitiveness. Through life-long continued education, young people or even 

adults are able to develop new knowledge and skills such as language application 

and ability in using information technology. However, it is revealed from the result 

of the study that a significant portion of the respondents self-rate their language 

skills and ability in using information technology at 5 to 6 points on a scale of 0 to 

10 points. While many respondents are aware of their inadequacy in language skills 

and abilities in using information technology, only very few respondents show 

motivation for learning. Some respondents from the in-depth case interviews show 

the attitude that they are not interested in self-improvement and learning new 

knowledge, albeit continued education. If the mentality of unemployed youth 

continue to restrict them just in the matter of job matching, the core issue behind the 

notion of “competitiveness” may be overlooked. The government should be alert 

that youth unemployment is an issue beyond unemployment. It is an issue of 

life-long education for the enhancement of competitiveness of the labour force.  

 

 

3.5 Nearly half of the respondents still expect to find a job with a 
wage higher than the average salary of the working force. 
This shows that the unemployed youths may not be very 
sensitive to the job market. The government should take a 
more proactive role to provide support for unemployed 
youths in this adverse economic environment. 
 

 It is revealed from the result of the study that nearly half of the respondents 

(46.5%) still expect to find a job that with a wage of $10,000 or above, which is 
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higher than the average salary of the working force. This shows that the unemployed 

youths are not very sensitive to the job market. At the same time, a portion of the 

respondents from the in-depth case interviews also demonstrates unrealistic 

expectations towards employers. For example, some interviewees expect the 

employers are able to provide “a job with training opportunities”. Some might even 

blame the employers for “disciplining them when they have committed mistakes.” 

To correct this situation, as well as for the enhancement of the competitiveness of 

the unemployed young people, the government should take a more proactive role to 

provide support and training opportunities for unemployed youths in this adverse 

economic environment. 

 
 

 

4. Recommendations 
 

In view of the above discussion, the Federation will recommend: 

 

4.1  Since the issue of youth unemployment is basically concern 

with the economy, the government should take a more 

proactive role and must undertake a wide range of strategies 

to improve the economic situation of Hong Kong. 

 

4.2  As revealed in this study, unemployed youths in Hong Kong 

are lack of the motivation to strike for the enhancement of their 

competitiveness. It is recommended that the government 

should further promote the concept of continued education by 

providing trainings as well as developing a sound accreditation 

system for these training programmes. 

 

4.3 Due to the fact that practical working experiences or even 

pseudo-work experiences are greatly helpful for preparing 

unemployed youths back to new job positions, it is advisable 

that the government should consider arranging various kinds 

of short-term job or pseudo-work experience for the 

unemployed youths. This will fulfill multi-purposes for 

unemployed youths such as the motivation to learn, the 

enhancement of competitiveness, the ease of stress on mental 

health as well as the accreditation and recognition of those 

who wish to work and stand on their own feet.  
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4.4 In view of the urgency of youth unemployment, immediate 

measures such as setting up an "unemployed youths support 

network" on a community base should be considered by the 

authority concerned. As a result, unemployed young people 

may no longer have to seek jobs through various unorganized 

sources, but have information on job openings, market 

monitors, employment counselling, or work attitude training 

provided at a one-stop location.  

 


