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Project Team and Methodology 
 

As a research center based at the University of Hong Kong, housed in the Faculty of Law, the Center for 

Comparative and Public Law (CCPL) engages in systematic, evidence-based, objective scientific research. 

Over the past twenty-three years, CCPL has specialized in research on comparative and public law, including 

Hong Kong’s political development, reform and the transition from Hong Kong’s status as a colony to the 

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) of the People’s Republic of China.  

 

This study examines the nexus between various demographic factors and attitudes and aspirations towards 

politics, governance, priorities and life satisfaction. The survey tool used is based on research instruments that 

are global in nature but adapted to the Hong Kong context. These include, for example, the Asian Barometer 

Survey, which itself is a derivative of the World Values Survey that has been carried out in 84 countries and 

carries global weight and rigour.  

 

CCPL enlisted specialist collaborators to bring the project to fruition. The National Democratic Institute (NDI) 

is a non-profit, non-partisan and non-governmental organization which has supported democratic institutions 

and practices worldwide for more than three decades. Since its founding in 1983, NDI and its local partners 

have worked to establish and strengthen civic organizations, safeguard elections and promote citizen 

participation, openness and accountability in government. Professor Neil Nevitte of the Faculty of Political 

Science at the University of Toronto, Canada specializes in the development, administration, execution, and 

analysis of instruments for research in these fields and has supported surveys around the world. Professor 

Nevitte’s expert guidance during each phase of the study was instrumental in giving shape to the project from 

its early inception to its conclusion. 

 

CCPL commissioned Policy 21, a Hong Kong based research center, to collect field data as part of this project. 

Policy 21 is regularly commissioned by government, private entitles, universities and other persons to conduct 

wide-scale research using various research methods and tools across the territory.  

 

The principal project investigator, Puja Kapai, Associate Professor of Law, former Director of the Centre for 

Comparative and Public Law (2013-2017) and Convenor of the Women’s Studies Research Centre 

conceptualized, directed and conducted this research study. She is grateful for the extensive advice, 

mentorship, guidance and support she received from the NDI team, comprising Adam Nelson, Roy White, 

Elizabeth Ludan, Maeve Whelan-Wuest and Professor Nevitte. She is also thankful to Steven Ka Ming Chan, 

Eric Ho Lai Yan, Johnson Yeung and Emily Law Yee Wing for their research support. 

 

This report documents findings from the Future Directions in Hong Kong’s Governance survey, led by CCPL, 

and conducted between August and September 2017 with a sample of 500 randomly selected respondents 

aged 18 or above living in Hong Kong. It aims to provide data-driven insights with the following objectives 

in mind: 

 

1. Identify Hong Kong people’s needs, priorities, and aspirations, developing an accurate narrative on 

the state of Hong Kong politics and divisions; 

2. Examine public trust towards political parties, institutions, government and individuals; 

3. Understand the public’s prioritisation of economic and livelihood issues and democratic governance;  

4. Develop recommendations and inform policy related to Hong Kong’s future. 
 

The report summarizes the findings concerning the future of governance in Hong Kong, providing nuanced 

insights about the public’s satisfaction with Hong Kong’s election processes, the performance of the HKSAR 

government, views on Hong Kong’s relationship with Mainland China. It also summarizes what Hong Kong 

people believe the HKSAR government should prioritise in terms of economic and livelihood issues or 

democratic development. Each section presents data disaggregated by age, education and income levels. The 

report concludes by offering recommendations to guide the agenda of political parties, leaders and most 
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importantly, the incumbent administration, in terms of creating conditions that are conducive to the effective 

engagement and governance of Hong Kong people going forward.   
 

Introduction to Core Findings 
 

Existing narratives in Hong Kong lay blame on various sides for historical events and broken promises, and 

recent political gains and losses have turned up the political temperature such that it is impossible to have a 

rational public discourse about the course of governance for Hong Kong. In light of this challenge and the 

urgent need to prime the political space for a productive dialogue, this research study is an evidence gathering 

exercise to identify what Hong Kong people really want.  

 

Since the onset of her term of office in July 2017, Chief Executive Carrie Lam has indicated that her 

government will pursue a policy agenda addressing various economic and livelihood issues. As income 

inequality rises and the housing shortage continues to drive up home ownership prices, Hong Kong is certainly 

in need of policy-driven solutions that are pragmatic and tackle these challenges head-on. However, while 

Hong Kong people are concerned with the economy, their confidence and trust in the HKSAR government, 

its political institutions and its electoral systems are low. Further, as this report details, younger, better 

educated and higher-income earning respondents express lower levels of satisfaction with the HKSAR 

government, its political institutions and electoral systems and the state of Hong Kong’s democracy. However, 

Carrie Lam’s administration can potentially increase satisfaction levels and people’s confidence in Hong 

Kong’s political system. That, in turn, could create the necessary momentum for cultivating higher levels of 

trust across the political spectrum but most crucially, within broader society and with the HKSAR and Beijing 

governments. 

 

These findings offer useful insights into the nuances of diverse stakeholders’ attitudes towards the directions 

for governance in Hong Kong going forward. They warrant a deeper analysis and reflection to help foreshadow 

policy development that efficaciously engages all constituencies and speaks directly to their concerns. This is 

critical to building a political atmosphere that enables good governance and to avoiding further societal 

divisions. 

 

Views on Election Fairness and Political Participation 
 

The survey asked respondents questions about their satisfaction with and preferences towards Hong Kong’s 

state of democracy and elections. As seen in Figure 1, a majority of the youth (57.6%), highly educated 

(55.2%) and high income earning respondents (54.2%) expressed dissatisfaction with the state and practice of 

democracy in Hong Kong. Similarly, a significant majority (nearly three-quarters) of at least two of the three 

respondent groups believed that the 2017 Chief Executive election was not free or fair (youth (71.9%); highly 

educated (72.4%); high-income earners (54.9%)). Moreover, there is strong support across all three 

demographic groups for universal suffrage for the election of the Chief Executive, with an overwhelming 

majority of the youth (87.2%) and highly educated respondents (89.7%) expressing the strongest support.  

 



3 

 

 

 

 
 

When asked if the 2016 Legislative Council (LegCo) elections were fair, respondents were generally more 

positive compared to the views they expressed regarding the fairness of the election of the Chief Executive. 

Nevertheless, a majority of the youth (53.4%) and high-income earning (60.7%) and half of the highly-

educated (50%) respondents were of the view that the election was not fair.  

 

In Hong Kong, as in most other electorates, there is an age gradient when it comes to voter turnout. Youth 

turnout for LegCo elections appears to be lower (71.6%) than that of those who are middle aged (77.9%) or 

aged 66 or above (86.6%). That said, a considerable majority of those with high levels of education (84.1%) 

and income (86.5%) voted when compared with those with lower educational attainment and income levels. 
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Figure 1: Election Fairness and Political Participation (By Age, Education, and Income)
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In terms of participation in non-electoral political activities, a higher percentage of highly educated 

respondents (30%) reported that they have participated or would be willing to participate compared to the 

youth (20.9%), and those with higher income levels (12.9%).  

 

In terms of gender, women (85.7%) are considerably more likely than men (76.6%) to support the principle 

of universal suffrage in the election of the HKSAR Chief Executive. Men expressed slightly higher levels of 

dissatisfaction with the state of democracy and the fairness of the 2017 Chief Executive election when 

compared with women. Just over half of the male respondents were dissatisfied with the state of democracy 

(51.6%) and considered the 2017 Chief Executive election neither free nor fair (52.7%) whereas 42% of the 

female respondents expressed dissatisfaction with the state of democracy and 45.7% considered the election 

of the Chief Executive neither free nor fair.  

 

More women (72.1%) than men (65.5%) considered the LegCo elections fair, presumably because 

geographical constituencies are elected through universal suffrage, although this does not explain their greater 

share of support for the contentious position of interest-based functional constituencies which tend to be male-

dominated (60.8% opted to keep the system compared with just over half of the male respondents at 52.5%). 

These findings reveal statistically significant gender-based differences in perceptions and attitudes and 

warrant further exploration in a future survey. 

 

The turnout of women (78.8%) appears to be higher than that of men (75.6%) in the 2016 LegCo election, 

based on self-reporting by the respondents. Meanwhile, a higher percentage of men (20.5%) indicated that 

they have previously participated or would participate in non-electoral forms of political activities compared 

to women (12.7%).  

 

 
 

Public Trust and Confidence in Institutions 
 

This section presents the findings on the respondents’ trust and confidence in democratic and governmental 

institutions along with their sentiments towards Hong Kong politicians and leaders. The survey inquired about 

confidence levels toward an array of Hong Kong institutions, including the police, media, LegCo, the Chief 

Executive, HKSAR government, the Central People’s Government, businesses, courts, and political parties. 

As the graph shows, young, highly educated and high-income groups all displayed the lowest confidence 

levels towards the legislature, chief executive, HKSAR government, Central People’s Government and 

political parties. The only institutions that received a majority vote of confidence across these three groups 

were the police and courts. When asked about the performance of the last government administration under 

former Chief Executive, C.Y. Leung, the youth (80.2%), highly educated (73.8%) and high-income earners 

(66%) all expressed the greatest levels of dissatisfaction, with the youth most dissatisfied (at 80%). However, 

this trend persisted with respect to the incumbent Chief Executive Carrie Lam’s administration, albeit at 
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significantly lower levels of dissatisfaction but still in the majority (youth at 62.6%; highly educated at 61.7%; 

high income earners at 52.1%). Nonetheless, this reflects an important shift since although still dissatisfied, 

all three demographic categories reported greater confidence in the current administration than the last. For 

instance, only 19.8% of young people expressed confidence in the C.Y. Leung administration, but 37.4% are 

confident in the current government, almost a 20-point increase.  
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Figure 3: Confidence in Institutions (By Age, Education, Income, and Gender)
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The gender differential was again significant across the board, with female respondents reporting higher levels 

of confidence towards all institutions than their male respondent counterparts by a 9 to 15 percent point 

differential. The difference pertaining to confidence levels towards business is negligible at just 1 percentage 

point – businesses therefore are equally distrusted by both groups. Significantly, there is a gender differential 

in expressions of confidence towards Carrie Lam’s administration with nearly two thirds of female 

respondents (60.4%) expressing confidence compared with just over half the male respondents (52.5%). 

 

Sentiments Towards Political Leadership  
 

The survey used a thermometer score to capture respondents’ sentiments towards various leaders. On that 

scale, 1 point represents the most cold and negative feelings, and 100 points represents the most warm and 

positive feelings. Respondents were presented with the names of nine political leaders seen in Figures 4-7 

from across the political spectrum in Hong Kong. Political affiliation appears to have a significant correlation 

with the thermometer scores ascribed to leaders. Respondents identifying with the Democratic Alliance for 

the Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB), Hong Kong Federation of Trade Unions (FTU), Liberal Party (LP) and 

New People’s Party (NPP) gave Regina Ip, Jasper Tsang and Starry Lee higher thermometer scores. In a 

similar vein, respondents who identify with the Democratic Party (DP), Civic Party (CP), Neighbourhood and 

Workers Service Centre (NWSC) gave James Tien, Martin Lee, and Alvin Yeung higher thermometer scores. 

How respondents identified their own political leanings were also significantly correlated with their scores for 

political leaders. Those identifying themselves as belonging to the pro-Beijing camp gave Regina Ip an average 

score of 64.3 points in sharp contrast to the score they gave to Martin Lee (35.5 points). Pro-democrat 

respondents, however, display more nuanced differences. Those identifying with radical democrats gave 

Regina Ip, Jaspar Tsang and Starry Lee a higher average thermometer score than those identifying as moderate 

democrats. This group also gave pan-democratic political leaders an average thermometer score of 13.4 points 

higher than moderate democrats. 
 

The thermometer scores clearly signal the need for political leaders across the spectrum to reflect on their 

strategies and focus in recent years. That not a single politician scored above 60 points suggests that a major 

shift in political engagement strategies and performance is required to earn the public’s faith and confidence 

in their commitment to improving affairs in Hong Kong.  
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Brain Drain and Attachment 
 

The survey asked respondents to indicate whether they had ever considered leaving Hong Kong and to 

describe the strength of their attachment. As seen in Figure 8, nearly two-thirds (60.7%) of the youth expressed 

a desire to leave Hong Kong, saying they occasionally or often consider leaving Hong Kong, a significantly 

higher rate than any other age group. This stood in stark contrast with the nearly two-thirds (63.7%) average 

for all respondents who expressed that they had never considered leaving Hong Kong. Along with young 

people, highly educated Hong Kongers expressed a greater tendency to have thought about leaving (nearly 

70%; 45.2% of them having occasionally thought about it and 24.2% had thought about it often) compared 

with less well-educated groups (83.1%) who had never thought about leaving.  

 

Similarly, in terms of strength of attachment to Hong Kong, slightly over two-thirds (67.7%) of the youth 

expressed strong attachment to Hong Kong. This is compared with almost four-fifths (78.8%) who expressed 

strong attachment on average among all age groups. The well-educated cohort expressed the weakest levels 

of attachment (albeit, still a majority, with 71% expressing a strong attachment compared to 91.9% for their 

less well-educated counterparts). The sense of attachment to Hong Kong could have effects beyond brain drain 

and impact how people participate in the political process. With younger and more educated Hong Kongers 

expressing a higher inclination to leave Hong Kong, it is in the government’s interest to address the issues that 

alienate these important constituencies. 
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Relationship with Mainland China 
 

The survey also probed how respondents felt about Hong Kong’s relationship with China - whether the two 

jurisdictions should be closer, more distant or maintain the status quo. The responses offer insights into 

people’s sentiments towards China. A majority of youth (56%) and high-income earning (56.8%) respondents 

think Hong Kong should maintain the status quo compared with nearly half (48.2%) the respondents across 

age groups on average. In contrast, 29.7% of the youth (double the average rate of 14.6%), 28.3% of those 

who are highly educated and 19.2% of the high-income earning respondents expressed that Hong Kong should 

maintain a greater distance from China. Meanwhile, 14.3% of the youth proposed Hong Kong should be closer 

to China compared with 37.2% on average across the age groups. There was only a small difference between 

men and women’s preferences, with 37.7% women inclined towards a closer relationship with China 

compared with 36.6% of men. 
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Priorities: Economy & Livelihood versus Democracy 
 

Since 1997, each HKSAR administration has had to balance pursuing democratic reforms as laid out in the 

Basic Law with trying to provide the necessary support for Hong Kong people to thrive economically. Chief 

Executive Carrie Lam places economic and livelihood issues at the top of her policy agenda, having signalled 

that these will take precedence over political reform during her term. One component of the survey probed 

respondents’ preferences about government policy agendas and particularly, perspectives on how the public 

prioritises economic development and livelihood issues compared to democratic reform in Hong Kong.  

 

                                                          
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As seen in Figures 13-15, when asked whether the government should prioritise economic development and 

livelihood issues or democratic development, a majority of the youth (70.6%), well-educated (65%) and 

higher-income earning (54%) respondents were of the view that democratic development was equally or more 

important than the economic development and livelihood issues. Interestingly, high income Hong Kongers 

are the least likely to prioritise economic development and livelihood issues as more important. Nearly half 

of the high-income earners (45.9%) took this view compared with 52.4% of the middle-income group and a 

substantial proportion (70.4%) of those in the lowest income earning group. As for the question of whether 

government should prioritize economy over democracy, again the three groups all have the highest 

disagreement rates vis-a-vis this statement. The majority of youth (52.2%), a near majority among the well-

educated (48.3%) and over a third of high income earners (37.4%) disagreed. All these groups displayed 

higher levels of disagreement than the average figure for disagreement, which stood at 27.3% for this question.  

 

Recommendations 
 

The Future Directions in Hong Kong’s Governance survey provides a snapshot of Hong Kongers’ attitudes 

and preferences towards a range of issues at a critical juncture in post-handover Hong Kong. Following the 

failure of the political reform package in 2015, the steps towards implementing the promise of universal 

suffrage guaranteed under the Basic Law remain unclear. The findings of this survey, as illustrated above, 

expose significant pockets of dissatisfaction towards certain aspects of Hong Kong governance among key 

constituents, and in particular, the youth who represent Hong Kong’s future political and business leaders. 

Their sentiments, sense of belonging and their review of public institutions and political leaders is particularly 

worthy of attention.  

 

The recommendations below are generated from the following basic framework: Creating more space for 

political participation (especially with young and educated Hong Kongers) will increase trust and confidence 

in the HKSAR government and gradually enhance the public’s satisfaction with public institutions. This 

renewed confidence will help instill a stronger sense of attachment towards and belonging in Hong Kong. In 
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turn, this will foster an environment which is conducive to improved levels of trust in terms of the relationship 

between Hong Kong and China and in particular, the terms of engagement and interaction between the two. 

It is only when these sources of dissatisfaction and distrust are addressed that the government can pursue a 

two-pronged agenda focusing on economic issues and incremental political reform.  

 

 Acknowledge the public’s sense of urgency towards securing universal suffrage in Hong Kong: 

The government can begin by outlining steps for democratic reform alongside progressive economic 

policy development. Since the handover, Hong Kong people have been promised the opportunity to 

elect their leader through universal suffrage. Given the failure of the political reform package to gain 

the necessary support in 2015, the promise of universal suffrage is still important for the people of 

Hong Kong. The government needs to acknowledge these expectations and position itself accordingly 

by demonstrating its sincerity to implement the necessary political changes.  
 

 Generate alternative spaces and forums for political participation through effective engagement 

strategies: Citizen engagement is an essential process and tool for democratic development. In 

particular, fair elections are an important way for people to engage with one another and to keep 

government accountable and attuned to the public’s needs. Elections also foster an environment where 

people express their views to political leaders who can act on behalf of constituents’ concerns. Through 

this two-way feedback loop, politicians would be significantly better able to represent their 

constituents and be more responsive to public needs. Elections, however, are not the only way to 

expand space for political participation. As the government creates mechanisms for greater 

engagement within Hong Kong, the future of democratic reform will be a critical part of the political 

consciousness. This desire for political expression through legitimate means must be suitably and 

meaningfully addressed. More frequent, regular, and representative opportunities for direct 

engagement would serve to help bring the public closer to those who claim to represent their voices 

and interests in institutions of authority. This also presents a significant means through which to 

empower underrepresented communities, including members of grassroots organisations, ethnic 

minorities, young people and women.  

 

Conclusion 
 

On the first anniversary of Carrie Lam’s election to the position of Hong Kong’s chief executive, Lam’s 

administration has taken the opportunity to engage the community on a broad range of issues that have been 

of significant concern to Hong Kongers. In the last year alone, Hong Kong’s political system has withstood a 

barrage of tests and challenges including the LegCo oath-taking saga and disqualification of elected 

legislators, court decisions jailing political activists from the Umbrella movement, and the decision on the 

joint checkpoint for the new high-speed rail link connecting Hong Kong with Shenzhen and Guangzhou. The 

recent by-elections to fill four of the six vacant LegCo seats have served as a landmark opportunity for Hong 

Kongers to register their political preferences - and they have done so. The elections highlight that Hong Kong 

people do not endorse calls for Hong Kong’s independence or assertions of self-determination. The findings 

of the survey confirm this sentiment. However, there is clearly much work to be done to win over the 

confidence, hearts and minds of some segments of the community. It is up to those in positions of power and 

leadership to build on this knowledge and cultivate a stronger polity through more effective engagement and 

platforms which are inclusive of diverse voices in the community.  

 

The HKSAR government should seize this opportunity and gradually build confidence by addressing the areas 

of distrust and dissatisfaction indicated through these findings. It has to work in tandem with LegCo to 

reinvigorate discussions on how to proceed forward with political reform. If the government is able to create 

space for people to engage with civil society and political groups alongside a constructive dialogue across the 

political spectrum, it can set a progressive agenda for political reform and more importantly, one that is 

mobilised through engagement with the community. Hong Kong people have always found ways to make 

their voices heard, be it through protests, rallies, petitions or elections. The government should lean into these 

tendencies and work to make them more constructive in order to enhance good governance and confidence in 

Hong Kong’s dynamic political system.  
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