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Background
The COVID pandemic has devastated economies around the world and Hong
Kong’s economy is no exception. MWYO commissioned the Hong Kong Institute
of Asia-Pacific Studies of the Chinese University of Hong Kong to conduct a
survey titled “Youth Employment under COVID-19”. The survey sought to better
understand the current state of youth employment and how young people assessed
the Government’s anti-epidemic and economic relief measures. From mid to late
May 2020, 509 Hong Kong residents aged 18 to 34 were successfully interviewed.
Here are the main findings of the survey.

Main findings
1. Employed youth with low-income and low-skilled jobs are the most
susceptible to unpaid leave and reduced income

Low-income employed youth were more likely to be struck by income reduction.
As shown in Figure 1, 19.2% of those who earned HKD20,000 or above monthly
had reduced income compared to the end of 2019, while 49.1% of those
who earned less than that shared the same experience. Low-skilled workers,
including craft workers, machine operators and other elementary occupations,
were much more likely to experience income reduction over the first half of
2020. As shown in Figure 1, 63.0% of low-skilled workers had reduced income,
far exceeding other types of occupations. Employed youth with low-income and
low-skilled jobs were also more affected by unpaid leave than those earning a
higher income and working in other types of occupations respectively. 13.7%
of those with a monthly income of HKD20,000 or above had to take unpaid
leave, while 36.5% of those below that income level were similarly affected.
42.6% of low-skilled workers had to take unpaid leave, more than other types
of occupations. As a result, the pandemic has made a more palpable effect on
low-income young people than on their mid-to-high income counterparts, thus
widening income disparity and exacerbating the issue of working poverty.
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Figure 1: Change in income compared to the end of 2019 by monthly
income (as of mid-to-late May 2020) and occupation
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2. Service-related industries and service workers struck hardest by
unemployment

Social distancing measures imposed by the Government and the collapse
of the tourism industry have dealt a major blow to local service industries
and service-related jobs. As shown in Table 1, the import/export, retail,
accommodation, food services, professional services and transportation
were industries with the highest youth unemployment rates. Compared with
other types of occupations, service and sales workers had the highest youth
unemployment rate at an alarming 24.8%. Before the pandemic becomes
largely under control, service industries will find it difficult to fully recover and
their labour demand will remain weak.
Table 1: Industries with the highest youth unemployment rates*
Industry

Youth unemployment rate

Import/export, wholesale and retail trades

23.5%

Accommodation and food services

18.4%

Professional, scientific and technical services

17.9%

Transportation, storage, postal and courier services 16.7%
Remark*: based on sample population

3. 18-to-24 age group encountered greater difficulties in job searching
The youngest job seekers encountered more difficulties to secure jobs than
their older counterparts. An astonishing 26.7% of respondents aged 18 to
24 in our sample were unemployed; among them, 11.4% did not have any
work experience during the survey. In comparison, 12.4% of 25- to 29-yearolds and 10.9% of 30- to 34-year-olds were unemployed. Fresh graduates
are currently facing a job market with a dwindling number of vacancies and
companies delaying their recruitment process. They are competing with
more experienced job seekers under a contracting labour market, which
leaves them at a disadvantage.
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4. Employed youth with reduced income showed greater discontent with the
Government’s economic relief policies

Employed young people with falling income and those with unpaid leave
tended to disapprove Government’s efforts in economic relief. As shown in
Figure 2, 23.5% of those whose income remained stable approved of the
Government’s policies, while only 12.0% of those whose income decreased
had the same sentiment. If the Government could minimise the impact of
COVID on the local economy and give adequate assistance to working
youth with pressing financial needs, it could help the Government regain the
confidence of the working youth.
Figure 2: Employed youth approval rating of the Government’s
economic relief policies
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Policy recommendations
Based on the observations above, we suggest five policy recommendations to
tackle issues of rampant youth unemployment and income instability.
1. The Government should offer direct financial assistance to low-income and
low-skilled workers. The COVID pandemic has largely affected the livelihood
of these groups of young workers, so the Government should provide direct
assistance to relieve their financial stress. Although the Employment Support
Scheme provides wage subsidies for employers in return for a pledge not to
make redundancies, employers could still impose pay cuts and unpaid leave
upon workers, leaving workers at risk of drastic income reductions. Thus,
providing direct relief for low-income and low-skilled young workers could
effectively ease their financial stress and alleviate working poverty.
2. The Government should formulate a temporary unemployment benefit equivalent
to 50% of the unemployed individual’s previous monthly income, targeting
persons aged 15 to 34, with a maximum benefit of HK$9,000 per month for up
to six months. The existing Comprehensive Social Security Assistance Scheme
does not provide sufficient assistance for the unemployed youth, despite the
asset limits for applicants having been relaxed.
3. The Government should raise the subsidy amount for applicants under the
Continuing Education Fund. This would allow unemployed young people to
boost their competitiveness in the job market through further training and have
better access to employment opportunities in the future.

6

Hong Kong Youth Employment Under COVID-19 - Executive Summary

4. The Government should reduce the loan repayment burden of graduates, in
order to relieve the financial stress of young people in the early stages of their
career. The following adjustments could be made: (i) the total student loan
outstanding by any participant could be reduced by 15% across the board;
(ii) the commencement of repayment could be extended to 36 months after
graduation; and (iii) a further reduction of the interest rate charged.
5. In order to ensure workers’ rights are protected, the Labour Department should
take swift legal actions against those employers who may have undertaken
unlawful actions against their employees, including those relating to dismissal,
pay cuts and unpaid leave. Lastly, the Commission on Poverty should coordinate
with various bureaux and departments to provide necessary assistance for the
working youth living in poverty.
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About Us

MWYO is an independent think tank that focuses on youth issues in Hong Kong. Our work spans across
research studies and surveys, advocacy and education, and training and capacity building. We actively
engage and work with everyone who has a stake in the positive outcome of young people’s development:
youth, parents, headmasters, teachers, social workers, employers, civil society leaders, governments, and
political parties. Our mission is to be a thought leader in all aspects of youth development in Hong Kong.
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