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Who intended to leave? Patterns and impacts of Hong Kong’s recent wave 1 

of migration  2 

Abstract 3 

During Hong Kong’s 2019 political turmoil and the subsequent impact of the COVID-19 4 

pandemic, a rapid rise in turnover rates in certain occupations, such as teachers, medical 5 

workers, and civil servants, was observed. Some attributed this trend to the increasing rate of 6 

emigration. Previous studies have suggested that emigration is a selective socio-economic 7 

process, finding that younger and better-educated individuals showed a greater likelihood and 8 

intention of emigration than others and that the emigration of a specific group(s) of the 9 

population had various impacts on the country of origin. Therefore, we explored the 10 

demographic characteristics of potential emigrants in Hong Kong and contrasted such findings 11 

to a previous wave of migration to suggest the potential impact of the current wave of migration. 12 

Based on a territory-wide telephone survey, we found that 1) the associations of age and level 13 

of education with the intention to emigrate internationally (i.e. to countries other than mainland 14 

China) corresponded to the typical young, well-educated emigrant described in the literature; 15 

2) a higher level of income was associated with a lower intention of international migration; 3) 16 

people in occupations such as professionals and managers, clerical and service workers, and 17 

students reported a greater intention to emigrate than other groups; and 4) individuals born in 18 

Hong Kong were more likely to emigrate and less likely to move to mainland China than 19 

individuals born in mainland China. The implications of these intended migration patterns for 20 

ageing and fertility, short- and long-term workforce shortages in tertiary sectors, and the city’s 21 

overall competitiveness are discussed.  22 
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Introduction 29 

Since the end of the 2019 Anti-Extradition Bill movement, Hong Kong has seen an ever-30 

increasing turnover rate in various public and professional jobs. In 2022, more than 5,700 31 

teachers left their positions, resulting in a more than 50% rise in the turnover rate of teachers 32 

in primary and secondary schools in Hong Kong compared to the previous year (Hong Kong 33 

Free Press, 2022). That same year, extremely high levels of attrition were recorded for nurses 34 

and doctors in Hong Kong due to emigration, which caused so much of a shortage that the 35 

Hospital Authority of Hong Kong made plans to recruit workers from mainland China and 36 

countries overseas (South China Morning Post, 2022b). Even in the civil service sector, known 37 

for its stability, a threefold increase in turnover rate was recorded in 2021 compared to 2017 38 

(The Standard, 2023). The business, banking, and finance industries were no exception; reports 39 

have suggested that private enterprises from all sectors have been experiencing some level of 40 

labour shortages resulting from the increasing number of workers leaving their positions (South 41 

China Morning Post, 2022d; The Standard, 2022). These news reports have attributed Hong 42 

Kong’s rapid turnover rates to its escalating emigration rate since 2019.  43 

People have various reasons for emigrating, including family, marriage, labour, and study. At 44 

the same time, their emigration-related intentions and decisions can be influenced by social, 45 

cultural, economic, and political factors. It has been suggested that socio-political factors 46 

played a crucial role in shaping the emigration intentions of people in Hong Kong during the 47 

post-2019 period (Chan et al., 2022; Lui et al., 2022b). Having determined the reasons that are 48 

driving people to leave, identifying the demographic groups that are more likely to leave or 49 

have left could be another step towards diagnosing the potential impacts of emigration on the 50 

origin country, and in this case, exploring and identifying potential emigrants from Hong Kong.  51 

Previous studies have investigated the demographic patterns and socio-economic selectivity of 52 

emigrants, commonly adopting demographic factors, including age, education, income, gender, 53 

marital status, and occupation, to identify emigrants’ specific demographic patterns (Findley, 54 

1987; Massey et al., 1994). These studies have usually found that the typical emigrant is young, 55 

well-educated, unmarried, and male (Desai et al., 2001; Erlinghagen et al., 2021; Liang & 56 

Morooka, 2004). However, variations in the demographic patterns of emigrants have also been 57 

found, particularly when emigration is driven by various factors simultaneously (Ailenei et al., 58 

2015).  59 

Demographic emigration patterns can provide important clues to the potential positive and 60 

negative impacts of emigration on the country of origin. Despite the positive impacts of 61 

emigration, most studies have suggested that the negative impacts generally dominate the 62 

overall outcome (Ailenei et al., 2015; Banik & Bhaumik, 2006). Emigration on a vast and 63 

significant scale has been found to cause several social issues, such as ‘brain drain’, labour 64 

shortages, shrinking populations, and reductions in high-value production (Banik & Bhaumik, 65 

2006; Desai et al., 2001; Murakami et al., 2021; Philipov & Schuster, 2010). Ultimately, 66 

emigration often imposes economic and fiscal costs on the origin country due to its flow-on 67 

impacts on productivity and population (Atoyan et al., 2016; Desai et al., 2001).  68 



The previous wave of emigration had occurred in the early 1980s to late 1990s before the 69 

resumption of sovereignty of Hong Kong to the Chinese government in 1997; concerns and 70 

expectations of drastic changes in socio-political systems and people’s way of living were 71 

suggested to be the significant drivers of emigration at the time (Skeldon, 1990; Wong, 1992). 72 

Resembling the previous wave of migration, socio-political factors, such as concerns about the 73 

legal system, freedom of speech and changes in lifestyle, have also been suggested to be 74 

significant contributing factors to the current wave of emigration in Hong Kong (Chan et al., 75 

2022; Ho, 2023; Lui et al., 2022a; Ngan et al., 2023; Wong et al., 2023). Because of the 76 

similarities in the two emigration waves, identifying the demographic characteristics of the 77 

current wave of migration may help draw implications on the impacts of emigration when 78 

contrasted to the previous wave.  79 

This study explores and identifies the demographic patterns of intended emigrants in the 80 

context of Hong Kong’s emigration trend since 2019 and compares such findings to its previous 81 

wave of migration. The implications, including the potential short- and long-term impacts of 82 

emigration, can be used by the government when developing future policy formulations and 83 

further research.  84 

 85 

Literature review 86 

Migration waves in Hong Kong  87 

A prior wave of migration occurred in the early 1980s to late 1990s before the handover of 88 

Hong Kong to China in 1997. Questionnaire survey figures at the time generally showed that 89 

around 15% of people intended to migrate, and up to 30-45% of people indicated their wish to 90 

emigrate if chances and opportunities were given (Skeldon, 1990; Wong, 1992). After the 91 

handover, estimated showed that almost 800,000 emigrants could have left Hong Kong, mainly 92 

to countries like the US, Canada, and Australia (Sussman, 2010). Studies generally attributed 93 

the large-scale migration to the fears and concerns of people regarding the political and social 94 

uncertainties after the handover, such as drastic changes to people’s way of life or declines in 95 

civil rights, liberty, and the legal system, which in turn motivated them and their families to 96 

acquire foreign citizenships (Skeldon, 1990; Wong, 1992). Surveys at the time also revealed 97 

that migrants of the early wave of migration were predominantly characterised by being young, 98 

well-educated, middle-class, and in “professional” and “managerial” positions (Sussman, 99 

2010). The potential impacts associated with the mass emigration of this group of individuals 100 

have been identified, including “brain drain”, “anomie and moral hazards”, and “erosion of 101 

authority” (Wong, 1992, p. 922; p. 926; p. 929). However, studies later suggested that the 102 

socio-political and economic impacts were much less severe than expected, partly due to the 103 

large number of return migrants in the years following the handover (Ho, 2023). 104 

In the past few years, after the Anti-Extradition Bill movement in 2019 and the subsequent 105 

implementation of the National Security Law in July 2020, a new wave of migration, marked 106 



by a record-high rate of outward movement of the population, was observed (Chan et al., 2022; 107 

Lui et al., 2022a). Similar to the last wave of migration, social and political concerns, including 108 

the loss of confidence in the legal system, worries about deterioration of human rights, fear of 109 

changes in lifestyle, and intention to obtain an alternative citizenship, have been suggested to 110 

be the major drivers of migration (Chan et al., 2022; Ho, 2023; Lui et al., 2022a; Ngan et al., 111 

2023). Countries including the UK, Canada, Australia, and the US remained popular migration 112 

destinations for Hong Kong people. However, unlike the past wave of migration, a few popular 113 

destinations, including the UK, Canada, and Australia, have offered various migration schemes 114 

specifically for Hong Kong migrants, such as the British National (Overseas) (BNO) Visa by 115 

the UK government that allows Hong Kong BNO passport holders to reside and migrate to the 116 

UK (GOV.UK, n.d.). It was reported that up to 120,000 Hong Kong citizens have applied for 117 

such a migration scheme (South China Morning Post, 2022a). Although news reports have 118 

suggested that migrants in this wave of migration are characterised by being younger and more 119 

well-educated (South China Morning Post, 2022c), empirical evidence of the demographics of 120 

migrants is still lacking and the impacts of migration remain uncertain.  121 

The two waves of migration arguably differ in terms of timing and motivation. The previous 122 

wave of migration, which occurred before 1997, was presumably driven by the anticipated 123 

socio-political changes after the handover. By comparison, the current migration wave began 124 

after the social movements and legislative changes in 2019 and 2020, respectively; and that 125 

those who are inclined to emigrate have arguably been experiencing, rather than just 126 

anticipating, socio-political changes that have taken place in Hong Kong over the past few 127 

years.  128 

 129 

Studies on Emigration and Emigrants 130 

Migration is driven by various factors, and migrants have been classified into different types. 131 

Economic migrants have been one of the most commonly studied types where people are 132 

prompted to migrate for the desire to seek better economic environments and opportunities. 133 

Such studies often examine population movement from a less-developed or developing origin 134 

country to a more-developed or developed receiving country (Briquets, 1983; Liang & 135 

Morooka, 2004). On the other hand, lifestyle migrants, usually coming from more developed 136 

countries or regions, often seek an alternative way of life or improved quality of life in the 137 

migration destination (Benson & O'Reilly, 2009; Janoschka, 2010). Refugees and diaspora, in 138 

contrast to the above types of migrants, usually fall into the category of “forced migrants” who 139 

are unwillingly displaced from their original place of residence (Karadeniz & Okvuran, 2022). 140 

Forced migrants can be driven by various social, political or even natural factors, such as 141 

refugees from armed conflicts, genocides, natural disasters, and climate change (Fiddian-142 

Qasmiyeh et al., 2014; Mantı & Cansu Islam, 2022; Piguet et al., 2011).   143 

Ho (2023)  suggested that migrants in the current wave of migration in Hong Kong cannot be 144 

easily classified into traditional types of migrants; instead, they are defined as “reluctant 145 



migrants”. While social, political, family and economic factors were all suggested to have 146 

contributed to the migration of Hong Kong people, reluctant migrants are mainly motivated by 147 

their cultural schema to preserve their original way of living as well as the lives of their future 148 

generation (Ho, 2023). This fundamental characteristic distinguishes this current wave of 149 

migration in Hong Kong from other commonly studied types of migration in existing literature, 150 

rendering it a unique and valuable case to explore.  151 

Demographic Characteristics and Patterns of Emigrants 152 

Previous studies have identified various demographic characteristics, factors, and patterns 153 

among emigrating populations. Age is one of the key factors that distinguishes migrants from 154 

non-migrants. Liang and Morooka (2004) studied emigrants from China to the US by 155 

comparing the age groups of emigrants and non-emigrants. The younger 18–39-year-old age 156 

groups accounted for a substantially higher proportion of emigrants than of non-emigrants, and 157 

those aged 20–29 reported the highest likelihood of emigration among all age groups. Similarly, 158 

Philipov and Schuster (2010) studied emigration from Eastern European countries and found 159 

that emigrants from the origin countries of Poland, Lithuania, and Bulgaria were predominantly 160 

from the younger 15–40-year-old population. In a study on Romania, an even more astonishing 161 

proportion of 51.6% of residents between the ages of 18 and 35 reported having intentions to 162 

emigrate for work (Ailenei et al., 2015).  163 

Education is another commonly explored factor used in assessing emigration populations. In 164 

their previously referenced study on emigrants from China to the US, Liang and Morooka 165 

(2004) showed that approximately one-third of the emigrant population were college graduates; 166 

more than 40% of the non-emigrant population had only an elementary-level education. A few 167 

other studies have identified a similar trend in which people with higher education levels are 168 

more likely to gravitate towards emigration (Atoyan et al., 2016; Canache et al., 2013; 169 

Erlinghagen et al., 2021).  170 

Youth and a high level of education are therefore the most common demographic 171 

characteristics of the emigrants identified in international migration studies (Desai et al., 2001; 172 

Erlinghagen et al., 2021; Liang & Morooka, 2004). Such studies have suggested that this group 173 

incurs the lowest cost from migration and has the highest level of mobility (David et al., 2010; 174 

Fischer & Malmberg, 2001).  175 

Studies have reported mixed results on the influence of income on people’s decision or 176 

intention to emigrate. Desai (2001) reported that emigrants from India to the US in the 1990s 177 

were predominantly high earners. In contrast, Ailenei et al. (2015) indicated that emigrants 178 

from Romania were from either the lowest or the highest income groups, and they were more 179 

likely to take up opportunities in different workforces in the receiving countries than they had 180 

in the origin country. By comparison, emigrants’ occupations and other demographic 181 

characteristics, such as gender and marital status, have been occasionally explored (Canache et 182 

al., 2013; Choi & Mare, 2012; Erlinghagen et al., 2021; Liang and Morooka (2004).   183 



Regarding the demographic characteristics of Hong Kong’s early wave of migration before 184 

1997, Lam (2002) observed that migrants were often managers and professionals with higher 185 

educational levels. The educational level, as Lam (2002) argued, was positively associated with 186 

emigration decisions and could have contributed to other factors promoting migration, such as 187 

language ability and motivation. However, as mentioned earlier, the current wave of migration 188 

in Hong Kong was motivated by actual rather than anticipated socio-political changes, and the 189 

demographic characteristics and the related migration patterns might not be the same as the 190 

ones previously identified by Lam (2002).  191 

Possible Impacts Associated with Demographic Changes from Emigration 192 

Documentation of the demographic patterns of emigrants not only provides an overall picture 193 

of the potential changes in the population of the origin country but also highlights the possible 194 

impacts of such demographic shifts. For example, impacts of various kinds, positive or negative, 195 

have been reported in previous migration studies.  196 

Emigration may have positive impacts on the origin country. On an individual level, non-197 

emigrants’ wages may rise due to a labour shortage (Elsner, 2013). Remittances sent back to 198 

the origin country and skills and technology brought back in return migration are also potential 199 

benefits (Ailenei et al., 2015; Murakami et al., 2021). Nevertheless, these benefits are almost 200 

always outweighed by the negative impacts. A typical consequence of emigration from less-201 

developed countries or regions is the loss of a considerable proportion of their highly educated 202 

and productive younger populations. Many studies have characterised this phenomenon as 203 

‘brain drain’, referring to the loss of a population group with a high level of human capital 204 

(Beine et al., 2001; Docquier & Rapoport, 2012; Murakami et al., 2021). Subsequent impacts 205 

may include a shortage of skilled labour, a decrease in high-value production, an increase in 206 

the dependency ratio, a reduction in funding for social services, an intensification of social and 207 

political tensions, and even a reduction in a country’s competitiveness and the size of its 208 

government (Ailenei et al., 2015; Atoyan et al., 2016; Banik & Bhaumik, 2006; Desai et al., 209 

2001; Murakami et al., 2021). From a population perspective, emigration can lower fertility 210 

rates, reduce population growth, and shift age compositions (Atoyan et al., 2016; Hugo, 2016; 211 

Philipov & Schuster, 2010). Economic and fiscal impacts are undoubtedly the ultimate results 212 

of all of the mentioned outcomes of emigration. For instance, Atoyan et al. (2016) pointed out 213 

that large-scale emigration can slow down the convergence of the GDP per capita of the 214 

sending countries with that of the receiving countries. Similarly, the emigration of Indians to 215 

the US was estimated to have cost India 0.24% to 0.58% of its GDP in 2001 (Desai et al., 2001).   216 

Methods 217 

Questionnaire Survey Design and Survey 218 

We developed a questionnaire survey as our data-collection tool. We designed the 219 

questionnaire to capture the relationship between the emigration intentions of people in Hong 220 

Kong and the impacts of the 2019 political turmoil and COVID-19 pandemic. The survey 221 
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consisted of two parts: the first part measured the respondents’ intention to migrate, and the 222 

second part gathered the respondents’ demographic characteristics. The questions were 223 

developed concerning past studies exploring the association between people’s demographic 224 

characteristics and their emigration intentions or decisions (Ailenei et al., 2015; Atoyan et al., 225 

2016; Canache et al., 2013; Erlinghagen et al., 2021; Lam, 2002; Liang & Morooka, 2004).  226 

For the first part, we developed two statements to measure the intentions of the respondents to 227 

emigrate, including, ‘I intend to move to mainland China within the coming two years’ and ‘I 228 

intend to move to another country within the coming two years (not including mainland China)’. 229 

The respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the above statements on 230 

a 5-point Likert scale with the responses ‘Very much agree’, ‘Somewhat agree’, ‘Half agree 231 

and half disagree’, ‘Somewhat disagree’, and ‘Very much disagree’, where higher scores 232 

represented a higher level of agreement. Due to mainland China’s social, cultural, and 233 

economic connections with Hong Kong, it has been a significant relocation and migration 234 

destination for some people from Hong Kong, especially in recent years (Lam & Fong, 2022). 235 

Therefore, to identify possible differences related to the emigration destination, the intent to 236 

emigrate to mainland China was measured separately from the intent to emigrate to other 237 

international destinations.  238 

In the second part, the respondents were asked to provide the following demographic 239 

information: age, level of education, household income, occupation, and place of birth. Age 240 

was divided into three groups that captured the range from the younger, middle-aged, to older 241 

populations. The level of education included the three most common levels of educational 242 

attainment in Hong Kong, which are primary, secondary, and post-secondary. Monthly income 243 

was classified into six income levels, from the lowest to the highest income groups. Seven 244 

occupational groups were included to capture the most conventional jobs or employment status 245 

in Hong Kong: ‘Professionals and managers’, ‘Clerical and service workers’, ‘Craft and related 246 

workers’, ‘Elementary occupations’, ‘Students’, ‘Homemakers’, and ‘Retired’. The 247 

occupational groups were chosen according to the classification of the Hong Kong Public 248 

Opinion Research Institute (PORI), a long-established local survey centre. The respondents 249 

were asked whether their birthplace was ‘Hong Kong’, ‘mainland China’, or ‘Other’. Mainland 250 

China was an option because individuals born in mainland China but residing in Hong Kong 251 

make up approximately 30% of Hong Kong’s population – a significant proportion – according 252 

to the Census and Statistics Department (2021). Because this part of the questionnaire involved 253 

collecting personal information, the respondents could choose not to answer the demographic 254 

questions.  255 

PORI was commissioned to conduct the telephone survey and the data collection process. 256 

Interviewers from PORI delivered the questionnaire using a web-based computer-assisted 257 

telephone interview system that allowed random sampling through the special coding of 258 

territory-wide telephone numbers. Mobile phones and landlines were surveyed in a 1:1 ratio. 259 

The survey’s target respondents were Hong Kong residents over 18 years of age. During the 260 

survey period, which ran from May to June 2021, 1,295 individuals were called, and 801 261 

complete samples were collected.  262 



Data Analysis 263 

Two groups of statistical tests – multiple regression analyses and one-way analysis of variance 264 

(ANOVA) – were performed to analyse the associations between demographic characteristics 265 

and the intention to emigrate internationally and to mainland China.  266 

First, multiple regression tests were conducted to find the links between the demographic 267 

variables and the intention to emigrate. Age, level of education, and household income were 268 

entered in the regression test as ordinal variables, and occupation and place of birth were 269 

entered as binary variables. To set up the binary variable multiple regression test, we re-coded 270 

occupation into the employment status of ‘not employed’ and ‘employed’, represented by 0 271 

and 1, respectively. The ‘not employed’ group included students, homemakers, and retired 272 

persons, and the other occupations were grouped into ‘employed’. Likewise, place of birth was 273 

re-coded into ‘born anywhere outside Hong Kong’ and ‘born in Hong Kong’, where 0 274 

represented the former and 1 represented the latter. Two multiple regression analyses were 275 

performed for the intention to emigrate overseas and the intention to emigrate to mainland 276 

China.  277 

To further explore the differences in intention to emigrate according to occupation and place 278 

of birth, one-way ANOVA tests were conducted and followed up by post hoc analysis using 279 

the Bonferroni method for pairwise comparisons. The respondents’ occupations and places of 280 

birth were grouped as shown in Table 1, in which seven groups of occupations and three groups 281 

of places of birth were entered into the ANOVA. All of the statistical tests were carried out 282 

using SPSS 28.0.   283 

Results 284 

Overall Demographic Information  285 

Demographic information about the respondents’ age, level of education, monthly income, 286 

occupation, and place of birth was collected (Table 1). Respondents from the middle and older 287 

age groups accounted for approximately 41% and 38% of the total, whereas the younger age 288 

group accounted for about 18% of the total. Most of the respondents had a secondary or post-289 

secondary education, and only a small group of approximately 11% had a primary-level 290 

education. This high level of education is in accordance with the patterns in more developed 291 

regions. Statistics on the respondents’ monthly income showed that the largest proportion 292 

earned a low- to mid-level income of HKD 10,000–29,999 per month. Respondents from the 293 

lowest income group of less than HKD 9,999 per month and the income group of HKD 40,000–294 

49,999 per month accounted for approximately 12% of the samples. Fewer than 10% of the 295 

respondents earned more than HKD 50,000 per month. 296 

The largest occupational groups to which the respondents belonged were professionals and 297 

managers, along with retired persons, both of which accounted for one-quarter of the samples. 298 

Approximately 15% of the respondents were clerical and service workers and homemakers. 299 
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There were relatively few craft workers, persons in elementary occupations, and students. Up 300 

to 60% of the respondents were born in Hong Kong, approximately one-third were born in 301 

mainland China, and only 4% came from elsewhere overseas.  302 

Table 1. Demographic information of respondents (N = 801)   

Age N % Occupation N % 

18–29 145 18.1 Professional and managers 205 25.6 

30–49 326 40.7 Clerical and service workers 121 15.1 

50 or above 300 37.5 Craft and related workers 17 2.1 

No response 30 3.7 Elementary occupations 21 2.6 

Level of education  Students 61 7.6 

Primary or below 90 11.2 Homemakers 127 15.9 

Secondary 352 43.9 Retired 199 24.8 

Post-secondary or 

above 
344 42.9 No response 50 6.2 

No response 15 1.9    

Monthly income (HKD)  Place of birth   

1–9,999 99 12.4 Hong Kong 483 60.3 

10,000–19,999 192 24 Mainland China 271 33.8 

20,000–29,999 149 18.6 Other 33 4.1 

30,000–39,999 97 12.1 No response 14 1.7 

40,000–49,999 100 12.5    

50,000 or above 70 8.7    

No response 11.7 11.7 Total 801 100 

 303 

Migration Intention 304 

Regarding the variable of emigration intention measured by the statement on international 305 

migration, ‘I intend to move to another country within the coming two years (not including 306 

mainland China)’, 8.4% of the respondents indicated that they very much agreed with the 307 

statement, 9.7% indicated that they somewhat agreed, and 12.5%, 21.4%, and 48% indicated 308 

that they half-agreed and half-disagreed, somewhat disagreed, and very much disagreed, 309 

respectively. For the statement ‘I intend to move to mainland China within the coming two 310 

years,’ 4% and 5.2% of respondents responded that they very much agreed and somewhat 311 

agreed, respectively, 6.4% reported that they half-agreed and half-disagreed, and 19.2% and 312 

65.3% answered that they somewhat disagreed and very much disagreed with the statement, 313 

respectively. 314 

Associations Between Demographic Factors and Emigration Intention – International 315 

Multiple regression was used to investigate the relationships between the five demographic 316 

factors and people’s intention to emigrate internationally. All five of the factors significantly 317 
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influenced the intention to emigrate (Table 2). Notably, the respondents’ age and income were 318 

negatively associated with emigration intention to international destinations. In contrast, level 319 

of education, employment status, and place of birth were positively associated with respondents’ 320 

intention to emigrate internationally. Therefore, people with greater intentions to emigrate 321 

internationally tended to be younger, have a lower income, have a higher level of education, 322 

be employed, and have been born in Hong Kong.  323 

One-way ANOVA tests showed significant between-group differences for occupation (p < 324 

0.001) and place of birth (p < 0.001) in terms of people’s intention to emigrate internationally. 325 

Results in post hoc analysis showed that the differences in terms of occupation were mainly 326 

between retired persons and homemakers and the other groups. Professionals and managers 327 

(mean = 2.39, p < 0.001), clerical and service workers (mean = 2.33, p < 0.001), craft and 328 

related workers (mean = 2.76, p < 0.01), and students (mean = 2.43, p < 0.001) all showed a 329 

significantly higher intention to emigrate internationally then retired persons (mean = 1.6). 330 

Similarly, professionals and managers (p < 0.001), clerical and service workers (p < 0.05), and 331 

students (p < 0.05) showed a significantly greater intention to emigrate internationally than 332 

homemakers (mean = 1.79). The pairwise comparisons of place of birth indicated that the 333 

respondents born in Hong Kong had a greater intention to emigrate internationally (mean = 334 

2.39) than those born in mainland China (mean = 1.63, p < 0.001) and foreign countries (mean 335 

= 1.67, p < 0.01). 336 

Table 2. Summary of multiple regression analysis between demographic factors and 

the intention to emigrate 

 Standardised coefficient (Sig.) 

 International migration Mainland China migration 

Age  -0.137 0.009 0.071 0.192 

Education level 0.111 0.031 -0.009 0.875 

Income -0.113 0.037 -0.039 0.495 

Employment status 0.186 0.000 0.020 0.726 

Place of birth 0.173 0.000 -0.168 0.000 

R2 0.138  0.041  

 337 

Table 3. One-way ANOVA analysis of occupations and the intention to emigrate 

 International Mainland China 

The sum of square / df / sig. 27.697, 2, < 0.001 16.252, 7, < 0.047 

Occupations Mean score 

Professionals and managers 2.39 1.49 

Clerical and service workers 2.33 1.54 

Craft and related workers 2.76 1.65 

Elementary occupations 2.05 2.00 

Students 2.43 1.41 
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Homemaker 1.79 1.79 

Retired 1.60 1.73 

Other 2.39 1.76 

Note: 5 represents the highest and 1 represents the lowest level of intention to emigrate. 338 

Table 4. One-way ANOVA analysis of the place of birth and the intention to emigrate 

  International Mainland China 

Sum of squares, df, sig. 22.754, 5, < 0.001 27.697, 2, < 0.001 

Place of birth Mean score 

Hong Kong 2.39 1.50 

Mainland China 1.63 1.90 

Other 1.67 1.50 

Note: 5 represents the highest and 1 represents the lowest level of intention to emigrate. 339 

Associations between Demographic Factors and Emigration Intention to Mainland China 340 

The multiple regression results showed that demographic characteristics had little influence on 341 

people’s intention to emigrate to mainland China. Only place of birth showed a statistically 342 

significant negative relationship with emigration intention, indicating that people who were not 343 

born in Hong Kong had a greater intention to move to mainland China (p < 0.001) than those 344 

born in Hong Kong (Table 2). Age, level of education, income, and employment status were 345 

not significantly related to migration intention to Mainland China.  346 

The result of the one-way ANOVA analysis by occupation types was statistically significant 347 

(p < 0.05) (Table 3), but the post-hoc pairwise comparisons showed no significant differences 348 

between any combination of occupation types. In contrast, significant differences in emigration 349 

intention to mainland China were found based on their place of birth (p < 0.001) (Table 4). 350 

People born in mainland China (mean = 1.9) had a greater intention to move back to mainland 351 

China than did people born in Hong Kong (mean = 1.5, p < 0.001).  352 

Discussion 353 

We explored the demographic patterns of potential emigrants from the recent emigration trend 354 

in metropolitan Hong Kong. Our findings resembled those of previous migration studies but, 355 

more importantly, deviated in certain ways. For example, the prototypical emigrant has 356 

repeatedly been shown to be young and well-educated, and our findings support this classic 357 

result. Although this may not appear to be an extraordinary finding, it provides updated and 358 

crucial insights into the population demographics and future development of Hong Kong. 359 

Shifting population demographics and declining fertility rates have long been suggested to be 360 

among the impacts of emigration. Even before the current emigration trend,  Hong Kong, like 361 

many advanced economies, was plagued by an ageing population and an extremely low fertility 362 

rate (Basten, 2015; Cheng et al., 2013). Therefore, a new wave of emigration characterised by 363 
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educated youths would exacerbate these two important population issues. This finding also 364 

indicates that lower level of education is associated to lower intention to migrate, which may 365 

imply that even in a city with a well-developed educational system like Hong Kong, where 366 

almost 90% of the surveyed population finished secondary school, problems like language 367 

barrier that are usually related to lower level of education can still reduce people’s intention to 368 

migrate elsewhere.  369 

Studies exploring the influence of income level on emigration intention or decision have tended 370 

to show more mixed results. On the one hand, a higher income level may reduce people’s 371 

tendency and desire to leave their current positions. People may value the financial stability of 372 

their current jobs (Lam, 2002). On the other hand, it has been argued that people with higher 373 

income levels generally have richer resources and, thus, better opportunities and a higher 374 

capability of emigrating (Carling & Schewel, 2018; De Haas, 2011). Our finding that people 375 

with higher incomes in Hong Kong have a lower intention to emigrate may imply that the 376 

general wage level in Hong Kong remains highly competitive worldwide and acts as a barrier 377 

to emigration. Lam (2002), in a study on the last wave of emigration in Hong Kong, 378 

demonstrated that the projection of a negative lifetime net earning upon migration (i.e., when 379 

an individual’s total post-emigration lifetime earnings are lower than their potential earnings 380 

in the origin country) did not stop people from emigrating provided that they perceived that the 381 

emigration destination would provide a better political environment. Lam (2002) further found 382 

that individuals’ age interacted with this finding, such that older individuals would have a 383 

shorter period of negative net earnings than younger individuals after emigration, making 384 

emigration an easier decision for the former group. However, our findings showed the opposite, 385 

as older and higher-income individuals showed less desire to emigrate internationally. It is 386 

possible that people either tend to prioritise financial and economic stability or do not perceive 387 

that emigration has benefits, such as an improved socio-political environment, as suggested by 388 

Lam (2002), that outweigh the adverse effects of lost net earnings. Because income has usually 389 

been found to be a factor with varying influences on emigration in less-developed origin 390 

countries (Ailenei et al., 2015), our result supplements those of prior studies by establishing a 391 

distinctive pattern of emigration from a more-developed origin location, where income may be 392 

a vital consideration for high-income earners. 393 

Our findings on occupation showed that currently employed individuals had a stronger 394 

intention to emigrate internationally than unemployed or retired individuals. This result 395 

dovetails with potential concerns about the decline of workforce and productivity, as many 396 

previous studies have suggested. Our findings obtained through a post hoc analysis of the 397 

occupations of individuals intending to emigrate seem to correspond to recent news reports 398 

about high turnover rates among professionals. Our findings support those of Lam (2002), 399 

showing that Hong Kong emigrants are commonly managerial and professional individuals 400 

whose departure may reduce high-value production. Even though the government has not 401 

acknowledged an emerging emigration trend, some recent recruitment measures appear to 402 

respond to the reported outward flow of the labour force. Examples include the recruitment of 403 

medical workers from the UK and Guangdong province in mainland China, as noted earlier 404 

(South China Morning Post, 2023), along with immigration schemes such as the ‘Top Talent 405 
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Pass Scheme’, launched in 2023, which aims to attract highly educated and experienced 406 

individuals from around the world (Immigration Department, 2023). However, overseas 407 

recruitment is not a panacea, particularly for alleviating labour shortages in specific industries. 408 

For example, in the medical profession, candidates are often required to obtain specific locally 409 

recognised qualifications and meet local standards of practice, on top of the potential language 410 

and cultural barriers, making it more difficult to address the brain drain in these occupations 411 

than in others by recruiting people from overseas. The employment of mainland Chinese 412 

doctors and nurses in Hong Kong’s public hospitals was made possible only by relaxing the 413 

admission rules (Hong Kong Free Press, 2023a). Sustaining the supply of workers by relaxing 414 

regulations and lowering practice standards may alleviate the workforce shortage pressures in 415 

the short term. However, these measures are not the best solutions in the long term because 416 

they risk sacrificing quality for quantity. It also remains uncertain whether government 417 

recruitment efforts at this stage could compensate for the loss of professional, managerial, and 418 

service workers across various sectors and industries. Thus, a continued brain drain would be 419 

likely to have detrimental impacts on Hong Kong’s economy and social developments in both 420 

the short and the long terms, especially given that this group of workers has been reported to 421 

be pivotal to the local tertiary and service-based industries that comprise the financial services 422 

and tourism sectors, which are two of Hong Kong’s four key industries (Census and Statistics 423 

Department, 2022). Furthermore, the greater intention of current students to emigrate 424 

internationally raises another potential concern that labour shortages may be a long-term 425 

problem. In addition to the current attempts to replenish workforces in Hong Kong by acquiring 426 

non-local immigrants, measures to increase current students’ desire to remain and work in 427 

Hong Kong could be another vital goal to secure the future labour supply.  428 

The emigration of greater numbers of younger and middle-aged individuals in professional 429 

positions, and likely their family members, have arguably been causing impacts on other 430 

sectors too. For instance, the number of primary school entries showed a drop of over 20,000 431 

students in 2022 compared to 2019, which has led to reduced classes and the closure of schools 432 

(The Guardian, 2023). At the same time, school operation was also impacted by the escalating 433 

turnover rate of teachers (Hong Kong Free Press, 2022). Both instances caught much media 434 

attention in 2022 and 2023. An increasing rate of emigration and an ever-dropping fertility rate 435 

have been suggested to be the causes of such a phenomenon (The Guardian, 2023), which 436 

matched the finding of this study as the younger to middle-age groups are likely parents to 437 

school-age children as well as the most important contributors to local fertility rates.   438 

As shown in the case of recruitment of medical workers, the Hong Kong government has begun 439 

to encourage immigrants, predominantly from Mainland China, to address population and 440 

workforce concerns. Figures showed that over 120,000 working visas were approved in 2023, 441 

comprising nearly 80% of Mainland Chinese applicants (Hong Kong Free Press, 2023b). On 442 

the other hand, the increasing number of Mainland immigrants may eventually shift local 443 

demographics, further impacting on Hong Kong’s original way of life. As the desire to maintain 444 

the Hong Kong way of life was found to be one of the major drivers of emigration, it can be 445 

argued that the government’s current measures may motivate emigration even further.   446 



Place of birth was the only variable that showed a significant influence on intention to move to 447 

mainland China. The post hoc analysis results further indicated that people born in mainland 448 

China and residing in Hong Kong had the highest intention to return to mainland China. 449 

Although return migration is not uncommon, especially among cities in mainland China where 450 

interprovincial or rural–urban migration is frequent, the reasons for return migration from Hong 451 

Kong to mainland China could be concerning. Studies on interprovincial return migration in 452 

mainland China have found that improved economic conditions in people’s hometowns, which 453 

were often less-developed cities and regions originally, were one of the major drivers of return 454 

migration from the bigger cities in mainland China (Miao et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2017). The 455 

social and economic opportunities and prosperity of Hong Kong have long been the major 456 

reason for mainland Chinese to move to Hong Kong through the various talent acquisition and 457 

migration admission schemes previously provided by the Hong Kong government (Lam & 458 

Fong, 2022). Consequently, one of the drivers of people’s intention to move back to their place 459 

of origin in mainland China could be that Hong Kong is losing its dominant position as a 460 

leading city in the region, at least among other Chinese cities, and previous immigrants are 461 

finding fewer reasons to stay. In a similar vein, this result may imply that the Hong Kong 462 

government’s plans to acquire more Mainland immigrants to replenish the current population 463 

could be effective in the short term, as shown by the figures above. Yet in the long run, these 464 

highly skilled and educated mainland Chinese may not stay if opportunities to work in Hong 465 

Kong are becoming less attractive than they used to. At the same time, being born in Hong 466 

Kong was associated with a greater intention to emigrate internationally. This finding shows 467 

that the prospective return migrants among mainland-born Hong Kong citizens are not the only 468 

people wishing to leave Hong Kong.  469 

Migration has been suggested to be a dynamic and complex process (Massey et al., 1994). 470 

Return migration has never been a rare phenomenon, even though it is arguably more frequent 471 

in less-developed countries, and benefits such as the introduction of skills and technology and 472 

improved human capital are often associated with return migration (Sinatti, 2015; Wahba, 473 

2014). The large number of returnees in the past wave of migration in Hong Kong has been a 474 

primary reason that most of the anticipated adverse impacts, e.g., brain drain, did not 475 

materialize. It was also suggested that return migration occurred rapidly because those who 476 

had left before 1997 found that Hong Kong’s previous way of life was largely preserved despite 477 

the handover (Ho, 2023). As mentioned earlier, the current wave of migration followed socio-478 

political changes which occurred after 2019. Therefore, this wave was arguably driven by at 479 

least some levels of actual experience and immediate impacts of socio-political changes rather 480 

than mere anticipation of changes, hinting that the chances of emigrants returning may not 481 

resemble the level of the previous wave. Interviewees in Ho’s study also indicated that while 482 

returning to Hong Kong is always an option for them, it is considered only as a last resort.  483 

In the previous wave of migration, it was observed that individuals with existing social 484 

networks in the destination countries were more likely to seek emigration, and those without 485 

social ties and connections were less capable of moving or likely to move (Wong & Salaff, 486 

1998). However, Ho (2023) indicated that almost all interviewees in their recent research did 487 

not have any form of social connection in the UK before migration, a feature differentiating 488 

Commented [CKWA[15]: I revised the meaning a bit. 
Please check.  

Commented [MOU16R15]: It’s correct 



the current and past waves of migration. It is not surprising that, for the younger and well-489 

educated migrants, with much-improved access to online information and the availability of 490 

migration agencies, social networks play a less crucial role in facilitating migration in this time 491 

round. Even if social networks remain a barrier for some current non-emigrants, pioneering 492 

emigrants may act as their social networks and be in a position to provide information and 493 

support to future emigrants, which may prompt those who initially had a lower level of 494 

intention to emigrate (e.g., older people) to eventually take action, a phenomenon observed in 495 

the past (Massey et al., 1993). Therefore, future studies could further investigate changes in the 496 

composition and social networks of the emigrant population over time to provide updated 497 

information that may help address the changing challenges of emigration.  498 

 499 

 500 

Limitation & Conclusion 501 

The literature on the impacts of emigration has linked the demographic patterns of emigrants 502 

to emigration’s observed effects on the population, economy, and other aspects of life in the 503 

origin country. Because we aim to provide insight into the effects of demographic changes on 504 

Hong Kong’s recent emigration trend and to help facilitate timely responses to those effects, 505 

we uncover the potential, rather than actual, impacts from the demographic patterns of intended 506 

emigrants with reference to previous studies. This approach may be a limitation of this study.  507 

Our study, adopting the perspective of a more-developed emigration origin, explored Hong 508 

Kong people’s intention to emigrate internationally and to mainland China in association with 509 

their demographic characteristics. Intended international emigrants were found to be younger 510 

and more well-educated than other respondents, matching the traditionally identified 511 

characteristics of typical emigrants in previous migration studies. In contrast, people with 512 

higher incomes had lower intentions to emigrate internationally, unlike the patterns observed 513 

in less developed regions. The emigration intentions of professionals, managerial and service 514 

workers, and students were significantly greater than those of homemakers and retired persons 515 

– as discussed earlier, the materialisation of the intentions of the former group may lead to a 516 

‘brain drain’. Place of birth was the only variable that influenced both the intention to emigrate 517 

internationally and the intention to emigrate to mainland China, where local-born Hong Kong 518 

residents are more likely to emigrate internationally. In contrast, people born in mainland China 519 

have a higher intention to return to mainland China than the other respondents. The negative 520 

implications of these migration intentions for social issues, such as an ageing society, a low 521 

fertility rate, the sustainability of the workforce in tertiary sectors, and the overall 522 

competitiveness of this city, must not be underestimated.  523 

 524 

 525 
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