
Hong Kong’s future manpower needs will 
increasingly be met by womanpower. Tech-
nology and AI advances will not threaten 
jobs, but allow employees to be more pro-

ductive. Augmented reality will give new recruits the 
same knowledge as seasoned old-timers, and as we live 
longer and healthier lives, we will be retiring later, but 
choosing when and where we want to work. This bright 
new future, however, will still not be enough to meet 
Hong Kong’s labour needs in the coming years. 

While many countries around the world grapple with 
high unemployment, Hong Kong has the happy prob-
lem of having more jobs than people to fill them. We 
have been dogged for many years by a constant man-
power shortage, which, starting next year will become 
more acute. 

Our workforce of 3.65 million will start to taper off 
in the coming 12 months, shedding over half a million 
jobs in the next half century. Our birth rate, which is the 
second lowest in the world, according to the Population 
Reference Bureau, with only Macao keeping us off the 
lowest ranking, is causing the contraction. Chief Secre-
tary for Administration Matthew Cheung, speaking at 
the Chamber’s biennial CEO Manpower Conference on 
26 October, said the current term Administration is very 
ambitious about tackling our manpower challenges. 

“At the end of the day, it is our human resources that 
Hong Kong depends on. In terms of education, we must 
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continue to invest in education. If we don’t do that then 
we will have no future at all,” he told over 200 senior 
executives attending the event. 

Close to 50% of the Government’s recurring spend-
ing is on health care, welfare and education. “But we see 
education as an investment, not an expense,” he added. 

Training up youngsters with the skills they need will 
take decades, and even if people started having more 
babies, we still wouldn’t have enough young people 
entering the workforce to replenish those retiring. 

Professor Richard Wong, said Singapore had faced 
the same manpower challenges as Hong Kong in the late 
1990s. It launched an aggressive talent recruitment drive 
to encourage people to bring their skills to Singapore. 
“They realized they had an aging population, so they 
began welcoming immigrants with skills. We didn’t do 
anything,” he said. 

If we think we have problems, spare a thought for 
Japan. According to the WHO, if 8% of a country’s 
population is over 65, it is classified as having an aging 
population. By 2025, over 20% of Japan’s population 
will be over 75! And by 2060, Japan’s workforce will have 
shrunk by 40%, from 59 million today to 38 million.

Finding solutions
There are several options we can adopt collectively to 

equip our economy with the skilled hands and minds we 
need. However, none are silver bullets. Moreover, tech-
nology, education, labour importation, having more 
babies, retiring later, outsourcing ... all have uncertain 
outcomes.  

Technology is usually heralded as the solution to all 
of our problems, be they the environment or manpower 
shortages. Speakers at the conference were bullish on 

The MEllennials Challenge

Millennials, or the ME-Generation, are often branded as non-team 
players, selfish, impatient, easily bored but hungry for promotion 

and praise. But how true are such stereotypes? 
“I believe millennials want empowerment and they want to do 

interesting things. They don’t want to do repetitive jobs,” one of the 
speakers at the closed-door CEO Manpower Conference told the 
audience. 

The days of apprenticeships and mentorship to thoroughly learn 
skills or business processes seem to be long gone, as new entrants 
into the workforce believe they have the intelligence and skills to get 
the job done well. However, empowering inexperienced staff is not a 
job for those with a nervous disposition. Speakers said it was 
important to carefully set guiding principles to avoid problems and 
misunderstandings. 

“Empowerment is the key to unlocking the power and energy of 
employees,” said another speaker. “Also, there are four other trends 
that all employers should be paying attention to.”

Speakers said 93% of executives are changing their workplace 
structure to accommodate staff needs. A survey by leading HR 
consultancy Mercer, found that 53% of workers want their company to 
focus more on their well-being and health. Some 53% of employees 
want their company to offer flexible work options, and one in three 
employees feel they are not empowered to create their own success 
at work. 

All speakers agreed that flexible work hours, despite being very 
difficult to effectively implement, were what most employees wanted, 
and being able to offer flexible work arrangements would help them 
retain and attract more talent. 

Globally, people who feel they can drive their own career are more 
energized and want to stay with the company longer, and flexible 
working options can be useful in achieving this. So why are we not 
seeing it across Asia and Hong Kong? 

“Pay and benefits are not enough to attract and retain talent 
anymore. We need to inspire them and help them grow, so we need 
to think when and where staff can work,” said one of the speakers. 





technology’s role in our future workplace, but none of 
them believed it would replace humans. 

Automation has since the industrial revolution been 
the solution to manpower shortages. It allowed busi-
nesses to do more with fewer people. From the mecha-
nisation of steam power, to assembly line production 
to computer automation, to where we are now, cyber 
systems. Another common trait all these developments 
share is that they caused a fear that people would be dis-
placed by technology. 

“Throughout history, technology has created a fear 
of losing jobs, but that has never happened. There was 
some temporary disruption as jobs were automated, 
but the job for the most part never went away, it was 
just done better. People were able to be more produc-
tive, their work was less physically demanding because 
machines were doing the hard work not their muscles,” 
one of the speakers at the closed-door session said. “For 
AI, the fear of a future like the Terminator movie is just 
not going to happen. What AI will do is to augment 
workers’ decision making process.” 

Speakers stressed that AI, big data, robotics, whatever 
label you want to stick on it, does not replace, for exam-
ple, a lawyer or surgeon. What it does do is augment the 
decision making process. Systems can analyse millions 
of pages of data and produce a recommendation based 

The 4th Industrial Revolution 

Joe Kaeser, President and CEO of Siemens AG, said: “We have to 
prove that the Fourth Industrial Revolution is inclusive. This is not just 

the responsibility of the government and individuals; preparing workers 
for the future is also our responsibility as leaders of global companies.”

We are on the brink of a technological revolution that promises to 
fundamentally change how we live, work, and play. It will be a future 
characterized by a fusion of technologies that is blurring the lines 
between the physical, digital, and biological spheres. As of yet, however, 
we are not exactly sure how it will unfold, or what impact it will have 
on our labour force. 

Technology is again driving the change. Computing power and data 
growth are advancing at a mindboggling rate. Since 1993, computing 
power of supercomputers has seen a 1.56 million-fold increase. 
Transmission rates of mobile networks have gone from 56k in the days 
of dialup modems in 1995 to over 1 gigabyte today, a million-fold 
increase. The amount of digital data that exists in the world has seen a 
26,000-fold increase to 163 trillion GB today. 

This growth in data and computing power is driving the growth of 
AI. Speakers said AI can be used to analyse previously unimaginable 
amounts of data, or for less sexy sounding functions such as video 
surveillance of a city to detect potential danger or track criminals. It can 
also be used to predict demand for groceries, enabling shopkeepers to 
significantly boost sales of certain produce, and reduce wastage of 
perishable goods. Basically, its usage will be limited to our imagination. 

But it does promise to free us from repetitive, mundane tasks so we 
have more time to focus on things that technology and smart 
computers cannot do: being creative, being artistic and using our EQ to 
communicate. 

A speaker at the conference pointed out that despite many people 
worrying about technology making us obsolete, we also realize that it 
also has the power to significantly improve our lives, which is why we 
all embrace it. Just look at how smartphones have changed the way we 
communicate and keep ourselves informed. This was completely 
unimaginable just over a decade ago. Yet young people entering the 
workforce today have grown up not knowing a world without 
smartphones, social media or the internet. 

These youngsters see the world and way of doing things in a 
completely different way from their predecessors, and HR experts 
advise employers to tap into this unrealised potential. 





Top-10 Skills

In 2020
 Complex problem solving
 Critical thinking
 Creativity
 People management
 Coordinating with others
 Emotional intelligence
 Judgement and decision 

making
 Service orientation
 Negotiation
 Cognitive flexibility

In 2015
 Complex problem solving
 Coordinating with others
 People management
 Critical thinking
 Negotiation
 Quality control
 Service orientation
 Judgement and decision 

making
 Active listening
 Creativity

on past data. It is impossible for doctors to keep up to 
date on all the research and advancements in medicine, 
but with big data, and systems like IBM’s Watson, they 
would have all the data and arguments before them to 
decide how best to use that information. 

“By augmenting the decision making process, young, 
less experienced analysts would be as experienced as 
those with 10 to 20 years’ experience,” he said. 

If you look at aeroplanes, they can take off and land 
automatically, but we still need pilots. Auto driving 
vehicles will prevent accidents caused by idiots who still 
text while driving, or allow truck drivers to arrive at des-
tinations safer and less fatigued. All this technology will 
not replace the person, but it will help them to be more 
efficient and make more informed decisions. 

Growing talent
Hong Kong’s success has been built on being an open, 

free and tolerant society. We are a hodgepodge cultures 
and backgrounds, with the majority of our population 
coming on waves of young immigrants from the Main-
land in the 1970s. Between 1971 and 1981, the popu-
lation of 20-29-year olds increased by about 558,000 
people. Since then, that age demographic has been con-

tracting every year. In fact, Hong Kong’s overall labour 
force participation rate has been steadily declining, from 
65.1% in 1986 to 61.1% in 2016. 

“Hong Kong’s labour force demographic structure is 
very unusual. It is distorted by age and also sex struc-
tures,” said Prof Wong. In 1996, our male labour force 
reached 1.9 million, where it is today. The female labour 
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force then was 1.1 million, and today is 1.6 million. 
Going forward, Hong Kong will lead the world in the 
share of females in the working force. 

With more women in the workforce than men, the 
way companies run and manage human resources will 
also change, as women want different things from a 
career than men, and also both need to be managed in 
different ways. 

Fewer women having children, or those who are done 
with their maternity role and returning to the workforce 
are key reasons behind why Hong Kong’s workforce 
is becoming dominated by women. However, cross-
border marriages are also a significant contributing 
factor. Many Hong Kong men brought their Mainland 
brides to Hong Kong, but they were not all content to be 
homemakers. 

“The cross-border brides were upgrading their skills 
and entering higher education in Hong Kong, particu-
larly in the 30- to 50-year-old demographic,” said Prof 
Wong. “The Government and businesses need to under-
stand this and plan for Hong Kong’s future, because for 
about every 1,000 women in Hong Kong, there will be 
about 860 men. Beyond the social impact, this will have 
a huge impact on the future of our workforce.” 










