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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The second “The State of Work-Life balance in Hong Kong Survey” conducted in 2007 has revealed the following significant 
findings: 

A. Working and living patterns

1. Employees in Hong Kong work long hours - but there is an improvement since 2006
 •  The average number of hours worked per week is 49.2 compared to 51.3 hours in 2006. 
 •  This is 6% higher than hours required in employee contracts and more than 23% higher than the recommended 

number of hours (40 hours per week) as defined by the International Labour Organisation (ILO). 

2. More employees in Hong Kong regularly work overtime - but this is mainly because contractual hours are down
 •  65.5% of employees work overtime each week with 22.5% working overtime nearly everyday. This compares to 61.3% 

and 22.4% respectively for 2006. 
 •  This increase in overtime in part reflects a reduction of the number of hours that employees are contractually required 

to work per week - 46.5 in 2007 compared to 47.3 hours in 2006. 

3. Too much work remains the top reason for overtime 
 •  The top three reasons for working overtime on a regular basis are too much work, the need to support co-workers and 

requests from the boss. This is the same as in 2006.

4.  Employers have reduced paid annual leave and over 35% of employees do not always take their annual leave 
entitlement 

 •  Average paid annual leave is 13.9 days, down from 15.3 days in 2006.
 •  36.3% of employees do not always take their full annual leave. 

5. More employees are not entitled to the statutory minimum of 7 days annual leave 
 •  9.3% of employees are not entitled to any annual leave compared to 7.2% last year.
 •  1.7% are not entitled to the 7 full days leave compared to 0.9% last year.

6. Employees in Hong Kong still have little time for personal life
 •  As in 2006, over 70% of employees spend less than 2 hours per day on personal or private activities. 8.5% spend no 

time at all on private activities. 

7. Work-life balance has improved slightly but is still a far cry from what employees think is ideal and realistic
 •  The actual work-life ratio is 83:17 which represents a slight improvement on last year when it was 84:16.
 •  The ideal but realistic work-life ratio has changed from 61:39 last year to 60:40 this year, reflecting employees’ desire 

for a better work-life balance. 

B. Satisfaction with work and life

8.  More employees are unhappy at work and the main reason remains poor relationships with supervisors and 
colleagues

 •  The number of employees citing reasons for unhappiness has risen to 89.2% from 75.6% in 2006.
 •  The top three reasons for unhappiness at work remain the same as 2006 and are relationship with supervisors and 

colleagues followed by pay benefits and workload.
 

Communi t y i nsi de P1- 48 RL. i ndd   2Community inside P1-48 RL.indd   2 10/ 22/ 07   5: 09: 23 PM10/22/07   5:09:23 PM



The State of Work-Life Balance in Hong Kong 

Survey 2007

www.communitybusiness.org.hk 3

9. Fewer employees say their work and private lives are balanced 
 •  The number of employees saying their work and lives are balanced has fallen to 41.9% from 44.1% last year. 

Those who believe it is not balanced has risen to 29.1% from 28.3% in 2006. This may be a reflection of enhanced 
expectations of employees for work-life balance.

10. More employees believe their work-life balance has improved over the last 12 months 
 •  The number of respondents who believe that their work-life balance has improved over the past 12 months has 

increased to 24.6% (from 22.4% in 2006).

11. Employers still need to do more to promote work-life balance 
 •  As in 2006, employees give their employers a score of 4.7 out of 10 for efforts and resources expended to improve 

work-life balance. 

C. Problems with current work-life balance and desired solutions 

12. Employees in Hong Kong have a long way to go to achieve their ideal work-life balance
 •  Employees rate the degree to which they have achieved their ideal work-life balance 5.6 out of 10. This is slightly lower 

than the previous year’s rating of 5.7.

13.  The need for financial security has overtaken long working hours as the most difficult work-life balance 
challenge for employees

 •  The largest group of respondents (18.6%) cite financial well-being and wealth management as the greatest work-life 
balance challenge they face. This figure has risen from 13.8% in 2006.

 •  Long working hours is ranked the second greatest challenge and having to take care of children or family members is 
ranked third.

14. Technology has a positive impact on work-life balance
 •  61.5% of employees say that the latest technology has a positive impact on their work-life balance while only 12.3% 

think the impact is negative. 

15. Poor work-life balance adversely impacts productivity, health and family life 
 •  Over 60% of respondents report suffering from prolonged fatigue and extreme tiredness and this is the same as in 

2006.
 •  The number of employees who state they do not have any private time for recreation activities or sports has increased 

to 35.6% this year from 28.2% in 2006. Those who say they do not have enough time with their partner and family has 
risen to 43.7% this year from 39.1% last year.

 •  For both years, approximately 33% of respondents say they have problems with productivity and that work quality has 
reduced dramatically due to long working hours. 

16.  Employees say that a 5-day work week and more paid annual leave would most help them to achieve better 
work-life balance

 •  26.8% of employees report that a 5-day work week would most assist them with work-life balance. More paid annual 
leave is ranked second (18.3%).

17. Managers are important role models for work-life balance 
 •  Over 60% of employees say it is very beneficial or quite beneficial if their line manager and other senior executives set 

an example for work-life balance.
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18.  More employers are adopting a 5-day work week but over half of all employees have employers who are not 
even considering it

 •  35% of employees say their company has adopted a 5-day work week. This figure is an increase from 28.1% last year. 
In the Banks and Finance and Government and Public Affairs sectors the increase has been most significant.

 •  Those who say their companies are not adopting or thinking of adopting a 5-day work week has fallen to 55.6% from 
60.7% in 2006.

19. Hong Kong risks 27% of its workforce leaving the city if they can find better work-life balance elsewhere
 •  26.9% of employees say they would consider leaving Hong Kong to pursue better work-life balance while 72.1% say 

they would not.

2. OBSERVATIONS

Companies in Hong Kong should be commended for making significant progress in work-life balance, particularly as it 
relates to working hours. Employees in Hong Kong are working less hours in 2007 compared to 2006 and contractual hours 
are also down. However, it is important to note that both actual and contractual hours continue to be greater than 40 hours 
per week recommended by the International Labour Organisation (ILO). Also, those on lower incomes tend to work the 
longest hours in Hong Kong. It is interesting to note that men in Hong Kong are required to work longer hours than women 
and actually do.

Hong Kong employees work overtime mainly because there is simply too much work to be done. Worryingly and similar to 
last year, over 25% of employees work overtime because they do not want to be seen to be the first to leave the office and 
cannot leave before their boss. We know from this research that poor work-life balance adversely impacts productivity with 
over 33% of employees citing a direct link between poor work-life balance and productivity and work quality. We also know 
from our research that over 22% of workers get sick easily and frequently due to the heavy workload - this can have a direct 
impact on absenteeism. 

Employees are telling us that employers can do much more to promote work-life balance. The most desired work-life 
balance initiative that employers can provide is a 5-day work week. Although more companies are now adopting a 5-day 
work week (35% in 2007 versus 28% in 2006) and should be praised for doing so, over half of Hong Kong employees say 
that their employers are not and have no intention of doing so. These companies may wish to consider implementing a 5-day 
work week.

Another initiative that should be addressed by employers is annual leave entitlement - this has fallen significantly since last 
year. As companies consider reducing annual leave it is vital for them to remember that the second most desired corporate 
initiative that employees say would help them with work-life balance is more annual leave. On this note, companies can start 
by strongly encouraging employees to take the full amount of annual leave as stated in their contract - as currently roughly 
6 out of 10 employees say they always take their annual leave. Employers should be aware that the Employment Ordinance 
of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region states clearly that an employee is entitled to annual leave with pay after 
employment under a continuous contract for 12 months and the minimum amount of such leave is 7 days. Companies which 
fail to give this minimum leave entitlement are in breach of the law. 

The greatest obstacle in 2007 to individuals obtaining work-life balance is financial well-being and wealth management. In 
2006, individuals cited long working-hours as their greatest obstacle. What this means is that employees today are more 
concerned with rising asset prices and costs and therefore are more likely to work hard and long. This is particularly so with 
those at lower income levels. Employers of choice should consider how to address this and look at ways of educating its 
employees about good financial management. This greater financial awareness may help to reduce financial concerns of 
staff. 
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The role of technology is often questioned in work-life balance. Our research has shown that over 61% of employees think 
that it has a positive impact on work-life balance. Those who are most likely to see its impact as negative are at the highest 
income levels - perhaps not surprisingly with the advancement of mobile technology devices. Companies need to ensure 
that technology continues to be a positive driver of work-life balance.

Corporate leaders and senior executives are role models for employees in work-life balance. By leadership taking steps 
such as leaving on time, employees feel that this would give them better work-life balance. This would empower those 
employees who are at work simply to “give face” to also leave and would certainly add credence to those companies who 
say work-life balance is important to them.
 
As we reflect on the overall results of this survey, we should acknowledge that employees in general say that their work-life 
balance has improved in the last 12 months. At the same time employees are telling us that their expectations of a better 
work-life balance have increased and therefore we find that overall level of satisfaction with work-life balance seems to have 
fallen. Companies need to understand that the goal posts continue to move in work-life balance and if they are committed to 
attracting and retaining the best talent, they must commit to continuously look at how to address this. 

Of major concern for Hong Kong employers is that 27% of our workforce would consider moving out of Hong Kong in pursuit 
of better work-life balance. This is perhaps the greatest business case for work-life balance in Hong Kong. As economies 
around the globe compete for talent, work-life balance for employees must become a key component of Hong Kong’s 
competitive advantage.

3. INTRODUCTION 

The State of Work-life Balance in Hong Kong Survey 2007 (also referred to as “the 2007 Survey”) is the second study of its 
kind. The first survey was conducted in July 2006 and was an initiative of the Community Business Leadership Team (CBLT), 
a unique group of business leaders representing various industries in Hong Kong, united by a common commitment to 
corporate social responsibility (CSR).  

Undertaken by the Public Opinion Programme (POP) at the University of Hong Kong the main aim of the survey is to 
provide the corporate sector with the necessary data to assist them with their work-life balance policies and initiatives. It is 
also designed to raise awareness of the importance of work-life balance and the direct impact on business and employees. 
Using a consistent methodology year on year, it strives to assess the extent to which the state of work-life balance is 
improving in Hong Kong by determining the following: 

•  employees’ work and living patterns;
•  employees’ satisfaction with work and life; and 
•  problems employees face in achieving a healthy work-life balance and their desired solutions to overcome such 

challenges.

This report summarises important findings from the 2007 Survey and seeks to highlight significant differences from the 2006 
Survey.

This report presents the views of Community Business. The views do not represent those of Community Business members, 
CBLT members, sponsors of this report or the POP.
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4. METHODOLOGY

About the 2007 Survey 
As in 2006, this year’s survey was commissioned by Community Business and undertaken by the POP. Given the random 
selection of interviewees and the large sample size, the survey responses are representative of the working population of 
Hong Kong. 

Target population 
The target population was defined as a full-time worker of age 15 or above who speaks Cantonese, English or Mandarin. 
A full time worker is defined as an employee who works at least 5 days a week or who has a total working time of not less 
than 40 hours per week. 

Sample size
The sample size of the 2007 Survey was 1,014 respondents (in 2006 it was 1,519). The large sample size allows us to 
make inferences about the Hong Kong working population as a whole.  

Telephone interviews
Using a computer-assisted technique, more than 1000 random telephone interviews were conducted from 17 to 31 July 
2007.

Questionnaire
Like last year, the 2007 Survey included 20 questions. However, a taskforce was set up to review the questions from the 
2006 Survey and a decision was made to replace four questions from last year with new ones. The 2007 Survey also 
included 8 questions relating to demographics. The full list of questions is available in the Appendix.

Summary of Research Findings
In this report, we examine the responses for each of the 20 questions asked in the 2007 Survey. For each question we 
highlight the mean response for 2007 and 2006. For 2007, where statistically significant differences1 have arisen due to 
gender  , industry  , income level  these are highlighted. When this arises, this component is then reviewed for 
significant variations since 2006. 

Statistically significant variations have been identified by the researchers at the Public Opinion Programme at the University 
of Hong Kong. A difference is said to be significant when the chi-square value (p-value) is smaller than 0.05 and 0.01. 
Therefore in some cases, to the lay observer it may appear from our graphs that there is a significant variation. However, 
our text may not make reference to this.  Readers should be guided by the words in the text which state clearly when a 
statistically significant variation has occurred.

It should be noted that where we use the words ‘more employees’ or ‘less employees’ we are referring to more or less in 
terms of percentages when compared to results of the 2006 Survey.

It is also important to note that comparisons between the 2006 Survey and 2007 Survey can generally be made. 
Comparisons should however be treated with some degree of caution due to changes in methodology and wording of 
questions. The full report of the 2007 Survey findings written by the POP is available at www.communitybusiness.org.hk.

1  As advised by the Public Opinion Programme at the University of Hong Kong
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5. DEMOGRAPHICS

In order to gather profiling data, respondents were asked a number of demographic questions, including their gender, age, 
education level, position, industry, marital status, number of children and district. In this summary report, we focus on three 
demographic variables only - gender, industry and income level - and analyse whether these have a statistically significant 
impact on employees’ work-life balance. 

Figure 1 shows the distribution of responses from different industries in Hong Kong. The category Other Personal Services 
refers to personal services provided by individuals generally paid on an hourly basis such as private tutors and freelance 
workers. The 2007 Survey, like the 2006 Survey, does not include domestic helpers. The category Others refers to 
Engineering, Security Work, Tourism, Planting Industry and Renovation  However, as this Others category only included a 
total of 6 people from a wide range of industries, it does not represent a single industry per se.  We have therefore chosen 
to ignore this group in our analysis.

Items marked with an asterisk (*) in Figure 1 represent a sub-sample size which means there were 30 or less respondents 
from this industry. Statistically speaking, the smaller the sample size, the larger the sampling error. Findings for these 
industries are therefore for indication only.  These industries include: Property, Media, Telecommunication, Insurance, 
Warehouse Duties, Film/Entertainment, Oil, Energy, Resources and Utilities and Others.

Figure 1. Distribution of responses by industry (2007)
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6. OVERVIEW OF KEY FINDINGS

In reviewing the findings of the 2007 Survey, we identify the following for each question:
•   the overall mean response for 2007 and where applicable, a comparison with the 2006 findings, whether or not statistically 

significant;
•   statistically significant variations by gender  , industry  , income level . When this arises, this component is then 

reviewed for significant variations since 2006. 

The findings are presented in the following sections: 
A. Working and living patterns 
B. Satisfaction with work and life 
C. Problems with current work-life balance and desired solutions

Figure 2. Distribution of responses by gender (2007)
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Female
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Figure 2 shows the distribution of responses by gender and Figure 3 shows the distribution of responses by income level.

Figure 3. Distribution of responses by monthly income (2007)
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A. Working and living patterns

Finding 1: Employees in Hong Kong work long hours - but there is an improvement since 2006

Actual and contractual working hours 
According to respondents, the average number of actual working hours per week has fallen to 49.2 this year from 51.3 in 
2006 as shown in Figures 4a and 4b. Despite the slight improvement, the actual working hours of full-time employees in 
Hong Kong is nearly three hours more than what is stated in their contracts (in 2006 the average worker worked four hours 
more than stated in their contracts). 

The hours worked in Hong Kong continue to exceed  the standards set by the International Labour Organisation (ILO), 
which recommends that workers should work no more than 40 hours per week with occasional paid overtime, paid at a 
premium, of up to 12 hours per week.

The 2007 Survey findings show that in general, the contractual working hours of employees have improved. The average 
number of contractual working hours for full-time employees drops to 46.5 per week this year from 47.3 in 2006 as shown in 
Figures 4a and 4b. 

In addition, Figure 4a shows that in terms of actual hours, men are working longer hours (50.9 hours per week) than women 
(47.5 hours per week). The actual working hours per week for women has reduced noticeably from 51.3 hours in 2006 to 47.5 
hours in 2007. Furthermore, contractual working hours for men (48.9 hours per week) is 10% higher than it is for women (44.2 
hours per week). The average contractual hours per week for women has reduced significantly from 46.4 in 2006 to 44.2 in 
2007.

Figure 4a. Average contractual and
actual working hours per week by gender 
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Figure 4b. Average contractual and
actual working hours per week by gender 
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Figure 5a shows that the number of actual working hours varies across industry. The highest number of working hours 
pertains to those who work in Restaurants and Hotels (54.7 hours), Transportation (51.9) and Media (51.1). As in the 2006 
Survey, those in Insurance (41.6) work the least hours.

Figure 5a also shows that the hours worked in 2007 have fallen across all sectors except for Media and Import/Export 
Trade. Other Personal Services shows the largest decrease (15.3) in working hours. Significant reductions in actual working 
hours have also been taken place in Commercial Service, Medical, Hygiene and Welfare, Other Personal Services, Property 
and Wholesale / Retail.

Figure 5a. Actual working hours per week by 
industry (2007 and 2006)
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Figure 5b. Contractual working hours per week by 
industry (2007 and 2006)
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5b.

The findings from the 2007 Survey show that those who earn less are required to work longer hours than the higher 
income groups as illustrated in Figure 6. Those who belong to the income bracket of HK$10,000 or below and HK$10,001 
- HK$20,000 are required to work for 49.0 and 46.6 hours per week respectively which is longer than what is required of 
those in higher income brackets: HK$30,001 - HK$40,000 (41.9 hours per week), HK$40,001 - HK$50,000 (44.8 hours per 
week), HK$50,001 of above (43.4 hours per week) as shown in Figure 6. 

Figure 6. Contractual working hours per week by income (2007 and 2006)
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Finding 2:  More employees in Hong Kong regularly work overtime - but this is mainly because contractual hours 
are down

Figure 7 shows that 65.5% of employees work overtime - be it “nearly everyday”, “quite often” or “occasionally” each week. 
This compares to 61.3% in 2006. This figure must be seen in context because working hours have actually decreased in 
Hong Kong. The reason for this overtime is in part because of the shortened contractual working hours.

Figure 7. Frequency of overtime by industry (2007)
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In certain industries, frequent overtime defined as “nearly everyday”, is more prevalent than in others.This is the case for the 
following industries: Information Technology (47.2%), Film/Entertainment (40.0%), Law, Accountancy, Professional
Information (38.2%) and Telecommunications (36.4%). However a large proportion of people in the following industries say 
they never work overtime: Property (68.2%), Oil, Energy, Resources and Utilities (50.0%) and Commercial Service (46.7%).

Findings reveal that as the income level of employees increases they are more likely to work overtime nearly everyday as 
shown in Figure 8. This may be a reflection of the increased level of responsibility and associated workloads.
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Figure 8. Frequency of overtime by income (2007)
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Finding 3: Too much work remains the top reason for overtime

Respondents were asked to select the main reasons they work overtime and findings reveal that the reasons are ranked in 
exactly the same order as in the 2006 Survey as shown in Figure 9. The top three reasons for working overtime continue to 
be too much work (82.3%), the need to support co-workers (45.9%) and requests from senior management (26.5%).  

The number of employees who say they enjoy working overtime has fallen from 7.2% last year to 6.3% this year.  
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Figure 9. Reasons for overtime (2007 and 2006)
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Finding 4:  Employers have reduced paid annual leave and over 35% of employees do not always take their annual 
leave entitlement

Leave entitlement
This year, the average number of days of paid annual leave that employees are entitled to has fallen to 13.9 as shown in 
Figure 10.  This is down 10% from 2006 when employees were entitled to 15.3 days.
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Figure 10. Average number of days of paid annual leave (2007 and 2006)

As Figure 11 shows, employees in some industries are entitled to more leave than others. The industries in which 
employees receive the greatest number of days of annual leave are: Government/Public Affairs (25.2 days), Media (23.6 
days) and Education (23.5 days). The industries in which employees receive the least number of days of annual leave are: 
Other Personal Services (7.9 days), Insurance (8.5 days) and Restaurants/Hotels (8.7 days).

Comparing findings from 2007 and 2006 by industry, significant decreases in paid entitled annual leave can be seen in 
Commercial Service (from 13.7 to 11.0 days) and Other Personal Services (from 12.3 to 7.9 days).
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