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Youthful hopes for a fairer, cleaner future
Two months ago, the Bauhinia Foundation think tank issued a report on the Diversity of Youth Aspirations. The researchers polled around 1,000 young people in Hong Kong, the generation that accounts for almost 30 per cent of our population and the one that will run the city from the 2020s to the 2040s.
The survey made it clear that younger people have a variety of hopes for their own futures and that of Hong Kong.
There is a world of difference between someone in their mid-teens and their mid-30s. But, the report also highlighted many broadly common views among these age groups. As someone who falls between the younger and older segments of the working population, the results are not a total surprise, but they do not necessarily reflect well on the decisions by the older generation running things today.
For people who worry that the next generation will be radical and anti-materialist, there is some reassuring news. A clear majority wants to own their own home, and 40 per cent responded positively to the idea that they should have their first bucket of gold within 10 years.
Getting married in that time is a priority for only 14 per cent, and even fewer hope to work overseas. As for going to work on the mainland, only a negligible 1.2 per cent said they liked the idea. This sounds like an unadventurous generation; after all, if you have no wish to broaden your horizons in your twenties, perhaps you never will. One foundation official said this was not a good sign for Hong Kong's future competitive edge.
The idea that this generation wants a safe and comfortable life is strengthened by answers to questions about career choices. The most popular employer is the government, followed by big multinational companies. Far fewer young people are interested in entrepreneurship.
Such results may disappoint commentators who fear that Hong Kong is losing its can do spirit. However, it should not be surprising that young people today perhaps take fewer risks. Their grandparents came to Hong Kong after a period of war and unrest and had nothing to lose. Their parents probably remember times that were hard but full of hope and opportunity. This young generation grew up in a different place.
We see this when the survey looks at community hopes. When asked about Hong Kong's competitive strengths, the younger generation is very clear: our excellent infrastructure, cosmopolitan society, health care, security, technology and tradition of tolerance all get high ratings. But the young are also certain about our weaknesses: air and environmental quality, governance, education and work-life balance.
It is clear to me that the young have different values from their elders. They have noticeably less concern about short-term material gains; they take our prosperous and secure society for granted. And they are actively interested in ideas. They are sensitive to what they see as unfairness and social injustice. They have an awareness of concepts like heritage virtually unknown to those born just a decade or two earlier.
The situation on the mainland is similar in some ways. If anything, the gap there between older and younger attitudes is even wider, perhaps because the rate of social and economic development has been so rapid. Young mainlanders enjoy money in a way the older generation never could. Interestingly, I have also noticed that mainland youngsters seem keener than Hong Kong ones to go overseas.
It is common to hear criticism of the young and how they have unrealistic expectations and want everything handed to them on a plate. This survey suggests that they are not a problem; indeed, they will be a source of new solutions.
