
Tackling youth unemployment 
through community networks

A ccording to a survey jointly conducted by our Institute 
of Policy Studies and Centre for Cultural Research 
and Development ,  and Oxfam Hong Kong  on 

the employment status of Hong Kong youth, their average 
weekly working hours range from 43.11 to 46.67 hours. Some 
interviewees work up to 60 hours per week, significantly more 
than the international average of 40. In addition, 60% of young 
people reported that their employers did not compensate 
them for working overtime, and only 30% said they received an 
allowance or compensatory time off.

Many respondents have unstable jobs for an extended period of 
time, working as slashers, part-timers, and freelancers. They rarely 
sign contracts with their employers, nor having working hours 
specified, and the work culture of many industries means they 
work long periods of unpaid overtime.

A s inequality rises across Hong Kong and policymakers have been slow to directly tackle unemployment, Lingnan 
University’s Power-Up Programme is creating community support groups for young people to enhance their career 
prospects and improve working conditions.

Youth unemployment is a problem that few in Hong Kong society are willing to recognise and fewer still willing to take it on. 
Prof Ngai PUN, who is also Co-Director of the Institute of Policy Studies, wants to change this.

Prof Pun, who joined LU because the institution prioritises social impact, talks to the Times Higher Education that the institute’s 
strategy for youth unemployment is in two approaches. One involves raising awareness. Ahead of the International Day for 
the Eradication of Poverty, LU ran a public policy forum and a report documenting precarious working conditions – especially 
in the creative industries. “In Asian society, young people are usually portrayed as the hope of future and, hence, even if they 
encounter problems or difficulties, they are not able to voice it,” she says. “Most of them keep silent, and hence no social or 
labour policy is worked out to address their problem.”

The other approach involves young people directly, providing resources that enhance their employment prospects. Situated in 
a working-class neighbourhood of Hong Kong, LU launched its Urban Commons Incubator Summer Programme in 2022 
to challenge the status quo and give young people more agency over their careers. “We provide pilot training for our youth 
Power-up Programme to nurture new initiatives and new hope for the young people,” she says. “During the summer of 2022, 
we provided incubator training on three types of commons: cultural commons, creative commons and education commons.”

Young people overtime work
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These  commons,  and  the 
practice of commoning, which 
emphasises shared needs and 
understanding, are inspired 
by workers’ cooperatives and 
offer alternative and self-
sustainable approaches for 
young people to support 
each other. LU has nurtured 
six such groups so far and 
plans to consolidate them in 
the iCommon digital platform, 
which links these community 
partnerships across the city. 

“Commons is a term that covers 
support groups, even individual 
work, workers’ cooperatives,” Prof Pun 
says. “Because in the UK, and in mainland 
China, you have a longer history of workers’ 
cooperatives. In Hong Kong, you have a much 
shorter history. Some of the names of the workers 
cooperatives are really old-style, traditional. We are not 
able to connect with young people. That is why we need to 
create these new concepts and terms to attract young people.”

Prof Pun is placing her hopes in the power of community organising. “Hopefully, the community can generate some kind of 
cultural empowerment programme so that they can rely on the community network for resources,” she says. “Then we can 
use those resources to create some kind of commons, and they can use this for finding meaningful work.”

(Article originally written and published by Times Higher Education)

Prof Ngai PUN, Chair Professor and Head of the Department of Cultural Studies 
(CS), concluded that young people in Hong Kong have precarious jobs, no 
employment contracts, long working hours, and low wages. “Hong Kong should 
catch up with international standards in legislating working hours as we are 
obviously lagging behind neighbouring countries and cities. If the young 
hold the future of society, we should explore ways to properly deal with the 
employment problem they are facing,” said Prof Pun.

Prof Shi Chi LEUNG, Research Assistant Professor of CS, pointed out that employment 
instability for young people has a profound effect on their physical and mental health, 
as well as their future expectations. Many young people who participated in the in-
depth interviews reported that after living expenses, they cannot save enough to 
purchase a home or plan for the future.
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