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Box 5.1 
 

Recent movement in the labour force participation rate 
 

The labour force participation rate (LFPR) fell over the past decade, from 62.0% in 1995 to 
60.9% in 2005.  This decline was attributable entirely to the secular downtrend in the LFPR 
60.9 for males, more than offsetting the progressive rise in the LFPR for females. 
 
Analysed by age group, younger persons aged 15-24 faced a significant drop in the LFPR, by 
6.7 percentage points from 50.3% in 1995 to 43.6% in 2005 (Table 1). Even after 
standardisation of age profile to that in 1995 so as to remove the effect of population ageing 
over time, the LFPR for this particular age group was still down visibly, by 6.3 percentage 
points to 44.0%.  Conceivably, such a large decrease was due to an upsurge in the proportion 
of youngsters pursuing further studies at schools for better qualifications. According to the 
statistics supplied by the Education and Manpower Bureau, the number of full-time student 
enrolments for tertiary education leaped by 57% between 1995/96 and 2005/06 (provisional 
figure). 

 
Table 1 : Labour Force Participation Rate (%) by Age Group 

 
 

Age group 1995 2005 Difference in % points 
 (a) (b) (b) – (a)     
15 – 24 50.3 43.6 -6.7 
  (44.0) (-6.3)     
25 – 54 79.2 80.8 +1.6 
  (83.8) (+4.6)     
55+ 24.8 23.3 -1.6 
  (23.1) (-1.7)     
Overall 62.0 60.9 -1.0 
  (63.3) (+1.3) 

 
 Note: (  )  Figures in brackets refer to the labour force participation rates after 

standardisation of the age profile in 2005 to that in 1995. 
 
Meanwhile, the LFPR for elderly people aged 55 or above also went down, albeit by a 
smaller magnitude of 1.6 percentage points, from 24.8% to 23.3%.  After age 
standardisation, the LFPR for these people likewise dropped, by 1.7 percentage points.  This 
decline might be caused by early retirement of some elderly workers in the age cohort. In 
face of the on-going economic restructuring and several business downturns within this 
period, a considerable proportion of the elderly persons with lower educational level might 
have encountered increasing difficulty in finding or securing a job in the knowledge-based 
society and thus quit the workforce.  
 
Persons aged 25-54 were the only group registering a rise in the LFPR.  The increase 
occurred solely among females with their LFPR up by 7.6 percentage points, outweighing the 
decrease of 2.4 percentage points in the LFPR for males (Table 2).  After allowing for age 
standardisation, the LFPR for females showed an even larger increase, by 11.0 percentage 
points between 1995 and 2005. 
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Box 5.1 (cont’d) 

 
Table 2: Labour Force Participation Rate (%) for Persons Aged 25 – 54 by Sex 

 
Age group 1995 2005 Difference in % points 
 (a) (b) (b) – (a) 
    
Male 97.4 94.9 -2.4 
  (95.5) (-1.9) 
    
Female 61.3 68.8 +7.6 
  (72.2) (+11.0) 
    
Overall 79.2 80.8 +1.6 
  (83.8) (+4.6) 

 
 Note: (  )  Figures refer to the labour force participation rates after standardisation 

of age profile in 2005 to that in 1995. 
 
The general uptrend in female LFPR could be due to a combination of factors. These 
included, inter alia, a reduction in the number of children per married women and a 
broad-based improvement in female educational attainment.  The higher degree of 
participation in the community and increasing work incentive among females also helped 
boost the women’s LFPR over time.  The improved terms and conditions of employment for 
female employees and introduction of gender-specific anti-discrimination laws were 
additional factors.  Whereas the LFPR for females was still distinctly below that for males, 
their increase over the years had the effect of neutralizing the dampening impact of overall 
population ageing on the labour supply. 
 
On the other hand, the LFPR for males aged 25 – 54 continued on the decrease, as more of 
the people in this age group opted to quit the workforce amid the less encouraging 
employment opportunities and prospects in the manufacturing and construction sectors.  
 
The rise in female LFPR, together with a decline in male LFPR, has been commonly 
observed in quite a number of major overseas economies (Table 3).  Over the period from 
1990 to 2004, the LFPR for females aged 25 - 54 generally went up, ranging from 1.3 
percentage points for the United States to 9.7 percentage points for Italy.  As to males aged 
25 - 54, the LFPR mostly registered decreases, ranging from 1.5 percentage points for 
Canada to 4.0 percentage points for Australia. 
 

Table 3:  Cross-economy Comparison of Labour Force Participation Rate  
 

 Labour force participation rate (%) for persons aged 25 – 54 
 Female Male 

 
Economy 

 
1990 

 
2004 

Difference in 
    % points    

 
1990 

 
2004 

Difference in 
    % points     

 (a) (b) (b) – (a) (c) (d) (d) - (c) 
       
Australia 66.6 72.0 +5.4 93.1 89.1 -4.0 
Canada 75.4 81.6 +6.2 93.1 91.6 -1.5 
Italy 53.9 63.6 +9.7 94.1 91.3 -2.8 
New Zealand 69.2 75.2 +6.0 93.5 91.6 -1.9 
United Kingdom 73.0 76.8 +3.8 94.8 91.0 -3.8 
United States 74.0 75.3 +1.3 93.4 90.5 -2.9 
Hong Kong 57.9 68.5 +10.6 98.0 95.3 -2.7 

 
 Sources: OECD Employment Outlook 2005;  
  Census and Statistics Department. 
 
 


