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Executive Summary

Research Objectives

We live in an era characterized by a global competition for talent. Accordingly,
and within this framework of globalization, the key to a dominant international role
for Hong Kong, a place lacking natural resources, is to not only both attract and retain
talented immigrants, but also to actively assist them in realizing their full potential.
This research targets a group of professionally talented individuals from the mainland.
Since the reform and opening up of China, cross-border commerce between Hong
Kong and the mainland has grown. The consequent need for business expansion
requires many Hong Kong companies to develop a better understanding of the
operation systems, policies and procedures of the mainland, and thus fuels a
worldwide market demand for mainland talent. In 2001, the Hong Kong Government
launched various talent programmes in response to the need for local economic
restructuring and the development of an innovative industry. Among the many
programmes now operating, the Admission Scheme for Mainland Talents and
Professionals (ASMTP), Admission of Mainland Students Graduating from
University Grants Committee (UGC)-funded Institutions in Hong Kong (MSG) and
Overseas Chinese Professionals Sheme (OCP) are designed to attract mainland

professionals to work in Hong Kong.

Hong Kong has long been regarded as “an immigrant city” and mainland
immigrants are a key element in Hong Kong’s immigrant community. In recent
decades, local public opinion and social consciousness have come to define the term
“mainland immigrant” as synonymous with “refugee”, “the poor” and “the
non-civilized”. However, the talents programmes bring a new type of mainland
immigrant distinguished by attributes not possessed by the refugees. These new
arrivals received higher education, have professional knowledge and qualifications,

thus giving them a strong competitive edge in Hong Kong’s mid- and upper-level



labour market. These immigrants bring impact as well as changes and innovation to
the local community. This mobility of talented individuals does not simply move
people; it has the accompanying benefit of diversifying mode of thinking and
stimulating local intelligence. Attracting talent to Hong Kong is merely the first step.
A crucial element must also be the development of an ideal working and living
environment for the newly-arrived talented individuals -- to not only help them
develop their strengths but also to provide incentives for them to remain in Hong
Kong. This will not happen if the policy makers stay behind closed doors. It is
therefore necessary for the community to have a thorough and complete
understanding of the difficulties mainland professionals face in adapting to local
society and the employment challenges they encounter, and to develop effective
measures to assist them in solving these problems. From this prospective, the research,
through face-to-face interviews, is designed to identify: (1) factors affecting the
integration of mainland professionals into local community; (2) features of existing
talents policies in Hong Kong and the impact of these policies on human resources;
and (3) how these two factors influence the decision of talented individuals to stay
and the subsequent changes in the makeup of future human resources and social

capital.

Both Hong Kong scholars and public opinion indicate that, since 1970, the local
community has gradually matured as the local birth rate eventually outruns the foreign
birth rate. At the same time, this maturing community appears to be losing its
openness and tolerance. When people actively distinguish “we” from “they”, they
forget to reflect on the rationality of established local social consciousness and
concepts. Therefore, a study on talented immigrants from the mainland and their
ability to integrate into local society not only guides the Government in formulating
appropriate policies regarding talented immigrants, but also reflects on and points out
flaws in the local culture and concepts held by Hong Kong residents. The study can,
in addition, facilitate Hong Kong’s development as an international metropolis in the

fullest sense, beyond its historical reputation and physical attributes.



The major objectives of the research are:

(1) To analyze the integration of mainland professionals into local society,
from the perspectives of work and career development, family relationships,
interpersonal relationships, and cultural differences and conflicts;

(2) To understand the difficulties encountered by mainland professionals in
adapting and their coping strategies; and

(3) To advise on the Government’s talented immigrants policy in order to

develop new human resources strategies.

The research studies the integration of this mainland cohort from a sociological
point of view, and questions and reflects on the talent policy of the Hong Kong
Government and some popular concepts held by Hong Kong society based on this
viewpoint and theory. Until now, academia has focused its attention on the so-called
“new mainland immigrants” (i.e. those lower- or middle-class mainland immigrants
coming to Hong Kong to reunite with their families); and there has been only a single
analysis of talented mainland immigrants. Such analysis is merely a general
description rather than an empirical study. The present research can therefore, with
certitude, compensate for the weaknesses and insufficiency of existing studies on

mainland immigrants.

Research Methods

All information in this research is derived from detailed interviews with 30
mainland professionals from July 2007 to January 2008. We contacted our
interviewees through snowball sampling. Apart from personal social networks and by
referral from organizations having a close relationship with those mainland
individuals, referral between interviewees has also been a key element in identifying
suitable targets. Among the 30 cases interviewed, over one-third were referred or

re-referred by our interviewees.

These 30 cases cover professionals coming to Hong Kong through ASMTP,



MSG and OCP. They represent four main professional categories: banking and
finance, law, higher education and registered social services. In terms of gender, there
are 17 females and 13 males. In terms of age, most of the mainlanders are young
adults, aged 40 or younger. Half are married and half are single. Seven are from
Guangdong while others are from Beijing, Shanghai, Dalian, Zhejiang, Henan, Hunan

and Hangzhou, etc.

Our interview adopts an open-end schedule, integrating most of the contents of
previous research conducted on returning immigrants so that a future
cross-comparison of the findings is possible’. The outline is divided into seven parts:
work situation and occupation of the interviewees; integration into society;
interpersonal networks; community participation; views of the government; personal
identity and cultural identity; and policy suggestions. With the consent of the
interviewees, all interviews were recorded on tape and transcribed. After repeated
discussion, analysis and study, we have extracted relevant topical categories, adopted
a specific format for the data, and have concluded with policy suggestions. The
research also applies two analytical methods: the first is an in-depth thematic analysis
based on a particular case; the second is an occupational analysis based on all cases
involving a particular occupation. Before examining the societal integration of this
group and its coping strategies, we first demonstrate three case profiles and their
challenges in three professions: banking and financial, legal and education. These
were chosen because they represent the major professions engaged in by the mainland
professionals in Hong Kong, and cover the majority of this population. The research
describes the experience of each individual in a biographical context and concludes
certain common problems exist in a certain profession, providing a general

description for later analysis of the issues.

! The research on returning immigrants was submitted to the Central Policy Unit in January 2008. The
report entitled “Hong Kong Returnees and their Strategies of Coping: A Final Report Submitted to the
Central Policy Unit, the Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region” is written by
Chan Kwok Bun.



Research Findings

ASMTP, OCP and MSG have different targets. And professionals coming to
Hong Kong through these three programmes both share and differ in problems

encountered while trying to adapt to local society.

Study and Work

Though the mainland professionals studying and living in Hong Kong differ in
their personal motivations, they do not come here by chance but with specific
intentions. Most of them think that its sound legal system, matured market, and close
links with the international world as well as with the mainland, make Hong Kong an
ideal place for personal career development. In fact, studying and learning is the main
reason for many young mainland professionals to come to Hong Kong. In terms of its
population structure, Hong Kong is a Chinese society. But in terms of social and legal
systems, Hong Kong is a western society as compared to the mainland. The ultimate
goal of studying and learning is to earn a living. After acquiring knowledge and skills
in this city, where east meets west, many mainland professionals believe that China is

the most ideal stage for their future careers.

From observing Hong Kong at a distance to finally working in Hong Kong,
many in this group are surprised to find that underneath the facade of human rights,
equality, openness, efficiency, flexibility and other cultural values lauded by the city,
many social and cultural problems exist in Hong Kong, including various degrees of
differential treatment, prejudice and discrimination against foreigners or outsiders, the
closed local culture, authoritarianism and dictatorship by the senior class, company
hierarchies, the misplaced emphasis on time spent and attitudes towards work rather

than efficiency.



Life Filled with Work

Working in Hong Kong, the mainland professionals have developed strong
feelings about the differences between the working culture in Hong Kong and that at
home. The difference is an extension of the discrepancy between Chinese and western
cultures on one hand, and the macro social atmosphere of Hong Kong on the other.
These mainland professionals living in Hong Kong are the creme de la créme, who
had prepared psychologically for the work pressure they may be under in the
commercial city before they left home. They were full of ambition when they packed
their suitcases. These are tough individuals who have the courage to embrace the
challenge. However, after working here for a period of time, they all feel that the long
hours and pressures of work are too much to bear. Some interviewees even said that
the working intensity of Hong Kong is three times that of the U.S. Compared with the
U.S. and the mainland, the work pressure in Hong Kong is the greatest. “Busyness”
seems to be the mainstream culture in Hong Kong’s workplace, and is even
rationalized as one of the key criteria in evaluating the competence of an employee on
probation. The consequences of this culture of “working overtime every day and
night” include a surge of emotional stress, deterioration in health and the destruction
of personal and family life. Though many mainland professionals are convinced that
such an unhealthy working culture will hamper the sustainable development of Hong
Kong in the long term, they feel helpless and insignificant as individuals in such a
prevailing social atmosphere. Moreover, since they often collude with the majority,

they have become both victims and conspirators.

Wide Gap between Work and Life

Apart from the busy work and stressful life, another prominent problem is what
they discern to be their distant relationships with colleagues. Many feel that the
relationships among colleagues in Hong Kong are solely concerned with business and
work. They see this emphasis on privacy and the absolute separation of one’s work

and personal lives as ultimately leading to superficial interaction among colleagues,



rendering it neither sincere nor long-lasting. Therefore, the mainland professionals
can’t help comparing relationships with colleagues in Hong Kong with those on the
mainland or overseas. On the mainland, colleagues are working partners as well as
friends. But in Hong Kong, the absolute separation of work and life makes it
impossible for colleagues to befriend one another. Outside of the office, they have
little knowledge of or interaction with each other. Since busy work consumes most of
their time and energy, co-workers have not been able to develop friendships that
transfer to leisure time activities. As a result, they continue to devote themselves to
work, which again leaves less time for even the most superficial of friendships, thus
creating a vicious cycle. Mainland professionals, both female and male, lament the
difficulties of making friends in Hong Kong. Facing this highly stressful city life, as
creatures with emotions, the loneliness and isolation of being friendless creates
desolate inner feelings. Such pain is particularly strong and unbearable when one is
sick or helpless and during the long and lonely nights. In a city where the economy is
everything, work is the only thing that really matters. With life on the fast track,
people gradually become indifferent to the social ethos that places too much emphasis
on money rather than love. As the distance between people is always shaded by the
acquisition of wealth, most of the interviewees agree with the statement “overall I am
happy”. Nevertheless, the question here is that a society emphasizing only money
but not caring relationships will thus be unable to retain valuable individuals who will
leave Hong Kong one day when the money is no more. If another location can offer
more money, how many of these mainland professionals would leave Hong Kong

given that choice?

Language: A Visible Barrier

In a Chinese society where people also have yellow skin and black eyes, the
mainland professionals do not have the pleasant feeling that “we are all Chinese”.
Many of them remarked that even though Hong Kong’s infrastructure, is more
westernized than the mainland and the media constantly portrays Hong Kong as a

“diversified and open international metropolis”, Hong Kong is still very Chinese,



traditional and conservative deep down at its core. More precisely, the mainstream
culture of Hong Kong is the Chinese culture of Guangdong, and the tolerance of
foreigners or outsiders is not as high as imagined. Among the 30 interviewees, only
seven are from Guangdong while the others are from Beijing, Shanghai, Dalian,
Zhejiang, Henan, Hunan and Hangzhou. Most of them cannot communicate with the
local people using Cantonese, the principal spoken language in Hong Kong. So
language becomes a visible barrier, since accent is the simplest and most obvious way
to distinguish between local people and foreigners. Many of the group sense a deeply
rooted prejudice and discrimination against mainlanders because of the language
problem. Some of them encounter communication problems in public life -- when
shopping, going out or dining. Misunderstandings and other problems, caused by
communication difficulties, sometimes provoke instant and drastic emotional
reactions among the parties involved. Such communication conflicts can then easily
turn into or be interpreted as conflict rooted in discrimination. Communication
problems involving Cantonese in the workplace may be solved by using English.
However, tension caused by the language barrier is much higher outside the
workplace, restricting interaction between colleagues and friends and widening to a
the distance between the mainland group and local people. Even without the language
barrier, psychological distance still exists between the mainland professionals and
local people, due to the lack of shared experiences, different cultural or political views,

and a variety of other factors, all possibly leading to conflict.

Difficulty of Integration

The identity of “Hongkonger” has been founded on the economic strength of
Hong Kong at the beginning since Hong Kong people found it difficult to identify
themselves but easy to spot the difference between themselves and mainlanders.
Influenced by the political atmosphere before and after 1997, the difference between
the two places is frequently exaggerated and highlighted, and further intensified by
the mass media in movies, television programmes, popular music, literature,

newspapers, and magazines. When interacting with mainlanders, Hongkongers
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usually unconsciously treat or see mainlanders differently. The mainland professionals
also feel that Hong Kong people seldom include mainlanders in their social circles.
The language barrier, different life experiences and modes of thinking make the
mainlanders feel that they are outsiders in the eyes of the local population, making it
difficult to get along with them. In addition, the city planning and architectural styles
of Hong Kong do not foster a “small community” feeling or provide “public space”
for social interaction, contributing to the people’s indifference towards their

neighbours.

The common feeling of “difficult to blend in” among the interviewees is the
result of the distant relationship among colleagues and the indifference towards
neighbours, making it a challenge for the mainland professionals to be accepted
completely by Hong Kong people. Difference can both attract and repel. In the face of
this deep-seated dichotomy of “mainlander” versus “Hongkonger” in the minds of
Hong Kong people, the members of this group feel helpless in straddling this
psychological divide and they therefore resort to silent tolerance, their common

strategy.

Dilemma of Career and Family

Twelve out of the 30 interviewees are married (six females and six males). Two
of these women have come to Hong Kong with their husbands and only one of the
remaining four women lives with her spouse, while the spouses of the other three
have remained on the mainland. Among the six males, with the exception of two who
have separation agreements with their wives, the other four have come to Hong Kong

with their wives and families.

Migration not only erects a barrier between the generations, but also changes a
couple’s intimate relationship. Because they saw each other so seldom, some young
interviewees broke up with their mainland girlfriends or boyfriends. Some married

interviewees are on the verge of divorce, since their spouses are unwilling to come
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with them. For the interviewees who are in relationships, though the intimate
relationships do not end because of the migration, they are negatively impacted to
different degrees either by the separation or the change of environment after coming
to Hong Kong. Those staying alone in Hong Kong have to endure the loneliness of
living on their own, and those with families have to deal with the complaints of their
spouses and children. These complaints are mainly related to the difficulties their
spouses have in finding suitable work in Hong Kong, the burden of housework on the
spouse staying at home (primarily the wives), the busyness of the working spouse
who does not have much time to spend with the family or attend family gatherings,
and similar problems. In fact, the “family culture” of modern Hong Kong is very
traditional: women take care of the housework and children, and maintain the
relationships among family members; while work is the key and sole mission of the
men, who eventually turn out to be “absent fathers” or “absent husbands” ignoring
everything else in order to make money. However, the wives of those interviewees are
also highly educated and are reluctant to accept their role change from working
women to housewives as they migrate with their husbands. Fewer and fewer women
are willing to settle for being stay-at-home housewives. When the resettlement
destination of their husbands cannot offer appropriate work for the career women,
many would rather stay on the mainland and maintain an “astronaut family”. In order
to preserve the sustainable development of the talented professional programmes, our
policies and measures should take into consideration the lives of the spouses and
families (particularly the children) of the professional immigrants in Hong Kong.

Otherwise, the programmes will lose their effectiveness.

A constant complaint of the families is that their spouses are too busy to spend
time with them. During the interview, some interviewees tried to attribute their
relationship problems to the lack of domestic helpers, thus increasing their wives’
workloads. Such a justification provides an extra excuse--making more money to hire
a domestic helper--for the men to work overtime. However, in another vicious circle,
the more eager the men are to make money, the busier they are, and the less time they

can afford to spend with their families. Eventually, their wives’ grievances build up.
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The wives of some interviewees who have hired domestic helpers said that the time
freed through the hiring of domestic helpers is all devoted to work. Instead of
mitigating the family relationship problem, it worsens the situation. Sharing
housework among family members could result in time spent together. Instead, time
that is freed by having domestic helpers results in family members taking this time to
take care of their own business rather than being together. The callous aspect of the
prevailing social value that over-emphasizes work is now apparent. Some
interviewees even thought that this is the major contributor to the significant

incidence of family and marriage problems in Hong Kong.

Everyone is equal in terms of time, since we all have 24 hours to spend in every
day. Family life always suffers in this devotion to work. In the dilemma of career and
family, a couple is seldom able to manage both. The goal of migration is to achieve a
better life. Yet the problem here is that every family member has his or her own
definition of “better”. A husband may aspire to career achievement; a wife may long
for a stable income and better quality of life; while the children ask for more time and
care from their parents. For many professional immigrants, family complaints are a

constant in the equation as they devote themselves to their careers.

Hong Kong is Not our Home

Instead of a “home”, many mainland professionals only see Hong Kong as the
place they work, a battlefield where they train their minds and strength. Different
rational positioning will affect the individual’s emotional expression. As long as the
work offered achievements and prospects, interviewees could accept or ignore all the
other problems encountered in the city, such as the long working hours, intense
pressure, cultural differences, broken family relationships caused by separation from
the family, communication problems with local people, difficulty in integrating within
society, the high rent and tiny living spaces. Since Hong Kong is not a place to take
root for the mainland professionals; all these problems are of finite duration.

Motivations to establish their careers in Hong Kong and the expectation of being able
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to enjoy the privileges and convenience brought about by permanent resident status
drive most mainland professionals to endure their current undesirable conditions.
However, the physical and emotional pressures they face further deepen their sense of
alienation in Hong Kong. Virtually none of the interviewees think that they would
stay in Hong Kong indefinitely, either to live or to retire. Regardless of the time they
spend here, they always have “a shifting mind” — Hong Kong is only a stopover and

their ultimate destination is back to the mainland.

Employment Visa: The Only Option

Mainland professionals coming to Hong Kong through the ASMTP and MSG
also encounter some inherent policy problems. The employment visa issued by the
Immigration Department is conditional on the individual’s employment contract. The
visa will expire when the employment contract is terminated. Not only is the renewal
procedure troublesome and time-consuming—two to three months—the applicant is
also unable to maintain a record of continuous residence. In order to maintain a
continuous residence record for seven years, even if the remuneration is far from
satisfying, or the mainland professionals have conflicts with their employers or suffer
unfair treatment, they tend to accept and suffer in silence. The employment visa
becomes a constraint for them and a bargaining chip for employers, significantly
limiting the professionals’ working choices. Problems such as misallocation of jobs
and waste of potential may arise. Most of the 30 interviewees changed jobs fewer than
twice and more than half of them have not changed jobs at all. For those who did, the
maximum number has been three. It is necessary to ask ourselves how many of these
professionals are treated and respected as “talents”? And how many of them end up as

“working slaves™?

Coping Strategies: Cognitive and Behavioral

To conquer the challenges brought on by migration, the mainland professionals

have developed some highly flexible and practical personal as well as social strategies.
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In terms of cognitive strategy, they recognize Hong Kong as an ideal place for career
development in light of the many competitive edges of Hong Kong, allowing them to
approach the international market and the western world without leaving China.
Though they admit that sometimes the marginality causes pain and problems for them,
they stress that such marginality also gives them a distinctive competitive edge in the
workplace. As western individualism emphasizes career development and Chinese
family tradition emphasizes connection with the family, the marginalization faced by
these professionals enables them to strike a balance between the two extremes, since
they have both the opportunity for individual development and the option to
immediately return to their mainland families if necessary. Marginalization also
fosters a mentality of “attacking and defending at the same time” among the
interviewees, since they can return to the mainland if they perceive that their progress
in Hong Kong is unsatisfactory. Such flexibility of choice (even if it is an “imagined’
flexibility) significantly heightens their tolerance of the changes they face in Hong

Kong.

In terms of behavioral strategy, those professionals with children usually either
apply for visiting visas for their parents repeatedly or leave their children with their
parents on the mainland, compensating for the lack of care in the nuclear family by
strengthening the relationship between generations. For those with religious faith,
they actively participate in church activities. Through the encouragement, sharing and
love among followers with similar backgrounds, the professionals find a feeling of
“home” in the church. In addition, the popularity and diversity of electronic
communications allow the interviewees to maintain close links with their mainland
social networks through phone calls, email, text messages or photos and other free
and available network channels. At the same time, they also interact with local people
through these channels but divide the geographical relationship network according to
different functions: local network for instrumental support and the mainland network
for both instrumental and expressive support. In order to resist the sense of alienation
that comes from living in a strange place, the loneliness caused by exclusion by the

local community, and the potential family conflicts and pressure, they fill their lives
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with work. On the other hand, they also engage in cross-border consumption and
social life. The so-called “superiority of one country two systems” actually refers to
working in Hong Kong but spending and enjoying social life on the mainland so as to
benefit from the discrepancy between the two regions’ living standards and to relieve

the stress of living in a foreign place by visiting “home” for a short period of time.

Policy Suggestions

The research findings reflect two important policy problems. The first problem is
that the existing professional mainland immigrant programmes of the Hong Kong
Government only concern themselves with the entry permit and cannot in any way be
regarded as policies. These professionals working in Hong Kong are now basically
human resources geared to mainland business in the current industry system, but are
not seen as human resources required for the future business development of Hong
Kong. This problem has obviously influenced the group studied in terms of their
integration into local society and their future residence plans. The other problem is
that the local community is not as open and internationalized as public opinion would
portray it. On the contrary, as the local consciousness of Hong Kong people has been
emerging and maturing in the last three decades, they work on identity recognition by
classifying themselves as separate from “others”. But in this process, they forget how
to maintain openness, broad-mindedness and tolerance within this social structure,

and how to reflect on and rebuild those social values.

The professionals from the mainland have two types of suggestions on Hong
Kong Government policies. The first type is related to the immigration and departure
and entry policies, including relaxation of the time period of immediate family visas
and visa application procedures, as well as relaxation of the strict requirement that
links the contract to the visa. The second type regards the provision of information
about life in Hong Kong, to help to ease their transition and facilitate integration into

local society.
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Considering the suggestions offered by the interviewees, we put forward two
broader points of view regarding government policy. First, it is necessary to clearly
define the long term development planning of Hong Kong and formulate a long term
human resources strategy that includes a comprehensive talent policy based on this
planning. The type of talent introduced by the current talent policy is essentially
determined by the market, and the professionals so introduced are inevitably the
appropriate type. This type of talent plays a positive role in the expansion and
upgrading of local business but does not contribute to business restructuring or
innovation. Therefore, if industry innovation is on the agenda of Hong Kong’s future
development, the current talent policy must be revised. Second, public opinion should
be guided to reflect on some established social values and systems, such as the
inevitability of working overtime, the absolute authority of the hierarchy,
authoritarianism, the rationale for seeking only short-term gain, the compulsion
towards consumption, and the social exclusion of foreigners, particularly mainlanders.
Such an action should aim to promote the co-existence and inclusion of different
cultures, consideration for different races and cultural groups by facilitating
exchanges among them, and to help talented individuals from beyond our borders to

adapt more easily to the local community.

Conclusion

This research on the mainland professionals is a response to the two major issues
often discussed in the sociology of migration — marginality and coping. Because
marginalization is tied to social exclusion, it is often seen as something negative.
Traditional assimilation theory emphasizes the need for migrants to abandon their
ethnic qualities and merge into mainstream society. However, the mainland
professionals in Hong Kong have shown that they are willing to retain their
marginality — living between China and western markets, and between eastern and
western cultures. They believe that such marginality offers them not only a human
capital edge, but is also a cognitive strategy for adaptation in Hong Kong. These

individuals are aware of the instrumental function of their migration to Hong Kong as
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it serves their future career development, and they also experience in person the edge
that Hong Kong has over the mainland in terms of its legal system and income level.
But at the same time, they realize that their real edge lies in their understanding of
mainland society and in their personal networks on the mainland. Both personally and
professionally, their destination will ultimately be the mainland, not Hong Kong.
Strangely, this self-contradictory identity recognition has become the collective
presentation of the interviewees. Through creative transformation, they have turned
their marginality into an effective strategy. Such utilization of their marginality also
manifests itself in the construction of their social networks. They actively liaise with
peers with similar backgrounds in the local community, many of whom they had
already maintained contact with when they were still on the mainland. In other words,
the members of their social networks often cannot be simply classified into locals and
mainlanders, since certain members within their local social networks also belong to
their mainland social networks and often travel between the two places for a variety of
reasons. And thus, the social network of the mainland professionals bears a
“trans-territorial”, “transnational” or “cross-border” characteristic. Such a
characteristic greatly enhances their ability to manage life changes both in Hong Kong
and on the mainland upon their return. From this we can see that marginality can be a
powerful force when used as a strategy by migrants. This force not only functions to
enhance social adaptability, but also reconstructs, enriches and deepens social
networks, allowing the identity of the professionals to be more flexible, more

multi-faceted. One face, many masks.

This research also reveals in depth the limitations of Hong Kong’s culture. Public
opinion tends to regard the city as an international metropolis, eulogizing the city’s
international systems and material components, including the free port, highly
developed information systems, ethnic diversity, and so on. But the social conditions
revealed through interviews with the mainland professionals reflect the underlying
characteristics of Hong Kong society — authoritarianism, conservatism and a closed
mindset; over-emphasis on the absolute division between work and personal affairs in

social interactions; a lack of understanding and concern for, and of interaction with,
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migrants. If Hong Kong has always prided itself on being “an immigrant city”, then
this conservatism is not traditionally-rooted but formed over the past decades as the
local consciousness of Hong Kong society has matured. Over the past decade, the
history of Hong Kong has been marked by unique features, including the maturing of
local society, the fading out of the influence of colonization, and the increasing
political influence of the mainland. As these three events overlap chronologically, the
self-identity of Hong Kong people is not defined by constructing “who | am” but
“who | am not”. Busy at distinguishing between *“us” and “the other”, they have
gradually forgotten to reflect on the rationality and tolerance of some established
social values and concepts. As noted above, Hong Kong people’s sense of superiority,
their alienation from outsiders, the inevitability of working overtime, the absolute
authority of the hierarchy, the rationale for short-term results, and the compulsion
towards consumerism require active public debate. The cultural and mass media
sectors should provoke and stimulate continuous reflection within the local society,
making it possible for the co-existence of divergent cultures and the mutual

acceptance by different ethnic groups.

Neither omnipotence nor complete powerlessness exists in any society.
Individuals and the society of which they are part are engaged in a dialectical
relationship in which the individual is bound by the structures of opportunity and
power in the society and at the same time contributes to changing the society. The
mainland professionals, like many migrants, leave a familiar social structure through
migration and enter an alien environment filled with unknowns. Faced with the many
difficulties in adapting to daily life, and with the psychological pressures rooted in the
change in external social situations, these individuals do not suffer impassively but
strive, through their mobility, to develop personal or collective strategies for coping

within the social metastructure.

In our research, an apparent trend is spotted: the mainland professionals in Hong
Kong, like many new immigrants from the mainland, tend to liaise with their

immigrant peers of similar background. As professionals, they are equipped with
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professional knowledge that places them within the Hong Kong middle class. Most of
our interviewees possess a certain social advantage in terms of financial status.
Migration is also a process of the upheaval and restructuring of emotions. Moving
from one social structure to another, they suffer, in the initial stage, from an acute
sense of uprootedness and a lack of any sense of belonging. The sense of fraternity
brought about by a shared language, life experiences and cultural background is
definitely comforting. Throughout mankind’s history, “like-attracted-to-like” is a
natural response for all migrants world-wide, and is a common sign before the
emergence of certain defined ethnic communities and groups. During the non-formal
personal interactions at the preliminary stage where individuals share their difficulties
and pain, they begin to realize that the problems and difficulties they face in the new
environment are not theirs alone, but are shared with others because they are caused
by the social structure. When they realize that individual problems must be solved
through public action such as mutual assistance and care, institutionalized

organizations and ethnic communities are born.

Humans are rational beings; they are also emotional beings. The formation of
peer groups on one hand satisfies the emotional needs of migrants, and on the other
carries the instrumental function of mutual help and benefit. This is true for all nations
and ethnic groups, particularly for Chinese society, where traditionally interpersonal
relations are built on blood ties, marriage and territorial proximity. In an alien
environment, migrants naturally seek help from their families, relatives, fellow
townspeople, fellow students or friends. The existence of specific communities (for
example, family associations and fellow townspeople associations in which members
are classified by blood relationship and geographical relationship respectively) plays
an active role in helping newcomers to adapt more quickly and smoothly. But at the
same time, mainstream society has its own interpretations for the emergence of these
minority groups, criticizing them for making coteries out of new immigrants, for their
refusal to assimilate, and for disloyalty. It shows the inversion of the cause-effect
relations and the mainstream “blaming-the-victim” discourse which casts and labels

the victims as the troublemakers. This situation also occurs with the mainland
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professionals. Our society believes that these people come to Hong Kong for money
only, that Hong Kong is nothing but a stepping-stone, a stopover for their next
destination, where they can make yet more money. As they come here voluntarily for
monetary gain, they have to suffer the bitter fruit of their own decisions and solve the
problems and pressures they face in Hong Kong on their own. In our interviews, many
of the respondents lamented that their professional status did not earn them either the
regard of the Hong Kong Government or warmth from the society. Some believed that
after recruiting them, the Government simply abandoned them — sort of to live and let
die. Worse, some believed they are cheap elites brought in by a capitalist society that

needs but exploits them instead of truly wishing to help them.

There is a deep-seated labeling effect at work here in Hong Kong. Many Hong
Kong people entertain an ingrained discrimination against mainlanders. In terms of
material culture and its legal institutions, Hong Kong has much to offer; but in terms
of ethnic inclusion, or acceptance of outsiders, we are obstinately exclusionary. Back
in the colonial era, the government in those days had no real understanding of — and
thus did not address relationships among— ethnicities. But today, in the 21* century,
our society has transformed into a “knowledge-based” model, and faced with
competition from around world for talent, it is time for the Government to review the
current talents programmes and to rethink the relations among various ethnicities in
Hong Kong. Now that the government is recruiting the mainland talent to Hong Kong,
it needs to actively, directly present a welcome to them, as well as encouraging the
local society to acknowledge and accept them. The Government should, through
promotion and public education campaigns, change the mindset of superiority held by
local people, and encourage Hong Kongers to refrain from alienating and
discriminating against foreigners, by learning to embrace their difference with
acceptance and recognition. As for social organizations in close contact with the
mainland professionals, on the one hand they should help their members to become
independent and confident; and on the other hand they need to maximize their roles as
bridge-builders between the immigrants and the locals by organizing various activities

and situations where the two groups can meet and mingle. Meanwhile the
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Government should also actively offer assistance to these community groups to help
them grow, and facilitate exchanges between these groups and the local community
and society. With official and non-governmental intervention, we can offer the
mainland professionals better lives and careers in Hong Kong. When they become
satisfied with life here and can maximize their potential, only then will Hong Kong

benefit and social progress be enhanced.

The “internationalization” of a society requires the understanding and
implementation of the concept of “internationalization at home”. The
internationalization of Hong Kong cannot be brought about solely by people spending
huge amounts of resources on leaving the city and learning from other places. It is
equally important, and also much more feasible and economical, to fully utilize the
cross-ethnic, cross-racial, cross-linguistic and cross-cultural exchange sites in the city.
In fact, since Hong Kong became a free port, we have been attracting people from all
over the world and do not have to go to remote lands to learn of the world cultures.
Therefore, we should first treasure the “foreigners” who live among us, and let
internationalization begin at “home”, from within. We need to expand our social circle,
actively interact with people of different ethnicities and ethnic communities, listen to
them, learn about them, and learn from them, while at the same time letting them also
learn from us, appreciate us, and become fond of us. Through such reciprocal and
dialectical learning, we can gain mutual benefit and move forward -- together.
Conflicts and clashes are inevitable when different ethnicities and thought processes
meet. But conflicts and clashes are not something to be feared, because the
breathtaking Ridge of the World, the Himalayas, is precisely a product of the clash
between the Indian plate and the Euroasian plate. We need to learn from Nature, and
understand that clashes can help bring into being things of beauty. We need to
transmute negative conflict into “creative conflict”, and believe in the possibility of
“functions of conflict”, allowing conflicts to result in pleasing and remarkable sparks.
Our society must embrace difference and possess a true spirit of openness and
tolerance so that diversity may flourish in our society. Only under such circumstances

will newness be born.
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