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Brunswick takes a deeper look at why this election matters, the key issues that 
will shape Hong Kong’s future direction, and how the candidates are perceived 
to measure up in addressing them.

Hong Kong 
2017 Chief Executive Election
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On 26 March, a 1,200-member Election Committee will select a new Chief 
Executive (CE), who will govern Hong Kong for the next five years. There are 
three contenders for Hong Kong’s highest office: former Chief Secretary Carrie 
Lam, former Financial Secretary John Tsang and retired judge Woo Kwok-hing.

It is also the first CE election following the 

Occupy Central protests of September 

2014, which generated the debate of how 

to interpret the “One Country, Two 

Systems” principle. Despite the protests, 

this election will proceed under the same 

terms as in the last election – indirect 

election by an election committee –

following an unsuccessful political reform 

attempt in 2015.

On the 20th anniversary of Hong Kong’s 

handover from British rule in 1997, the 

Special Administrative Region (SAR) is 

grappling with its competitiveness in the 

world, having dropped in its position 

(according to the World Economic Forum 

Global Competitiveness Report 2016-

2017) due to difficulties in “moving from 

being a global financial centre towards 

growing an innovation-led economy”. For 

the seven million residents of Hong Kong, 

there is much anxiety and introspection 

about Hong Kong’s future. Low wage 

growth and a gap in skill-sets, combined 

with one of the priciest real estate markets 

in the world, have affected access to 

housing and jobs, leading to 

disgruntlement especially among the 

youth, who see few viable prospects for 

the future. Economic inequality has added 

fuel to the rising polarisation within 

society between those supporting the 

status quo and those seeking a higher 

degree of democracy for Hong Kong.

It is far from business-as-usual in Hong 

Kong as the former poster child of China 

seeks to reinvent itself and renew its 

position and prominence within Greater 

China and in the world beyond. The new 

CE will be a potential lynchpin to 

transform Hong Kong’s fate or to aid in its 

continuing decline in relevance. Success 

will require strong support and 

engagement from the business 

community, as in Hong Kong politics and 

business are inextricably linked.

Who elects the new Chief Executive?

The Chief Executive is elected by a 1,200-member Election Committee, comprising representatives across four sectors 
(each with 300 members): 

I. Political sector, including members of the Legislative Council and the District Councils,
the National People’s Congress, etc; 

II. Business community, including the industrial, commercial and financial sectors; 
III. Professions such as legal, accounting, education, engineering; and
IV. Labour, social services, religious and other sectors. 

This system was agreed in the 1990s between the Chinese Central Government and the UK before the handover of Hong 

Kong. Back then, it was intended to be “broadly representative” of Hong Kong. Currently, there are about 250,000 
qualified voters across the sectors who select the 1,200 members of the Election Committee, with each having its own 
voting rules and requirements. 

This is arguably the most significant election in Hong Kong’s recent 
history, with a number of key issues currently hanging in the balance.

Who wins?

The winning candidate will need to receive 
an absolute majority of votes from the 1,200-

member Election Committee (601 votes or 
higher) via secret ballot. If there is no clear 
majority, the two candidates with the highest 

number of votes will enter a second round. 

Understanding 
perceptions of the 
business community

In this context, we conducted a poll among 

300 members of the Hong Kong business 

community to understand the perceived 

strengths of the three candidates, 

particularly how they measure up in being 

able to address the following issues 

critical for Hong Kong’s continued success:

 Upholding the rule of law and judicial 

independence

 Maintaining social cohesion

 Reducing wealth and income 

inequality

 Promoting Hong Kong’s 

competitiveness

 Diversifying Hong Kong’s economy 

beyond the property and financial 

sectors, and promoting technology 

and innovation

 Improving relations with mainland 

China while representing Hong Kong’s 

interests

All eyes will be on Hong Kong and how 

the new CE grapples with a number of 

critical issues, while maintaining a 

semblance of stability in dealing with 

mainland China. This delicate balancing 

act will be the determining factor for 

Hong Kong’s future success and 

prosperity. 

We believe the results of this poll are 

indicative of perceptions among the Hong 

Kong business community, which 

members of the Election Committee would 

arguably take into consideration when 

casting their ballots. 

Research Methodology

• Sample size - 300

• Online survey conducted on 7-8 March 

2017

• Audience – frequent readers of top-tier 
economic and business media (FT, WSJ, 
The Economist, SCMP business section, 

HKET, HKEJ, Oriental Daily business 
section, Bloomberg BusinessWeek), earn 
HK$20,000 or more per month, and are 

among the top 39% of the Hong Kong 
working population
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Upholding the rule of law and 
maintaining social cohesion 
are top priorities for new CE

It is striking that the majority of 

respondents within the business 

community selected upholding the rule of 

law and judicial independence (69 per 

cent), and maintaining social cohesion (67 

per cent), as the top priorities for the 

incoming CE, ahead of a number of 

economic and social priorities such as 

promoting Hong Kong’s economic 

competitiveness and reducing wealth and 

income inequality. Improving relations 

with mainland China and representing 

Hong Kong’s interests also featured low on 

respondents’ list of priorities.

However, the rule of law and public 

confidence in an independent judicial 

system are critical for Hong Kong 

businesses to flourish, and for attracting 

international businesses and foreign 

investment. They provide businesses with 

security, stability, consistency and 

accountability, all of which are essential to 

reducing the risk of investment and to 

promoting economic activity. A number of 

recent events – such as the mysterious 

disappearance and resurfacing of Hong 

Kong booksellers and the ambiguity 

around what happened to them – have also 

rattled Hong Kong and cast a shadow over 

the rule of law, which could have led to 

heightened concerns around this issue in 

the poll. 

Social cohesion is also a key factor for 

business continuity. The growing 

polarisation between pro-establishment 

and pan-democrat supporters has led to a 

rise in the number of protests and civil 

disobedience cases in Hong Kong over the 

last decade. Growing fissures within Hong 

Kong society on political issues and social 

concerns, such as access to jobs and 

housing, and widening inequality, will 

result in an increasingly unstable 

environment for businesses. The business 

community has come to realise that 

healing the divisions in society will be 

critical to enabling Hong Kong to refocus 

on its economic transformation and 

further advancement, which will require 

close collaboration between the 

Government, the business sector and 

labour groups, along with solid public 

support.

Poll results
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Fig 1. What do you think should be the top priorities for the incoming Chief Executive?

Upholding HK’s core values on the rule of law & 
judicial independence

Maintaining social cohesion

Reducing wealth & income inequality

Promoting HK’s economic competiveness & 
its role as an international trade & financial centre

Improving relations with mainland China, while being 
willing to truthfully represent HK’s public opinion and 

interests to the Central Gov’t

Diversifying HK’s economy beyond the property & financial 
sectors and promoting technology & innovation
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Fig 2. Which candidate would be the most successful at addressing each of these priorities?

John TSANG WOO Kwok-hingCarrie LAM

John Tsang seen as most likely 
to be successful in addressing 
various business issues

Unsurprisingly, John Tsang emerged in the 

lead in terms of perceived success at 

dealing with a range of business issues, 

including tax reform, maintaining a 

business-friendly environment, promoting 

competition to enhance efficiency, 

transforming Hong Kong into a knowledge-

based economy by promoting technology 

and innovation, and attracting foreign 

skilled talent. Carrie Lam was seen as the 

candidate likely to be most successful at 

upgrading Hong Kong’s public 

infrastructure, such as roads and the 

transportation system. 

No single candidate 
perceived as best-placed to 
tackle most pressing issues

Based on these priorities, it would 

naturally follow that the candidates seen 

as best-placed to uphold the rule of law 

and judicial independence, and maintain 

social cohesion would be well positioned 

to lead Hong Kong. The research revealed 

that former judge Woo Kwok-hing was 

seen as being potentially most successful 

at upholding the rule of law and judicial 

independence, while John Tsang was 

considered the candidate likely to be 

most successful at maintaining social 

cohesion. Given his experience as 

Financial Secretary, John Tsang was also 

the natural choice as the candidate who 

would be most successful at promoting 

Hong Kong’s economic competitiveness, 

diversifying the economy and promoting 

technology and innovation. Carrie Lam 

was identified as the candidate who 

would be most successful at improving 

relations with mainland China, while 

being willing to truthfully represent 

Hong Kong public opinion and interests 

to the Chinese Central Government. 

While this is a significant asset, it is also 

likely to raise questions as to how her 

leadership will be different from that of 

the current Chief Executive CY Leung, 

who is unpopular in Hong Kong but liked 

by Beijing, a question that was raised in a 

televised debate between the three 

candidates. 

Fig 3. Which candidate would be the most successful at addressing each 
of these business issues?

Reform the tax system 20% 66% 14%

Transform HK into a knowledge-based 
economy by promoting technology & 
innovation

32% 58% 10%

Attract foreign skilled talent 32% 51% 17%

Upgrade HK’s public infrastructure, such as 
roads & transportation system

48% 37% 15%

Promote market competition to enhance 
economic efficiency & free trade

29% 59% 12%

Enhance labour protection by addressing 
working hours, minimum wage & retirement 
protection

28% 38% 34%

Maintain HK’s business friendly 
environment to attract foreign investment

27% 61% 12%

Tackle the issue of high rent for offices, 
shops & commercial properties

26% 44% 30%

John TSANG WOO Kwok-hingCarrie LAM

Upholding HK’s core values on the rule of law & 
judicial independence

Maintaining social cohesion

Reducing wealth & income inequality

Promoting HK’s economic competiveness and its role as an 
international trade & financial centre

Improving relations with mainland China, while being willing to 
truthfully represent Hong Kong public opinion and interests to 

the Central Gov't

Diversifying HK’s economy beyond the property & financial sectors 
and promoting technology & innovation
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5% 18% 35% 28% 12%

Carrie LAM John TSANG WOO Kwok-hing

When asked about the relative strengths 

of each candidate, respondents chose 

John Tsang for having the right policies 

for business and his strong popularity, 

and Carrie Lam for being trusted by 

Beijing. None of the candidates scored 

highly or had a clear lead in terms of 

being willing to truthfully represent Hong 

Kong public opinion and interests to the 

Chinese Central Government. Similarly, 

none of the candidates scored highly in 

terms of having the right track record and 

experience, although Carrie Lam and John 

Tsang, given their previous roles as 

number two and three respectively in the 

current administration, fared better than 

Woo Kwok-hing. 

Fig 5. Do you feel more optimistic or pessimistic about the future 
of Hong Kong in view of the upcoming Chief Executive election?
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Very 
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23% 40%

Low level of confidence in 
Hong Kong’s future

The poll also revealed a low level of 

confidence in Hong Kong’s future, with 

40% of respondents saying they were 

pessimistic or very pessimistic about Hong 

Kong’s future in view of the upcoming 

election. Only 23% of respondents 

described themselves as being optimistic 

or very optimistic, underscoring the depth 

of the challenges facing Hong Kong on the 

eve of this election. 

Businesses are more 
concerned about political 
developments

Those polled said they were already 

taking a number of steps in light of the 

upcoming change of administration, 

including monitoring government news 

more closely, assessing risks and 

opportunities, and mapping and engaging 

key stakeholders.  

As Hong Kong marks the 20th anniversary 

of its reunion with China in July, it is 

timely to reflect on its role both within 

Greater China and on the international 

stage. Hong Kong has long been a city 

renowned for the ease and freedom to do 

business. However, businesses around the 

world are facing increasing scrutiny and 

intervention from government, and Hong 

Kong is no exception. As the Hong Kong 

government takes on a bigger role in 

shaping Hong Kong’s future, government 

policies will have a greater impact on 

various aspects of business, including the 

regulatory landscape, the investment 

climate, the ability to employ foreign 

skilled talent and incentives for 

innovation. The upcoming election will be 

absolutely critical as the successful 

candidate and his or her administration 

will be instrumental in charting the 

course for Hong Kong’s future. 

Having the right 
policies for business

Having the right track 
record & experience

Being trusted 
by Beijing

Having strong 
popularity in HK

Being willing to represent 
HK public opinion and  

interests to the Central Gov't

Fig 4. What strengths do you think each candidate has?

2%

Fig 6. Is your business taking any actions in light of the upcoming change of administration?

38%

31%

23%

21%

13%

6%

35%

Monitoring Gov't news more closely

Assessing risk & opportunities  

Mapping & engaging key stakeholders

Reviewing corporate compliance & business 
operations 

Hiring public affairs experts

Don’t know

None

Businesses that have significant 

investments and activities in Hong 

Kong would do well to stay close 

to policy and personnel 

developments within the 

government landscape, and to 

engage a wider group of 

stakeholders, in order to be able 

to anticipate and position 

themselves for any changes that 

may affect their licence to operate. 
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I. Background in brief

1980: Graduated with Bachelor of Social 
Sciences – University of Hong Kong
1980: Beginning of 36-year Government 
service, including key roles as:

• Secretary for Development 
(2007 – 2012)

• Chief Secretary for Administration 
(2012 – 2017)

II. Support base

Received the highest number of 
nominations among the three 
candidates, with major supporters being 
pro-Beijing political leaders and business 
heavyweights from companies such as 
Henderson Land, New World 
Development, Sun Hung Kai Properties, 
Wharf and Wheelock

III. Policy highlights

Political issues

Legislating for Article 23 (national 
security laws):

• Agrees that Article 23 is a 
constitutional duty of the HKSAR, 
but has suggested the Government 
act cautiously and create the right 
social conditions for the legislation

Political reform regarding the CE 
election: 

• Fosters a favourable environment to 
take forward political reform under 

the ‘August 31 Framework’ 
approved by Beijing, whereby the 
1,200-member Nominating 
Committee would shortlist two or 
three candidates for direct election 
by all eligible Hong Kong voters

Economy 

Seeks to sign a comprehensive “Belt and 
Road” co-operation agreement with 
mainland China to build Hong Kong into 
a financial services hub for “Belt and 
Road” projects

Exploring the possibility of a "mainland-
Hong Kong Bond Connect" for direct 
access to the mainland bond market with 
the aim of enhancing the circulation of 
RMB products

Promoting the development of 
innovation and technology by setting up 
the Hong Kong-Shenzhen Innovation and 
Technology Park and completing the 
expansion of the Hong Kong Science and 
Technology Park to increase the supply 
of office and research space

Considering the implementation of the 
Smart City Development Blueprint for 
Hong Kong

Taxation 

Maintaining a simple tax system and low 
tax rate, adopting financial and taxation 
measures that will promote the growth 
of industries and enterprises, as well as 

social and economic development

Encouraging enterprises to invest in 
R&D by introducing additional tax 
reduction

Introducing a two-tier profits tax system 
to reduce the tax burden on enterprises 
– the profits tax rate for the first 
HK$ 2 million of profits would be 
lowered from the current 16.5% to 10%

Labour

Mandatory Provident Fund Offsetting 
Mechanism (an existing mechanism 
allowing employers to use contributions 
made to a mandatory retirement fund to 
offset employees’ severance and long-
service payments) 

• Consulting with both the employees 
and employers, especially those 
from SMEs, to reach a consensus

Standard Working Hours: 

• Helping identify a policy direction 
for standard working hours 
appropriate to Hong Kong’s social 
and economic conditions 

Land Use and Housing

Measures to assist the middle-class in 
home ownership by introducing 
affordable ‘starter homes’ – for which 
prices would be set lower than market 
levels

Carrie LAM

Poll results

 Seen as the candidate most likely to be able to 
represent Hong Kong public opinion and 
interests to the Chinese Central Government

 Perceived as being more effective in upgrading 
Hong Kong’s public infrastructure (48%)

 Perceived as having the right track record and 
experience

35%

54%

90%

25%

42%

Having the right 
policies for 

business

Having the right 
track record & 

experience

Being trusted 
by Beijing

Having strong 
popularity in HK

Representing HK’s public 
opinion and interests to 

the Central Gov't
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John TSANG

71%

55%

23%

80%

56%

Poll results

 Seen as the candidate most likely to be able to 
address various business issues, including tax 
reform (66%), attracting foreign investment 
(61%), promoting competition (59%), 
promoting technology and innovation (58%), 
and attracting foreign skilled talent (51%)

Having the right 
policies for 

business

Having the right 
track record & 

experience

Being trusted 
by Beijing

Having strong 
popularity in HK

Representing HK public 
opinion and interests to 

the Central Gov't

I. Background in brief 

1971: Graduated with Bachelor of Architecture 

– Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

1982: Beginning of  35-year service in 

Government, including key roles as:

• Private Secretary to Governor Chris 
Patten (1995 –1997) 

• Financial Secretary (2007 – 2017)

II. Support base

Supported by the pan-democratic parties, 

liberal-leaning professionals and a small 

group of business leaders, including a 

number of Democratic Party legislators 

and Liberal Party Honorary Chair James 

Tien

III. Policy highlights

Political issues

Legislating for Article 23:

• Agrees that legislating for Article 23 
is a constitutional duty of the 
HKSAR. Believes the laws should be 
enacted locally without delay, but 
the Government would also carry out 
extensive public consultation and 
amendments as needed to ease 
citizens’ concerns over controversial 
sections

Political reform regarding the CE 

election: 

• Believes that the issue of political 
reform must be resolved, and will
closely communicate with different 
groups and political parties, and 

facilitate dialogues among these 
groups/parties as well as with the 
Central Government, with a view to 
narrowing differences and finding 
common ground

Economy

Promote Hong Kong’s professional 
services in infrastructure financing, 
design, operations, legal services, 
arbitration and technology through the 
Belt & Road Initiative

Promote RMB as currency of reserve and 
settlement to reduce exchange rate risks 
in trade

Build a fintech hub by dedicating more 
resources to promote R&D; set up a 
fintech research institute in cooperation 
with the industries and universities; 
develop system components of fintech 
such as network security and block chain, 
and make them available for use by 
financial institutions and other 
businesses

Sign agreements on free trade, 
investment protection and avoidance of 
double taxation with more economies to 
expand Hong Kong’s business network 

Enhance traditional industries with a 
competitive edge through quality and 
standards improvement; support 
innovation, technology and creative 
industries

Taxation

Consider progressive profits tax system 

to lessen the burden on SMEs and 

encourage the development of start-up 

enterprises

Consider negative income tax, exempting 

those who earn less than a certain 

threshold from paying tax while giving 

them a government allowance

Labour

MPF Offsetting Mechanism:

• Agrees to abolish the Mechanism but 
suggests carrying out an interim 
measurement, e.g. government takes 
the lead to establish a seed fund that 
employers contribute to and from 
which the ‘off-set’ payment will be 
drawn. The seed fund will 
accumulate investment returns and 
become self-financing in the long run

Standard Working Hours: 

• Work out a set of general contract 
provisions through consultations 
with employers and employees

Land Use and Housing

Tackle housing shortage through more 
efficient land use and redevelopment of 
old public housing estates, with a goal of 
providing public housing to 60% of the
population

Speed up the pace of urban renewal to 
transform densely built urban areas and 
optimise new development areas to 
increase land supply
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I. Background in brief 

1968:  Graduated with Bachelor of  Law –
University of Birmingham 
1992: Beginning of  24-year service in the 
judiciary and public bodies, including key roles 
as:
• Chairman of the Electoral Affairs 

Commission (1997-2006)
• Commissioner on Interception of 

Communications and Surveillance (2006-
2012)

• Deputy High Court Judge (2012 - 2016)

II. Support base

Nearly all supporters come from the pan-
democratic parties and liberal-leaning 
professionals. No nominations from the 
business sector

III. Policy highlights

Political issues

Legislating for Article 23:

• Suggests legislating for Article 22 of 
the Basic Law to safeguard the 
implementation of ‘Two Systems’, 
before enacting Article 23

Political reform regarding the CE 
election: 

• Top priority will be to start the 
process of political reform

• Aims to have CE elected by universal 
suffrage in 2022

• Increase the number of voters who 
elect the Nominating Committee 
from around 250,000 currently to 
one million by 2022, gradually 
expanding it to cover all eligible HK 
voters

Economy

Support the Belt & Road Initiative and 
encourage professionals with 
international experience to participate in 
Belt & Road development projects 

Set up an independent listing committee 
secretariat to facilitate the approval 
procedure of the company listing process

Build on Hong Kong’s strengths to attract 
more multinationals to set up 
headquarters in Hong Kong

Establish a high-level official body that 
will have wider functions than InvestHK, 
in order to provide stronger support to 
foreign investors

Taxation

Simplify tax structure to enhance Hong 
Kong’s competitiveness as a financing 
platform for global companies

Labour 

MPF Offsetting Mechanism:

• Abolish the MPF Offsetting 
Mechanism by proposing a policy 
of “no offsetting of severance pay” 
with newly-formed companies or 
for newly-recruited employees

Standard Working Hours:

• Consider raising the standard 
working hours to 48 or 50 for 
certain industries and positions

Land Use and Housing

Hold discussions with all stakeholders 
and land owners to resolve land issues, 
negotiating reasonable compensation 
and taking over control of planning and 
development of brownfield sites - the 
agricultural lands in the rural New 
Territories

Phase out the 15% double stamp duty 
for non-first time home buyers within 
five years

WOO Kwok-hing

30%

20%

9%

37%

48%

Poll results

 Seen as the candidate most likely to be able to 
uphold the rule of law and judicial 
independence in Hong Kong

Having the right 
policies for 

business

Having the right 
track record & 

experience

Being trusted 
by Beijing

Having strong 
popularity in HK

Representing HK public 
opinion and interests to 

the Central Gov't
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Brunswick
Brunswick is an advisory firm specialising 
in critical issues and corporate relations:
a global partnership with 23 offices in 14 
countries. Founded in 1987, Brunswick 
has grown organically, operating as a 
single profit center – allowing us to 
respond seamlessly to our clients’ needs, 
wherever they are in the world.
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