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_____________________________________________________________________ 
Executive summary 
 
This report presents the findings on a large-scale survey of languages in the Hong Kong 
workplace, which was carried out between 2012 and 2013. The survey covered both 
employers and employees across five major industry sectors in Hong Kong: Banking & 
Finance, Hospitality, Import & Export, Transport & Logistics and Retail. A total of 2,260 
employers and 621 employees from companies with more than 10 employees answered the 
questionnaire. The most important results that emerged from this survey included the 
following: 
 
(1) The three most important languages in the Hong Kong workplace are Cantonese, 
Putonghua, and English, while the results for ‘other languages’ indicated that these were of 
relatively minor importance in the industry sectors surveyed.  
 
(2) For spoken languages, a distinctive pattern of language use emerges across all industry 
sectors. Locally, in Hong Kong, Cantonese is very much the dominant language of choice, 
whereas, in Mainland China, the default language is Putonghua, while, internationally, 
English is the majority language of choice for international communication. 
 
(3) For written languages, one important finding is that, overall, English remains an important 
language of written communication for emails and reports in the Hong Kong workplace. 
Indeed, according to employer reports, across all five industry sectors, the frequency of use of 
English in emails to customers (44%) and staff in Hong Kong (32%) is significantly higher 
than the use of Chinese for similar tasks (23% and 21%). Similarly, overall, English was also 
used with greater frequency than Chinese for the purpose of writing internal and external 
reports. This broad pattern of written language use was pronounced in Banking & Finance, 
Import & Export and Transport & Logistics, but somewhat less so in Hospitality and Retail, 
where written Chinese is more frequently used.  
 
(4) In terms of employers’ responses, the expectation that employees should have a native-
like command of languages was most pronounced in the case of Cantonese and written 
Chinese. Otherwise, it was generally accepted that a reasonable target norm for employees 
using spoken Putonghua and English was one that could be described in terms of a level of 
competence capable of producing ‘effective communication’ in relevant workplace activities.  
 
(5) Employees across the five industry sectors identified their major areas of weakness as 
spoken Putonghua and English skills, as well as written skills in the English language, while 
only a relatively small percentage of employee respondents reported difficulties in written 
Chinese for workplace purposes.   
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Recommendations 
 
(1) Given that many employers stated that there should be more support for language training 
(and the fact that many employees were open to improving their own language skills), it is 
recommended that the government should consider subsidising employees’ external training 
in Putonghua, English, and other languages; 
 
(2) Following (1) above, the government should also consider promoting a positive attitude to 
language learning through the mass media, in parallel with increased support for employees’ 
language training in the workplace; 
 
(3) More broadly, it is recommended that the government should utilise the results of this 
research in order to consider how well the needs of the Hong Kong workplace may be 
integrated into the wider educational system, taking into account that employers in most 
industry sectors expect employees at least to be able to communicate effectively in oral 
Cantonese, English and Putonghua and written Chinese and English; 
 
 (4) If this research is continued, it is recommended that SCOLAR should consider widening 
the coverage to other major commercial sectors and the civil service; and 
 
(5) In further research, it is also recommended that the researchers should also simplify the 
questionnaire by (i) replacing open-ended questions with closed-ended questions; and (ii) 
combining reading and writing domains, which should increase response rates and hence 
improve representativeness. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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1. Background 
 
The results presented here are taken from an extensive survey of languages in the workplace, 
commissioned by the Standing Committee on Language Education and Research (SCOLAR), 
which was conducted by the Social Science Research Centre of The University of Hong Kong 
(HKU), and a research team led by Professor John Bacon-Shone of HKU and Professor 
Kingsley Bolton from City University of Hong Kong. The survey of languages in the 
workplace covered in total five industry sectors, namely Banking & Finance (i.e. financial 
and insurance industries), Hospitality (i.e. accommodation and food services), Import & 
Export (i.e. import & export trade), Transport & Logistics (i.e. transportation, storage, postal 
and courier services), and Retail (i.e. retail trade). In this report, we set out to present the most 
important results from the overall survey, followed by those from a sector by sector analysis. 
The survey comprised questionnaire research for employers and employees (for companies 
with at least 10 employees), as well as a small number of interviews with employers and 
managerial staff in each of the various industries surveyed. These three sources of information 
from different perspectives enable us to triangulate and validate the findings. 
 
2. Questionnaire survey methodology 
 
In order to survey the Transport & Logistics sector, the SSRC sent out the questionnaires and 
the SCOLAR introduction letter to 3,716 companies with 2 to 9 employees, 723 companies 
with 10 to 49 employees and 129 with 50 or above employees in mid 2012.    In early 2013, 
questionnaires were sent to another 116 companies with 10 to 49 employees and 649 
companies with 50 or above employees and 2,126 companies with 2 to 9 employees. SSRC 
then used telephone interviews to contact the person-in-charge of the staff recruitment to 
boost the response rate, attempting telephone interviews with 1,654 companies with 2 to 9 
employees, 235 companies with 10 to 49 employees and 43 companies with 50 or above 
employees in early 2013.  SSRC made at least three contact attempts to each contact 
telephone number at different times.  
 
For Retail, SSRC sent out the questionnaires and the SCOLAR introduction letter to all 865 
companies in early 2013.  Then, SSRC followed by attempting telephone interviews with 
5,109 companies with contact telephone number found in the White Pages.  SSRC made at 
least three contact attempts to each contact telephone number at different times.  
 
For Banking & Finance, SSRC sent out the questionnaires with the SCOLAR introduction 
letter to 690 companies with 10 to 49 employees in early 2013.  Then, SSRC followed by 
attempting telephone interviews with 1,791 companies with contact telephone number found 
in the White Pages.  SSRC made at least three contact attempts to each contact telephone 
number at different times. 
 
For Import & Export, SSRC sent out the questionnaires and the SCOLAR introduction letter 
to 303 companies with 50 or above employees and 1,111 companies with 10 to 49 employees 
in early 2013.  Then, SSRC followed by attempting telephone interviews with 3,939 
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companies with contact telephone number found in the White Pages.  SSRC made at least 
three contact attempts to each contact telephone number at different times. 
 
For Hospitality, SSRC sent out the questionnaires with the SCOLAR introduction letter to 
304 companies with 50 or above employees and 2,079 to companies with 10 to 49 in early 
2013.  Then, SSRC followed up by attempting telephone interviews with 1,487 companies 
with contact telephone number found in the White Pages.  SSRC made at least three contact 
attempts to each contact telephone number at different times. 
 
In addition to the questionnaire survey, as noted above, the research team also conducted a 
number of interviews with employers and managerial staff across the five sectors. These 
interviews were particularly useful in relation to language policy in the companies. 
 
3. The survey of employers across all industry sectors (overall results) 
 
In the results sections that follow, we first present salient results for employers. The 
questionnaire that employers completed had five sections (see Appendix A). These sections 
dealt with (1) Background information; (2) The use of languages; (3) The importance of 
languages; (4) The strengths and weaknesses of staff; and (5) Current training and future 
needs. The distribution of respondents in the employers’ survey, across industry sectors, is set 
out in Table 1 below. 
 
3.1 Background of employers  
 
Table 1. The survey of employers across five industry sectors 
Sector Number of 

respondents 
Percentage 
of sample 

Number of HK 
companies1 

Relative 
percentage 

Banking & Finance 229 10.1% 20,610 9.8% 
Hospitality 306 13.5% 15,911 7.6% 
Import & Export 228 10.1% 101,575 48.5% 
Transport & Logistics 839 37.1% 9,484 4.5% 
Retail 658 29.1% 61,713 29.5% 
Total 2,260 100% 209,293 100.0% 
 

                                                
1 From 2012 Annual Digest of Statistics as at end 2011  
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The characteristics of the sample of employers can be seen in Table 1 and Figure 1 above, 
where it is shown that a total of 2,260 employers responded to the survey. There is no claim 
that the survey is representative across the five industry sectors, but that it is representative 
within industry sectors. While the sample size is smaller than the original target, due to 
difficulty in obtaining responses despite repeated mailings and phone calls, the sample size is 
sufficient to identify statistically significant differences across industry sectors for all closed-
ended questions. This confirms that the sample size is fit for the purpose of identifying 
differences across sectors. 
  
Of the companies surveyed, 80% of employers identified their businesses as ‘local’ 
companies, compared with 20% who describe themselves as ‘international’ in orientation. 
Respondents reported that, overall, 33% of their staff were ‘managerial’ staff, rather than 
other levels of employees. In addition, employers also noted that, overall, only 2.7% of their 
staff might be identified as ‘native speakers’ of English, compared with 93.4% who were 
native speakers of Cantonese. Only 2% of employers reported that their companies had a 
formal language policy for their staff. 
 
3.2 The use of languages in the workplace (employer reports) 
 
In Section 2, Questions 9 and 10 quizzed employers about the language use of their 
employees at the levels of both spoken and written communication, in Cantonese, Putonghua, 
English, and other languages. The results for spoken communication are set out in Table 2 
and Figure 2 below, where the percentage use of individual languages is recorded. Here it 
should be noted that the percentages are for reports of which languages are ‘often’ spoken in 
particular settings. 
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Table 2. Frequently-spoken languages in employment (employer reports) 
 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other languages 
With customers in HK 96.6% 8.3% 9.0% 0.8% 
With customers in Mainland China 11.7% 61.9% 2.1% 0.4% 
With customers elsewhere 4.9% 4.6% 45.5% 2.4% 
Oral presentations to other staff 71.0% 3.7% 6.5% 0.7% 
 

 
 
As may be seen from Table 2 and Figure 2 above, Cantonese is overwhelmingly important in 
dealing with customers in Hong Kong, where around 97% of employers report that the 
language was often used with their local customers, compared with 8% and 9% for Putonghua 
and English respectively. In contrast, ‘other languages’ have only a minor importance, not 
only locally, but also in Mainland China, and even elsewhere. Nevertheless, when dealing 
with Mainland China, Putonghua is obviously very widely used, with around 62% of 
employers stating that Putonghua is often used for this purpose, compared with 12% reporting 
that Cantonese is often used, and 2% noting the frequent use of English. In dealing with 
customers ‘elsewhere’, English has much greater currency, with some 46% reporting its 
frequent use, compared with totals of around 5% for Cantonese and Putonghua and 2% using 
‘other languages’. In summary, from the above, a distinctive pattern of language use emerges 
across all industry sectors. Locally, in Hong Kong, Cantonese is the default language of 
choice, whereas, in Mainland China, the default language is Putonghua, and, internationally, 
English is the majority language of choice for international communication. 
 
In the case of written languages, a somewhat complicated pattern emerges; where both written 
Chinese and written English appear to play important roles as written languages of business 
communication, with variations according to place and context of use. This is illustrated in 
Table 3 and Figure 3 below. 
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Table 3. Frequently-written languages in employment (employer reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 23.3% 23.0% 43.8% 43.8% 1.1% 1.1% 
Staff in Hong Kong 21.0% 21.0% 31.9% 32.4% 0.2% 0.2% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

18.6% 18.5% 10.0% 10.2% 0.0% 0.0% 

Staff elsewhere 2.5% 2.4% 13.3% 13.4% 0.3% 0.3% 
Reports Internal 15.3% 15.5% 22.4% 22.5% 0.5% 0.4% 

External 6.1% 6.2% 22.3% 22.6% 0.4% 0.4% 
 

 
 
As we can see from Table 3 and Figure 3 above, overall, English is more widely used than 
Chinese in email communication with customers, with staff in Hong Kong, and with staff 
elsewhere, as well as with internal and external reports. For example, these overall results 
indicate that around 44% of employers reported that English was often used in emails with 
customers, compared with around 23% reporting a similar frequency of use of Chinese for 
email communication. Similar patterns of use emerge for emails with staff in Hong Kong and 
staff elsewhere. These findings are particularly interesting considering the fact that there have 
been, from time to time, some reports that the use of English in the business sector has 
declined in recent years. Taken together, the above set of results indicates that, in Hong Kong, 
English is still the dominant language of written communication for emails and reports in the 
Hong Kong workplace, with the exception of emails to and from staff in Mainland China. In 
this latter case, the above reports indicate that, unsurprisingly, written Chinese is more widely 
used (with percentages of around 19% for reading and writing Chinese, compared with totals 
of around 10% for reading and writing English). 
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The responses from employers indicated that their crucial concerns with language were 
limited to the three major languages, Cantonese, Putonghua, and English. Question 10 asked 
employers whether staff used any other languages at work, the results for which indicated that 
only very small numbers of employees (less than 1%) used languages such as Filipino, 
French, German, Korean, etc. The one exception to this was Japanese, where around 3-4% of 
employers indicated that some of their staff used both spoken and written Japanese in the 
workplace. 
 
3.3 The importance of languages in the workplace (employer reports) 
 
In addition to questions concerning the use of languages in the workplace, employers were 
also invited (in Section 3) to give their responses to questions relating to the relative 
importance of languages (Question 11 in the questionnaire). More specifically, they were 
asked to give their responses to the importance of Cantonese, Putonghua, English, and other 
languages for a range of communicative purposes at both the spoken and written level. These 
responses involved judging whether ‘the level of language proficiency expected by your 
company in particular domains’ was either ‘limited’, ‘able to communicate effectively’, or 
‘native speaker’ competence. The results for these questions are set out in Tables 4 and 5 and 
Figures 4 and 5 below, where responses indicating both ‘able to communicate effectively’ and 
‘native speaker’ competence are tabulated for comparison. The results for the category of 
‘other languages’ were insignificant. The tables below present the results for the three major 
languages, Cantonese, Putonghua, and English.  
 
Table 4. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employer for different 
purposes 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK 3.0% 96.4% 72.9% 9.6% 68.8% 11.6% 
With customers in 
Mainland China 

12.1% 77.6% 68.4% 21.8% 53.1% 15.1% 

With customers elsewhere 10.3% 54.4% 56.1% 18.0% 66.9% 15.1% 
Oral presentations to other 
staff 

3.5% 95.1% 49.4% 17.6% 54.2% 18.3% 

EC = Effective communication; NS = Native speaker 
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As can be seen from Table 4 and Figure 4, employers had greater expectations concerning 
‘native speaker’ competence in the case of spoken Cantonese than with any other spoken 
language. With regard to both Putonghua and English, the majority expectation among 
employers was that staff should be ‘able to communicate effectively’ when speaking those 
languages for various purposes. 
 
Table 5. The level of written language proficiency expected by employer for different 
purposes 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 33.7% 62.0% 43.5% 51.4% 66.1% 27.4% 69.8% 23.8% 
Staff in Hong 
Kong 

27.9% 64.8% 34.9% 57.4% 62.8% 29.8% 66.8% 24.9% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

27.6% 63.1% 33.7% 56.3% 56.0% 23.9% 56.9% 22.3% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

22.0% 29.0% 23.1% 27.3% 50.5% 29.1% 53.2% 25.7% 

Reports Internal 28.4% 59.4% 34.5% 52.4% 58.7% 30.4% 61.6% 26.6% 
External 28.0% 50.8% 30.9% 46.5% 58.4% 30.1% 59.6% 27.9% 

EC = Effective communication; NS = Native speaker 
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As indicated in Table 5 and Figure 5, when asked about their expectations concerning written 
Chinese, the results indicated that a small majority of employers expected native-like 
competence rather than effective communication, whereas for tasks in English their responses 
suggested that ‘effective communication’ rather than ‘native speaker’ abilities in English were 
considered to be a realistic target. Overall these results indicated that for tasks using written 
Chinese, employers had lower expectations than for oral Cantonese, but higher expectations 
than for oral Putonghua. Conversely, for English, employers had higher expectations for 
written English than oral English. However, it is important to note that nearly all employers 
expected at least ‘effective communication’ for both written Chinese and English. 
 
3.4 The strengths and weaknesses of staff in using languages (employer reports) 
 
In Section 4 of the questionnaire (Question 12), employers were asked about the ‘strengths 
and weaknesses’ of their staff in using languages, with reference to ‘when recruited’ and 
‘now’. The results for this item in the questionnaire are set out in Table 6 and Figure 6.  
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Table 6. The weaknesses of staff in using languages 
  When recruited Now 
Chinese Speaking Cantonese 6.0% 4.8% 

Speaking Putonghua 29.2% 21.4% 
Reading 4.2% 3.3% 
Writing 5.5% 4.7% 

English Speaking 30.7% 26.8% 
Reading 22.8% 20.9% 
Writing 25.2% 23.7% 

Other languages Speaking 2.2% 1.9% 
Reading 1.7% 1.6% 
Writing 1.7% 1.6% 

 

 
 
Some inferences may be made from this table. First, it is logical to infer that some staff do 
visibly improve their language skills through ‘on the job’ experience. This is perhaps most 
noticeable in the case of ‘speaking Putonghua’, where 29% of employers indicated that staff 
were weak ‘when recruited’, compared with 21% for ‘now’. A similar pattern exists for 
English although the comparable percentages of 31% versus 27% indicate a lower level of 
improvement. 
 
3.5 Current training and future needs (employer reports) 
 
Section 5 (comprising Questions 13 and 14) of the questionnaire dealt with ‘current training 
and future needs’ of staff, with reference to language skills. As can be seen from the 
questionnaire, these two questions were open-ended in design, so that employers could write 
in short comments in response to these items. Question 13 of the survey asked employers 
whether their companies provided either internal or external language training for staff 
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dealing (i) business customers, (ii) individual customers, (iii) office and administrative staff, 
and (iv) other staff. Overall, the results indicated that only a very small number of businesses 
provided internal training, with only 2-4% of employers indicating that such internal training 
was given to their staff.  In the case of external training, the proportion of employers giving 
support to language enhancement was even smaller, and ranged between 1% and 3% of 
employers surveyed. The dominant form of external training by companies was in the form of 
subsidies for language courses. The dominant language support was for English and 
Putonghua, with very few examples of support for other languages. 
 
Question 14 asked about what changes employers believed were needed (if any) in 
government support for language training. The dominant responses were to ask for more 
support for English (12.7%) and Putonghua (9.5%) (less than 1% wanted Japanese or other 
languages) with 12.9% seeking more funding and only 2.6% asking for more courses, while 
3.5% sought more promotion of government support. 
 
4.  The survey of employees across all industry sectors (overall results) 
 
In the sections that follow, we present a number of the most important results for employees 
in the survey. The questionnaire that employees completed was a near duplicate of the 
employer questionnaire, and again had five sections (see Appendix 2), which included 
questions on (1) Background information; (2) The use of languages; (3) The importance of 
languages; (4) The strengths and weaknesses of staff; and (5) Training and future needs. 
 
4.1 Background of employees  
 
As can be seen from Table 7 and Figure 7 below, employees were drawn from all five 
industry sectors, in similar fashion to the employers survey reported on above, except that 
there was no employee survey for companies with less than 10 employees to reduce the 
burden. A total of 622 employees replied to the questionnaire that was sent out. Again, there 
is no claim that the survey is representative across the five industry sectors, but that it is 
representative within industry sectors, as the sample size is sufficient to identify statistically 
significant differences in these industry sectors. 
 
Table 7. The survey of employees across five industry sectors  
Sector Number of 

respondents 
Percentage of 
sample 

Number of 
HK 
employees 

Relative 
percentage 

Banking & Finance 83 13.4 196,413 14.4% 
Hospitality 68 11.0 255,288 18.7% 
Import & Export 166 26.7 500,817 36.7% 
Transport & Logistics 243 39.1 161,544 11.9% 
Retail 61 9.8 248,349 18.2% 
Total 621 100.0 1,362,411 100.0% 
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Of those who responded to the survey, 46.5% were female and 53.5% male. Of these, 35% 
were aged 18-29, 34% were aged 30-39 and 31% were 40-65 years old. Of these, 79% were 
born in Hong Kong, around 13% were born in Mainland China, 5% were born in other Asian 
countries, 1.3% were from Europe, and 0.5% from North America. Some 58% of the sample 
had received tertiary education of some kind, and around 20% said that they had lived abroad 
for an extended period. Around half of the sample (52%) had worked in the current company 
for less than 5 years, 21% had worked there for 5-9 years and 27% had worked there for 10 or 
more years. 
 
With reference to their ‘usual language spoken’, 91% of respondents reported that this was 
Cantonese, 9% English, 8% Putonghua and 2% reported other languages. As regards ‘other 
languages spoken’, 61% reported English, 60% reported Putonghua, 8% reported Cantonese, 
and 5% reported other languages (of which Japanese and Thai were most common). The 
category of employment of these employees is set out in Table 8 and Figure 8. 
 
Table 8. Category of employment by type of activity 
Type of work Total Percentage 
Dealing primarily with business customers 157 27.8% 
Dealing primarily with individual customers 82 14.5% 
Office/administrative staff 280 49.6% 
Others 46 8.1% 
Total 565 100% 
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As may be seen in Table 8 and Figure 8, the largest group of employees categorized 
themselves as ‘office/administrative staff’ (c. 50%), followed by those ‘dealing primarily with 
business customers’ (28%), and those dealing with ‘individual customers’ (15%). 
 
4.2 The use of languages (employee reports) 
 
The results for the most frequently spoken languages are tabulated in Table 9 and Figure 9. 
Here it can be seen that the pattern identified above for employers broadly re-occurs here, 
with the dominance of oral Cantonese for communication in Hong Kong, oral Putonghua for 
China, and oral English for customers ‘elsewhere’. Again, it should be noted that the 
percentages are for reports of which languages are ‘often’ used in particular settings. 
 
Table 9. Frequently-spoken languages in employment (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 84.1% 6.5% 10.4% 3.4% 
With customers in Mainland 
China 

12.9% 54.2% 5.7% 2.8% 

With customers elsewhere 16.9% 6.8% 42.7% 5.8% 
Oral presentations to other staff 80.6% 16.4% 16.8% 3.2% 
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The results concerning the use of written languages are set out in Table 10 and Figure 10 
below, where it can be seen that around 32% and 37% of staff reported often writing emails in 
Chinese to customers and colleagues in Hong Kong, compared to 61% and 58% who reported 
using English for the same tasks. In parallel fashion, some 33% of staff reported often writing 
internal reports in Chinese and 22% reported often writing external reports in Chinese, 
compared to 55% and 56% who often wrote English for the same purposes. Again, these 
results clearly indicate a continuing high utility for English as a written language in the 
workplace of Hong Kong. 
 
Table 10. Frequently-written languages in employment (employee reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 34.3% 31.7% 62.6% 61.4% 2.9% 2.6% 
Staff in Hong Kong 38.3% 36.7% 58.7% 58.2% 2.5% 2.2% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

47.5% 45.2% 33.5% 35.4% 1.5% 1.2% 

Staff elsewhere 21.6% 22.9% 57.5% 55.8% 2.4% 2.0% 

Reports 
Internal 32.7% 33.4% 56.1% 55.3% 1.8% 2.2% 
External 22.2% 22.0% 57.3% 56.1% 2.7% 2.3% 
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4.3 The importance of languages in the workplace (employee reports) 
 
As in the employer questionnaire, Section 3 of the employee questionnaire comprised 
questions related to the perceived importance and levels of proficiency/performance expected 
in various languages for particular tasks. Thus, employees were required to judge whether 
‘the level of language proficiency expected by your company in particular domains’ was 
either ‘limited’, ‘able to communicate effectively’, or ‘native speaker’ competence. The 
results for these questions are set out in Tables 11 and 12 and Figures 11 and 12 below, where 
responses indicating both ‘able to communicate effectively’ and ‘native speaker’ competence 
are tabulated for comparison. As the results for ‘other languages’ were barely significant, the 
tables below focus solely on the three major languages, Cantonese, Putonghua, and English. 
 
Table 11. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by the company for 
different purposes (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK 8.4% 87.3% 53.9% 14.4% 57.5% 12.6% 
With customers in Mainland China 30.8% 44.8% 56.8% 28.9% 48.9% 8.5% 
With customers elsewhere 22.3% 44.3% 47.7% 14.9% 57.3% 17.8% 
Oral presentations to other staff 15.0% 77.9% 49.1% 18.7% 59.5% 13.8% 
EC = Effective communication; NS = Native speaker 
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As may be seen in Table 11 and Figure 11, at the spoken level, ‘native speaker’ abilities in 
Cantonese are expected by employers mainly with reference to dealing with customers in 
Hong Kong (87%) and in making oral presentations to staff (78%). Otherwise, ‘effective 
communication’ in Putonghua and English is seen as more realistic than ‘native-speaker’ 
performance in either language. 
 
Table 12 and Figure 12 below present a parallel set of results for varieties of written 
languages. Again, native-speaker proficiency is most valued when reading emails/reports in 
Chinese from customers and colleagues (56-71%) compared with reading emails/reports in 
English for similar purposes employing native speaker proficiency (15-24%), as opposed to 
effective communication abilities (58-62%). Similar results were also found for writing 
Chinese where the level of native-speaker responses ranged from 53-66%, compared to 15-
23% for English (see Table 12). 
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Table 12. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes (employee reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 21.4% 68.0% 25.1% 62.1% 62.6% 23.7% 60.9% 22.7% 
Staff in 
Hong 
Kong 

20.5% 70.7% 24.2% 65.6% 64.5% 20.9% 62.9% 20.2% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

22.5% 66.1% 25.5% 61.8% 61.7% 15.2% 60.3% 14.9% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

22.8% 55.9% 26.4% 53.0% 61.8% 22.3% 60.2% 21.1% 

Reports 
Internal 22.8% 65.5% 26.7% 60.4% 61.9% 20.6% 59.3% 21.2% 
External 24.2% 58.5% 27.5% 53.8% 58.1% 22.2% 56.3% 21.7% 

EC = Effective communication; NS = Native speaker 
 

 
 
Cumulatively, these results indicate that native speaker abilities are expected to a large extent 
with reference to written Chinese, but not written English, where, it may be inferred, 
‘effective communication’ rather than ‘native speaker’ proficiency is seen as the expected 
norm. 
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4.4 The strengths and weaknesses of staff in using languages (employee reports)  
 
Section 4 of the employee questionnaire contained questions related to the staff’s perceived 
strengths and weaknesses in using languages. These were open-ended questions that required 
staff to write short answers. The detailed scrutiny of these responses revealed the following 
results, which are presented in summary form. 
 
Speaking/listening to Cantonese 
38% of employees stated that they had no problems speaking Cantonese. However, 5% stated 
that they had a pronunciation problem speaking Cantonese, 3% stated that did not know 
Cantonese, 2% stated that they had a limited Cantonese vocabulary and 2% stated that they 
were poor at presentations in Cantonese. 39% of employees stated that they had no problems 
listening to Cantonese, although 2% stated that they have some (unspecified problems) 
listening. 
 
Speaking/listening to Putonghua 
3% of employees stated that they could not speak any Putonghua, 14% stated that they have 
some problems speaking, while 14% stated that they were fluent speakers. 10% stated they 
had problems translating from Cantonese to Putonghua, while 25% mentioned pronunciation 
difficulties. Correspondingly, 3% stated that they could not understand any Putonghua, 8% 
stated that they had some problems listening, while 20% stated that they were fluent listeners. 
11% stated that they had problems with regional accents, 9% stated that they could not follow 
if the speech was too fast, 5% had difficulties with the tones and 3% had difficulties with 
some words. 
 
Speaking/listening to English 
6% of employees stated that they did not speak any English, 13% mentioned some problems 
speaking, while 13% stated that they were fluent speakers. 11% stated that they had a limited 
speaking vocabulary, 6% reported some pronunciation problems, 9% had grammar problems, 
2% lack confidence in speaking up, while 2% have difficulty in giving immediate responses. 
By contrast, 4% stated that they could not understand any English, 15% stated that they had 
some problems listening, while 15% stated that they were fluent listeners. 8% stated that they 
had a limited listening vocabulary, 7% had difficulty understanding regional accents, while 
9% had difficulty if the speech was too fast. 
 
Reading/writing Chinese 
With reference to reading Chinese, one very common response was that there was ‘no 
problem’ (36%). For writing, 2% stated that they could not write Chinese at all, 5% had some 
difficulties writing Chinese and 29% stated that they had no problems writing Chinese. 2% 
had problems translating oral Cantonese into written Chinese, 2% had grammatical problems, 
5% reported forgetting some characters, and 2% stated that they had a limited vocabulary.  
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Reading/writing English 
For reading, 3% stated that they could not read English at all, 9% stated that they had some 
problems and 21% stated that they had no problem. One commonly-mentioned problem with 
reading English was ‘limited vocabulary’ (16%). For writing, 3% of employees stated that 
they could not write English at all, 11% stated that they had some problems, while 18% stated 
that they had no problems writing the language. 9% stated that they had a limited vocabulary, 
17% reported grammatical problems and 3% had spelling problems.  
 
4.5 Training and future needs in the workplace (employee reports) 
 
In Section 5 of the employee questionnaire, employees were asked questions on their level of 
satisfaction with their own language skills, ‘compared to what you need for this job’. The 
results for this question were then analyzed so as to indicate the employees’ levels of 
dissatisfaction with their own abilities in various languages, as set out in Tables 13 and 14 and 
Figures 13 and 14, which are set out below. 
 
Table 13. Employees indicating that they are ‘dissatisfied’ with their spoken language 
skills in various languages for different purposes (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
With customers in HK 4.9% 21.3% 26.5% 
With customers in Mainland China 9.8% 20.3% 28.9% 
With customers elsewhere 13.2% 24.0% 28.7% 
Oral presentations to other staff 5.4% 22.8% 25.2% 
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At the spoken level, the greatest dissatisfaction was indicated with reference to spoken 
English (25-29%) and spoken Putonghua (21-24%). Employees were also asked a similar 
question with reference to their written skills (Table 14). 
 
Table 14. Dissatisfied with current written language skills compared to what they need 
(employee reports) 
  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 5.8% 7.6% 14.2% 18.2% 
Staff in Hong Kong 6.3% 7.2% 13.6% 17.4% 
Staff in Mainland China 6.0% 8.2% 16.2% 19.9% 
Staff elsewhere 9.3% 9.7% 15.3% 19.6% 

Reports Internal 7.4% 9.4% 16.2% 20.7% 
External 8.6% 11.8% 16.0% 21.3% 

 

 
 
The results for this question indicate that only relatively small minorities of employees 
express dissatisfaction with their literacy in Chinese (6-12%, depending on the task). With 
English, however, the employee responses indicated that 14-16% reported some difficulties in 
reading English, and some 17-21% noted difficulty in writing English for various purposes. 
 
With reference to English language training, a relatively small proportion of employees 
reported having received internal training (2.3%) or certificate/short courses (1.8%). The most 
popular external providers were university/other educational institutes (2.9%) followed by 
private colleges (2.3%) and international associations (1.6%). The most common type of 
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training reported was courses in vocational/business English (2.1%). There were no 
significant differences across industry sectors. With reference to previous Putonghua 
language training, slightly higher proportions of employees reported internal training (4.5%) 
or certificate/short courses (2.3%). The most popular external providers were not-for-profits 
(3.4%), followed by university/other educational institutes (1.8%). The most common type of 
course reported was elementary Putonghua (2.1%). Again, there were few significant 
differences across industry sectors, and very few employees reported past training in other 
languages. Despite this, many employees indicated that they did have the intention of carrying 
out language studies in the future. Amongst those intending to carry out language studies in 
future, the most popular languages were English (20.0%), Putonghua (15.8%), Japanese 
(4.2%), Korean (2.6%), Cantonese (1.9%), French (1.9%) and Spanish (1.6%). 
 
In addition to the overall results that have already been discussed in Sections 2 and 3 above, 
the survey of languages in the workplace also yielded results on a sector-by-sector basis. 
These will now be presented for the following industry sectors: (i) Banking & Finance, (ii) 
Hospitality, (ii) Import & Export, (iv) Transport & Logistics and (v) Retail. 
 
5. Banking & Finance 
 
The results for Banking & Finance are now summarised throughout this section of the report, 
detailing (i) responses to the survey from employers and (ii) responses from employees. 
 
5.1 Banking & Finance (employer reports) 
 
A total of 229 respondents from the Banking and Finance sector responded to the survey. This 
sector comprised banks, insurance companies and other organizations within the financial 
sector. Of the 229 companies who responded to the survey, 72% of employers identified their 
businesses as ‘local’ companies, compared with 28% who described themselves as 
’international’ companies. Respondents reported that, overall, 37% of their staff were 
’managerial’ staff, rather than other levels of employees. In addition, employers also noted 
that, overall, only 9% of their staff might be identified as ’native speakers’ of English, 
compared with 79% who were native speakers of Cantonese. Only 1% of employers reported 
that their companies had a formal language policy for their staff. The results for this sector 
run in parallel with those already discussed for employers and employees overall. Table 15 
tabulates responses concerning frequently spoken languages in the financial sector. 
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Language use in Banking & Finance (employer reports) 
 
Table 15. Frequently spoken languages in Banking & Finance (employer reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 96% 5% 18% 3% 
With customers in Mainland China 10% 56% 4% 1% 
With customers elsewhere 5% 4% 44% 6.% 
Oral presentations to other staff 65% 9% 23% 3% 
 
As may be seen from Table 15, Cantonese is overwhelmingly important in Hong Kong, where 
around 96% of employers reported that the language is often used with their local customers, 
compared with totals of 5% and 18% for Putonghua and English respectively. In contrast, 
‘other languages’ have only minor importance, not only locally, but also in Mainland China, 
and even elsewhere. Nevertheless, when dealing with Mainland China, Putonghua is 
obviously very widely used, with around 56% of employers stating that Putonghua is often 
used for this purpose, compared with 10% reporting that Cantonese is often used, and 4% 
noting the frequent use of English. In dealing with customers ‘elsewhere’, English has much 
greater currency, with some 44% reporting its frequent use, compared with totals of around 
5% for Cantonese and Putonghua. In summary, a distinctive pattern of language use – once 
again – emerges across all industry sectors. Locally, in Hong Kong, Cantonese is the default 
language of choice, whereas, in Mainland China, the default language is Putonghua, and, 
internationally, English is the majority language of choice for international communication. 
 
In the case of written languages, a somewhat more complicated pattern emerges in this sector, 
where both written Chinese and written English appear to play important roles as written 
languages of business communication, with variations according to place and context of use. 
This is illustrated in Table 16 below.  
 
Table 16. Use of written languages in Banking & Finance (employer reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 24% 24% 60% 60% 3% 3% 
Staff in Hong Kong 17% 17% 52% 53% 1% 1% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

14% 14% 11% 11% 1% 1% 

Staff elsewhere 3% 3% 19% 19% 1% 1% 
Reports Internal 16% 15% 36% 36% 1% 1% 

External 7% 7% 37% 38% 1% 1% 
 
As we can see from Table 16 above, overall, English is more widely used than Chinese in 
email communication with customers, with staff in Hong Kong, and with staff elsewhere, as 
well as with internal and external reports. For example, these overall results indicate that 
around 60% of employers reported that English was often used in emails with customers, 
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compared with around 24% reporting a similar frequency of use of Chinese for email 
communication. Similar patterns of use emerge for emails with staff in Hong Kong and staff 
elsewhere, including 53% of employers reporting the use of English for written emails to staff 
in Hong Kong, and 36-38% for internal and external reports in English, compared to 
significantly lower levels for written Chinese for such purposes. 
 
The importance of languages in Banking & Finance (employer reports) 
 
As elsewhere, employers were asked to indicate whether they expected their staff to perform 
at the level of ‘native speaker’ versus ‘effective communication’ for various tasks in the 
workplace. The results for these questions are summarized in Table 17. 
 
Table 17. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Banking & Finance (employer reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK  5% 95% 70% 18% 68% 23% 
With customers in Mainland 
China 

15% 79% 69% 25% 61% 29% 

With customers elsewhere 22% 56% 81% 14% 64% 28% 
Oral presentations to other 
staff 

5% 94% 66% 20% 59% 39% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
As in the overall results, the highest expectations regarding spoken proficiency are most 
visible with reference to the use of ‘native speaker’ (NS) Cantonese in Hong Kong (95%), and 
with NS Putonghua in China (c. 70%). However, it is also worth noting that although 
effective communication was the de facto target norm for most activities, some 39% of 
employers expected staff to give a native-like performance when giving spoken presentations 
to colleagues in the company. 
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Table 18. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Banking & Finance (employer reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 34% 64% 46% 51% 58% 41% 62% 36% 
Staff in 
Hong 
Kong 

28% 69% 35% 60% 58% 41% 63% 35% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

28% 67% 40% 55% 55% 40% 54% 39% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

21% 43% 43% 36% 54% 46% 59% 41% 

Reports Internal 28% 66% 26% 67% 57% 43% 57% 42% 
External 37% 57% 42% 53% 55% 44% 58% 41% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
With written communication in Banking & Finance, reading expectations were relatively high 
for both Chinese (with NS results of 43-69%) and English (43-46%). This was also the case 
for writing in Chinese (NS percentages of 36-67%) and English (36-42%). 
 
The strengths and weaknesses of staff in Banking & Finance (employer reports) 
The results of employers here are illustrated in Table 19 below. Here it can be seen that 
employers in Banking & Finance commented most frequently on contemporary weaknesses in 
speaking Putonghua (16%), speaking English (14%), writing English (13%), and reading 
English (10%). 
 
Table 19. The weaknesses of staff in using languages in Banking & Finance (employer 
reports) 
  When recruited Now 
Chinese Speaking Cantonese 6% 4% 

Speaking Putonghua 19% 16% 
Reading 2% 1% 
Writing 4% 2% 

English Speaking 20% 14% 
Reading 14% 10% 
Writing 15% 13% 

Other languages Speaking 1% 1% 
Reading 1% 0% 
Writing 1% 0% 
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Current training and future needs for Banking & Finance 
 
Question 13 of the survey asked employers whether their companies provided language 
training for staff dealing with (i) business customers, (ii) individual costumers, (iii) office and 
administrative staff, and (iv) other staff. Perhaps surprisingly, only 1 out of 229 companies in 
this sector reported providing internal training. 
 
5.2 Banking & Finance (employee reports) 
 
A total of 83 respondents replied to the questionnaire which was sent out. Of these, 60% were 
female and 40% male. Of these, 35% were aged 18-29, 34% aged 30-39 and 31% were 40-65 
years old. Of these, 69% were born in Hong Kong, around 17% were born in Mainland China, 
11% were born in other Asian countries, 1% were from Europe, and 2% from North America. 
Some 74% of the sample had received tertiary education of some kind, and around 20% said 
that they had lived abroad for an extended period. Around half of the sample (52%) had 
worked in the current company for less than 5 years, 21% had worked there for 5-9 years and 
27% had worked there for 10 or more years. As regards ‘usual language’, 80% reported that 
their usual language as Cantonese, 20% English, 17% Putonghua, and 6% reported other 
languages. With reference to their knowledge of ‘other languages’, 55% of the respondents 
reported knowing English, 48% reported Putonghua and 7% reported Cantonese and 7% 
reported other languages. The categories of employment of employee respondents from 
Banking & Finance are set out in Table 20 below. 
 
Table 20. Category of employment of Banking & Finance respondents (employees) 
Category of employment  Percentage of sample 
Dealing primarily with business customers 25% 
Dealing primarily with individual customers 14% 
Office/administrative staff 56% 
Other 5% 
Total 100% 
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Language use in Banking & Finance (employee reports) 
 
The employees’ reports on language use in Banking & Finance are set out in Table 21. 
 
Table 21. Use of spoken languages in Banking & Finance (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 79% 9% 24% 4% 
With customers in Mainland China 12% 55% 13% 2% 
With customers elsewhere 15% 13% 49% 7% 
Oral presentations to other staff 74% 25% 28% 6% 
 
As may be seen in Table 21, the somewhat usual pattern of spoken language use is broadly 
repeated here, with Cantonese most frequently used in Hong Kong (74-79%), Putonghua to 
customers in China (55%), and English with customers in Hong Kong (49%). However, here, 
in the Banking & Finance context it is worth noting that 24% of employees also reported that 
English was often used in speaking to customers domestically in Hong Kong. 
 
Table 22. Use of written languages in Banking & Finance (employee reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 33% 31% 65% 64% 2% 2% 
Staff in Hong 
Kong 

39% 36% 63% 66% 2% 2% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

56% 57% 22% 26% 0% 0% 

Staff elsewhere 26% 25% 61% 60% 0% 0% 
Reports Internal 32% 33% 57% 58% 2% 2% 

External 27% 29% 56% 56% 2% 2% 
 
Again, what is noteworthy in this sector is that the survey provides strong evidence of the 
continuing importance of written English in the Hong Kong workplace, especially within 
Banking & Finance.  This is especially true of writing emails to customers and staff in Hong 
Kong (63-66%), as well as to staff elsewhere (60%) and writing reports (56-58%).  
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The importance of languages in Banking & Finance (employee reports) 
 
The results regarding the relative importance of various languages in Banking & Finance are 
set out here in Tables 23 and 24.  
 
Table 23. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employers in Banking & 
Finance for different purposes (employee reports) 
Type of interaction Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK 14% 77% 45% 17% 65% 13% 
With customers in Mainland China 23% 36% 45% 37% 50% 9% 
With customers elsewhere 30% 36% 41% 22% 64% 18% 
Oral presentations to other staff 18% 73% 48% 19% 57% 21% 
EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
As can be seen from Table 23, at the spoken level, the highest expectations in spoken 
performance pertain most visibly to the use of Cantonese with customers in Hong Kong (with 
an NS expectation from 77% of employers). Elsewhere, when communicating in Putonghua 
and English, the perceived expectation is meeting the need for ‘effective communication’. 
 
Table 24. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers in Banking & 
Finance for different purposes (employee reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

 
 
 
 
Emails 
With 

Customers 19% 65% 21% 59% 66% 23% 62% 21% 
Staff in 
Hong 
Kong 

15% 68% 18% 63% 65% 25% 61% 24% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

28% 57% 30% 57% 60% 9% 59% 9% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

22% 51% 27% 47% 64% 24% 63% 22% 

Reports Internal 29% 55% 31% 52% 63% 24% 59% 27% 
External 27% 51% 29% 47% 60% 23% 56% 25% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
In the case of the written language in the Banking & Finance sector, however, there are 
generally high expectations of a native-like performance in written Chinese skills (51-68%), as 
opposed to written English, where only 9-27% of employers expect staff to write NS-level 
English, depending on the task. 
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The strengths and weaknesses of staff in Banking & Finance (employee reports) 
 
The one issue specific to this industry sector was that 8% of employees stated that they did 
not speak Cantonese at all. Otherwise, employees’ perceptions of their weaknesses in 
language skills are set out in Tables 25 and 26 which follow. 
 
Table 25. Employees in Banking & Finance indicating dissatisfaction with their spoken 
language skills in various languages  
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
With customers in HK 12% 25% 21% 
With customers in Mainland China 22% 20% 27% 
With customers elsewhere 22% 26% 19% 
Oral presentations to other staff 13% 25% 21% 
 
From Table 25, we can see that the highest levels of dissatisfaction relate to spoken 
Putonghua (20-26%), and to spoken English (19-27%). Table 26 presents data on employees’ 
dissatisfaction with their reading/written skills. 
 
Table 26. Dissatisfaction with current written language skills compared to what they 
need (employee reports) 
  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 11% 13% 10% 18% 
Staff in Hong Kong 13% 15% 9% 16% 
Staff in Mainland China 10% 12% 18% 20% 
Staff elsewhere 17% 18% 12% 15% 

Reports Internal 16% 18% 12% 15% 
External 17% 19% 12% 17% 

 
From Table 26, it may be seen that a minority of employees expressed dissatisfaction with 
their abilities in reading Chinese (11-17%), in writing Chinese (12-19%), and in reading 
English (9-18%), and writing English (15-20%).  
 
When it came to final questions dealing with language training, the data showed that there 
were no specific sectoral differences for this sector. 
 
6. Hospitality 
 
6.1 Hospitality (employer reports) 
 
Of the 306 companies in the ‘Hospitality’ sector who responded, 94% of employers identified 
their businesses as ‘local’ companies, compared with 7% who describe themselves as 
‘international’ in orientation. Respondents reported that, overall, 26% of their staff were 
‘managerial’ staff, rather than other levels of employees. In addition, employers also noted 
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that, overall, only 2% of their staff might be identified as ‘native speakers’ of English, 
compared with 94% who were native speakers of Cantonese. Only 1% of employers reported 
that their companies had a formal language policy for their staff. The employer results for 
language use in this sector are summarized in Tables 27 and 28 below, which tabulate data 
relating to frequently-spoken languages and the use of written languages. 
 
Table 27. Frequently spoken languages in Hospitality (employer reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 98% 4% 8% 1% 
With customers in Mainland China 11% 56% 2% 0% 
With customers elsewhere 11% 3% 37% 1% 
Oral presentations to other staff 75% 2% 4% 0% 
 
As may be seen from Table 27 above, Cantonese is highly dominant in dealing with 
customers in Hong Kong, where around 98% employers reported that the language is often 
used in with their local customers, compared with totals of 4% and 8% for Putonghua and 
English respectively. Other languages have only a minor importance, not only locally, but 
also in Mainland China, and even elsewhere.  
 
Nevertheless, when dealing with Mainland China, Putonghua is obviously very widely used, 
with around 56% of employers stating that Putonghua is often used for this purpose, 
compared with 11% reporting that Cantonese is often used, and 2% noting the frequent use of 
English. In dealing with customers ‘elsewhere’, English has much greater currency, with 
some 37% reporting its frequent use, compared with totals of around 11% and 3% for 
Cantonese and Putonghua. Again, locally, in Hong Kong, Cantonese is the major language of 
choice; in Mainland China, the default language is Putonghua; and English is the premier 
language for international communication. 
 
The results for written language use in Hospitality are illustrated in Table 28 below. 
 
Table 28. Use of written languages in Hospitality (employer reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 10% 10% 12% 12% 0% 1% 
Staff in Hong Kong 10% 9% 11% 11% 0% 0% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

5% 5% 3% 4% 1% 1% 

Staff elsewhere 1% 2% 3% 3% 0% 0% 
Reports Internal 13% 14% 9% 7% 0% 0% 

External 5% 5% 7% 7% 0% 0% 
 
As we can see from Table 28 above, only a small subset of the sample in this sector actually 
reported reading or writing any languages in the workplace, with some 1-13% reporting 
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reading Chinese, 2-14% writing Chinese, 3-12% reading English, and 3-12% writing the 
English language. 
 
The importance of languages in Hospitality (employer reports) 
 
As elsewhere in the survey, employers in this sector indicated their company’s expectations of 
performance levels in various languages for different purposes. The results for this question 
are set out in Table 29. 
 
Table 29. The levels of spoken language proficiency expected by employers in 
Hospitality 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK  7% 93% 64% 6% 62% 10% 
With customers in 
Mainland China 

18% 72% 64% 16% 45% 6% 

With customers elsewhere 19% 58% 50% 19% 55% 8% 
Oral presentations to other 
staff 

2% 95% 30% 13% 38% 8% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
Again, as elsewhere native speaker performance appeared to be of major importance only 
when communicating in oral Cantonese. Otherwise, in oral Putonghua and oral English, the 
target norm was evidently ‘effective communication’ in the spoken language. 
 
Table 30. The levels of written language proficiency expected by employers in 
Hospitality 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 30% 48% 33% 44% 52% 19% 50% 20% 
Staff in 
Hong 
Kong 

21% 58% 30% 47% 44% 20% 48% 17% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

16% 48% 13% 48% 33% 10% 33% 10% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

17% 29% 13% 29% 22% 15% 22% 15% 

Reports Internal 30% 53% 40% 41% 43% 17% 43% 17% 
External 28% 42% 42% 29% 34% 20% 32% 21% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
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As elsewhere, native-speaker skills were expected far more with reference to Chinese literacy 
(29-58% for reading; 29-41% for writing) than for English (10-20% for reading; 10-21% for 
writing). 
 
The strengths and weaknesses of staff in Hospitality (employer reports) 
 
The perceptions of employers concerning the weaknesses of their staff on recruitment and 
now are summarized in Table 31. 
 
Table 31. The weaknesses of staff in using languages in Hospitality 
 

                                                                      When recruited            Now 
Chinese Speaking Cantonese 6% 5% 

Speaking Putonghua 21% 18% 
Reading 5% 3% 
Writing 6% 4% 

English Speaking 30% 29% 
Reading 28% 26% 
Writing 28% 27% 

Other languages Speaking 3% 3% 
Reading 3% 2% 
Writing 3% 2% 

 
As may be seen above, the most visible areas of weakness indicated by the table include 
English skills (speaking, reading, writing), and speaking Putonghua. 
 
Current training and future needs (employer reports) 
 
Question 13 of the survey asked employers whether their companies provided language 
training for the staff in Hospitality. What was interesting here was that the responses to this 
question indicated that there was an expressed need for higher levels of internal training (3-
6%) and external training (4-6%) than for some other industry sectors. Question 14 asked 
about what changes employers believed were needed (if any) in government support for 
language training, and here the sector-specific difference was that there was strong support for 
more English (16%). 
 
6.2 Hospitality (employee reports) 
 
A total of 68 respondents replied to the questionnaire which was sent out. Of these, 56% were 
female and 44% male. Of these, 42% were aged 18-29, 22% aged 30-39 and 37% were 40-65 
years old. Of these, 73% were born in Hong Kong, around 20% were born in Mainland China, 
2% were born in other Asian countries. Some 40% of the sample had received tertiary 
education of some kind, and around 27% said that they had lived abroad for an extended 
period. Most of the sample (81%) had worked in the current company for less than 5 years, 
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10% had worked there for 5-9 years and 8% had worked there for 10 or more years. As 
regards ‘usual language’, 97% reported it as Cantonese, 1% English, 0% Putonghua and 1% 
reported other languages. With reference to ‘other languages’, 49% reported English, 53% 
reported Putonghua and 9% reported Cantonese and 9% reported other languages. Table 32 
categories the respondents from Hospitality. 
 
Table 32. Category of employment of employee respondents 
Activity Percentage of sample 
Dealing primarily with business customers 22% 
Dealing primarily with individual customers 28% 
Office/administrative staff 50% 
Other 0% 
Total 100% 
 
The use of languages in the workplace (employee reports) 
 
Tables 33 and 34 present data relating to the use of spoken languages and written languages in 
Hospitality based on employee reports. 
 
Table 33. Often spoken languages in employment (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 89% 6% 8% 6% 
With customers in Mainland China 18% 47% 6% 6% 
With customers elsewhere 22% 4% 30% 10% 
Oral presentations to other staff 88% 19% 11% 3% 
 
Again, comparing with other industry sectors, there are few, if any surprises in Table 33. 
Spoken Cantonese is dominant in Hong Kong (89%), Putonghua in China (47%), and oral 
English elsewhere (30%). 
 
Table 34. Often written languages in employment (employee reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 

Emails 
with 

Customers 59% 57% 32% 33% 7% 4% 
Staff in Hong Kong 60% 57% 28% 26% 7% 4% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

53% 47% 14% 14% 0% 0% 

Staff elsewhere 32% 29% 28% 30% 4% 4% 

Reports 
Internal 65% 62% 29% 27% 4% 4% 
External 47% 39% 33% 31% 4% 4% 
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Table 34 is interesting for a number of reasons. In particular, these results show that – at the 
written level – Chinese appears to be dominant in Hospitality, as these reports indicate that 
Chinese is more widely used than English for both reading and writing purposes (including 
emails and reports). 
 
The importance of languages in Hospitality (employee reports) 
 
The results relating to the perceived importance of various languages in Hospitality are set out 
here in Tables 35 and 36. 
 
Table 35. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employers in Hospitality 
for different purposes (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK 6% 86% 56% 15% 44% 11% 
With customers in Mainland China 19% 50% 48% 33% 33% 9% 
With customers elsewhere 14% 50% 58% 14% 43% 22% 
Oral presentations to other staff 16% 78% 44% 22% 49% 14% 
EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
Again, it appears from Table 35, that the need for native-like performance is most visible in 
relation to spoken communication with Hong Kong customers. Elsewhere, with spoken 
Putonghua and English communication the target norm is evidently ‘effective 
communication’. Conversely, from Table 36, it again appears clear that the greatest 
expectation of NS levels of writing is in the case of reading/writing Chinese. 
 
Table 36. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers in Hospitality 
for different purposes (employee reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 14% 72% 19% 65% 34% 26% 36% 22% 
Staff in 
Hong 
Kong 

11% 73% 16% 68% 40% 21% 39% 19% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

16% 69% 19% 66% 37% 17% 39% 11% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

17% 63% 23% 60% 38% 29% 41% 25% 

Reports 
Internal 10% 74% 15% 70% 38% 22% 40% 17% 
External 17% 69% 23% 63% 32% 30% 34% 23% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
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The strengths and weaknesses of staff in Hospitality (employee reports) 
 
One issue specific to this sector was generally lower reported English competence, where 
19% of respondents stated that they could not understand oral English at all, 12% stated they 
cannot write English at all. Only 6% reported having no problems in writing English. With 
reference to reading skills, 12% stated they  could not read English at all, and only reported 
6% having no problems in reading English. 
 
Training and future needs in the workplace (employee reports) 
 
The survey of employees also yielded data relating to employees’ perceived dissatisfaction 
with their own language skills. Tables 37 and 38 present results relating to levels of 
dissatisfaction with both oral and reading/writing skills in languages. 
 
Table 37. Dissatisfied with current spoken language skills compared to what they need 
(employee reports) 
Type of activity Cantonese Putonghua English 
With customers in HK 6% 27% 46% 
With customers in Mainland China 8% 27% 47% 
With customers elsewhere 14% 35% 46% 
Oral presentations to other staff 4% 23% 41% 
 
As may be seen from Table 37, the highest levels of personal dissatisfaction were expressed 
in relation to spoken English (41-46%), and Putonghua (23-27%). 
 
Table 38. Dissatisfied with current written language skills compared to what they need 
(employee reports) 
  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 

Emails 
With 

Customers 8% 8% 42% 39% 
Staff in Hong Kong 7% 7% 38% 34% 
Staff in Mainland China 3% 6% 38% 33% 
Staff elsewhere 7% 7% 36% 32% 

Reports 
Internal 5% 8% 35% 35% 
External 9% 9% 39% 34% 

 
In the case of reading/writing skills, the highest levels of dissatisfaction were most salient 
with reference to reading English (35-42%), and writing English (32-39%). 
 
With reference to language training, the only sectoral specific difference was that this sector 
did not report any use of not-for-profit Putonghua training, and with reference to future 
language training plans, a significant proportion (7.4%) of employees expressed an interest in 
learning French.  
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7.  Import & Export 
 
7.1 Import & Export (employer reports)  
 
Of the 228 companies responding, 78% of employers identified their businesses as ‘local’ 
companies, compared with 22% who describe themselves as ‘international’ in orientation. 
Respondents reported that, overall, 41% of their staff were ‘managerial’ staff, rather than 
other levels of employees. In addition, employers also noted that, overall, only 3% of their 
staff might be identified as ‘native speakers’ of English, compared with 92% who were native 
speakers of Cantonese. Only 2% of employers reported that their companies had a formal 
language policy for their staff. 
 
The use of languages in the workplace (employer reports) 
 
Employers were asked to describe the language use of their employees at the levels of both 
spoken and written communication, in Cantonese, Putonghua, English, and other languages. 
The results for spoken communication are set out in Table 39 below. Here, the percentages 
are for reports of which languages are ‘often’ spoken in particular settings. 
 
Table 39. Often spoken languages in employment (employer reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 95% 7% 13% 1% 
With customers in Mainland China 13% 63% 3% 0% 
With customers elsewhere 1% 4% 64% 5% 
Oral presentations to other staff 70% 4% 8% 1% 
 
As is seen from Table 39 above, Cantonese is overwhelmingly important in dealing with 
customers in this sector, where 94% employers reported that the language is often used in 
with their local customers, compared with totals of 7% and 13% for Putonghua and English 
respectively. In contrast, ‘other languages’ have only a minor importance. However, when 
dealing with Mainland China, Putonghua is obviously very widely used, with around 63% of 
employers stating that Putonghua is often used for this purpose, compared with 13% for 
Cantonese, and 3% for English. In dealing with customers ‘elsewhere’, English is obviously 
much more important with 64% reporting its frequent use, compared with totals of around 1% 
for Cantonese and 4% for Putonghua. Again, a familiar pattern of language use appears here, 
as locally, in Hong Kong, Cantonese is the default language of choice, while, in Mainland 
China, the major language is Putonghua, and, internationally, English is the language of 
choice for international communication. 
 
In the case of written languages, both written Chinese and written English appear to 
significant roles as written languages of business communication, with some variation 
according to the particular purpose. This is illustrated in Table 40 below. 
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Table 40. Often written languages in Import & Export (employer reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 36% 35% 73% 73% 2% 2% 
Staff in Hong Kong 23% 23% 44% 44% 0% 0% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

35% 35% 10% 10% 1% 1% 

Staff elsewhere 4% 4% 13% 13% 1% 0% 

Reports 
Internal 11% 10% 19% 19% 0% 0% 
External 4% 5% 21% 21% 0% 0% 

 
Interestingly, English is more widely used than Chinese in email communication with 
customers, with staff in Hong Kong, and with staff elsewhere, as well as with internal and 
external reports. For example, these results indicate that around 73% of employers reported 
that English was often used in emails with customers, compared with around 35-36% 
reporting the frequent use of Chinese for email communication, as well as higher levels of the 
use of English versus Chinese in report writing. Again, these findings are significant 
considering previous reports that the use of English in the business sector has declined in 
recent years.  
 
The importance of languages in Import & Export (employer reports) 
 
In addition to questions concerning the use of languages in the workplace, employers were 
also invited to give their responses to questions relating to the relative importance of 
languages. These responses involved judging whether the language proficiency required in a 
particular domain was either ‘limited’, ‘able to communicate effectively’, or ‘native speaker’ 
competence. The results for these questions are set out in Tables 41 and 42 below, where 
responses indicating both ‘able to communicate effectively’ and ‘native speaker’ competence 
are tabulated for comparison. As the results for the category ‘other languages’ were barely 
significant, the tables below focus solely on the three major languages, Cantonese, Putonghua, 
and English. 
 
Table 41. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employer for different 
purposes 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK  2% 98% 79% 11% 84% 11% 
With customers in Mainland 
China 

18% 77% 72% 22% 64% 18% 

With customers elsewhere 16% 47% 55% 18% 78% 16% 
Oral presentations to other 
staff 

3% 97% 57% 22% 61% 26% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
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In Table 41, it can be seen that the highest level of ‘native speaker’ perceptions again pertains 
to Cantonese, rather than Putonghua and English, where, in both cases, ‘effective 
communication’ is seen as a reasonable target level of proficiency. In the case of written 
proficiency, however, there are expectations from many employers that staff should achieve 
native-like reading and writing skills in the Chinese language, as evidenced by Table 42.  
 
Table 42. The level of written language proficiency expected by employer for different 
purposes 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

Emails 
with 

Customers 24% 73% 35% 62% 70% 28% 7% 21% 
Staff in 
Hong Kong 

20% 76% 33% 63% 68% 29% 76% 21% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

32% 66% 40% 58% 67% 22% 67% 19% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

22% 39% 30% 30% 63% 25% 68% 18% 

Reports 
Internal 28% 63% 35% 57% 63% 32% 67% 27% 
External 30% 58% 38% 50% 69% 25% 70% 23% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
 
The strengths and weaknesses of staff in Import & Export (employer reports) 
 
Table 43. The weaknesses of staff in using languages 
 Activity When recruited Now 
Chinese Speaking Cantonese 4% 2% 

Speaking Putonghua 31% 21% 
Reading 3% 2% 
Writing 4% 4% 

English Speaking 27% 21% 
Reading 19% 18% 
Writing 25% 21% 

Other languages Speaking 4% 4% 
Reading 3% 3% 
Writing 3% 3% 

 
Here, as shown by Table 43, the greatest areas of perceived weakness are related to speaking 
Putonghua (21%), and the speaking, reading and writing (21%, 18%, 21%) of English. 
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Current training and future needs in Import & Export (employer reports) 
 
Question 13 of the survey asked employers whether their companies provided language 
training for staff. The results for Import & Export showed no sector-specific differences.  
Finally, in the employer survey, Question 14 asked about what changes employers believed 
were needed (if any) in government support for language training. Here the sector-specific 
difference was a stronger level of support for more English training (16%). 
 
7.2 Import & Export (employee reports) 
 
A total of 166 respondents replied to the questionnaire which was sent out. Of these, 57% 
were female and 43% male. Of these, 29% were aged 18-29, 45% aged 30-39 and 26% were 
40-65 years old. Of these, 85% were born in Hong Kong, around 8% were born in Mainland 
China, 4% were born in other Asian countries, and 2% were from Europe. Some 65% of the 
sample had received tertiary education of some kind, and around 19% said that they had lived 
abroad for an extended period. Around half of the sample (51%) had worked in the current 
company for less than 5 years, 22% had worked there for 5-9 years and 27% had worked there 
for 10 or more years. As regards ‘usual language’, 91% reported this as Cantonese, 8% as 
English, 1% as Putonghua and 1% reported other languages. As regards ‘other languages’, 
69% reported knowing English, 71% reported knowing Putonghua, 5% reported knowing 
Cantonese and 5% reported other languages. Table 44 categorizes the respondents from the 
survey who were drawn from Import & Export. 
 
Table 44. Category of employment among respondents from Import & Export 
Category of employment Percentage of sample 
Dealing primarily with business customers 43% 
Dealing primarily with individual customers 4% 
Office/administrative staff 48% 
Other 5% 
Total 100% 
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The use of languages in the workplace (employee reports) 
 
Tables 45 and 46 present data relating to the use of spoken and written languages in Import & 
Export based on employee reports. 
 
Table 45. Often spoken languages in employment (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 80% 2% 7% 2% 
With customers in Mainland China 13% 52% 4% 4% 
With customers elsewhere 12% 3% 47% 6% 
Oral presentations to other staff 81% 15% 17% 2% 
 
Again, the results here follow a familiar pattern. The most frequently used spoken language in 
Hong Kong is Cantonese, the most commonly-used language in Mainland China is 
Putonghua, and elsewhere – internationally – the default language is English. 
 
Table 46. Often written languages in employment (employee reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 

Emails 
with 

Customers 31% 28% 80% 80% 1% 1% 
Staff in Hong Kong 36% 35% 68% 69% 1% 1% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

62% 57% 31% 34% 2% 1% 

Staff elsewhere 13% 15% 65% 64% 3% 1% 

Reports 
Internal 23% 24% 67% 68% 1% 1% 
External 18% 18% 68% 68% 1% 1% 

 
Interestingly, Import & Export is yet another industry sector where the use of written English 
for emails in Hong Kong and communicating with colleagues in Hong Kong is significantly 
greater than the use of Chinese, as shown by the results in Table 46 above. 
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The importance of languages in the workplace (employee reports) 
The results to questions regarding the perceived importance of various languages in Import & 
Export are set out in Tables 47 and 48. 
 
Table 47. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK 8% 88% 53% 13% 55% 16% 
With customers in Mainland China 36% 45% 61% 30% 51% 8% 
With customers elsewhere 22% 40% 50% 10% 61% 17% 
Oral presentations to other staff 14% 80% 56% 14% 65% 13% 
EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
Here, in Table 47 above, it is clear that the greatest perceived need for native-like abilities in 
language apply most directly to Cantonese, where 88% of employers expect this of staff 
charged with dealing with Hong Kong customers, and 80% expect this of staff making spoken 
presentations. Otherwise, in most contexts where communication in Putonghua or English is 
required, it is generally held that ‘effective communication’ skills represent a reasonable 
target of proficiency. 
 
Table 48. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes (employee reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

Emails 
with 

Customers 27% 59% 30% 55% 66% 26% 68% 23% 
Staff in 
Hong Kong 

27% 68% 30% 65% 73% 19% 73% 17% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

20% 75% 23% 72% 65% 15% 66% 14% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

22% 51% 26% 49% 66% 24% 67% 21% 

Reports 
Internal 29% 62% 31% 60% 68% 21% 68% 19% 
External 25% 55% 29% 52% 66% 22% 66% 20% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
With reference to written skills, again (as in other industry sectors) there was a greater 
expectation of native-like levels of literacy in Chinese rather than English (see Table 48 
above). With reference to employees’ strengths and weaknesses in languages, there were no 
issues specific to this industry sector that were visible in our data. 
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Training and future needs in Import & Export (employee reports) 
 
The survey of Import & Export employees also provided data relating to the employees’ own 
dissatisfaction with their own language skills. The results for questions of this kind referring 
to spoken and written skills are set out in Tables 49 and 50. 
 
Table 49. Dissatisfaction with current spoken language skills in Import & Export 
(employee reports) 
Activity (spoken) Cantonese Putonghua English 
With customers in HK 3% 20% 22% 
With customers in Mainland China 6% 17% 25% 
With customers elsewhere 11% 19% 25% 
Oral presentations to other staff 3% 26% 24% 
 
From Table 49, it is evident that the highest levels of dissatisfaction are felt regarding English 
skills (as noted by 22-25% of respondents) and Putonghua abilities (17-26%). 
 
Table 50. Dissatisfaction with current written language skills in Import & Export 
(employee reports) 
  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 

Emails 
with 

Customers  6% 8% 8% 13% 
Staff in Hong Kong 6% 5% 8% 11% 
Staff in Mainland China 4% 6% 12% 16% 
Staff elsewhere 9% 8% 9% 13% 

Reports 
Internal 7% 8% 11% 17% 
External 6% 9% 10% 15% 

 
From Table 50, it can be seen that only a relatively small proportion of the sample for this 
sector felt dissatisfied with their skills in reading/writing Chinese (6-9%) and English (11-
17%). With regard to language training, there were no specific sectoral differences for this 
sector. 
 
8. Transport & Logistics 
 
8.1 Transport & Logistics (employer reports) 
 
Of the 839 companies from Transport & Logistics who responded to the survey, 69% of 
employers identified their businesses as ‘local’ companies, compared with 31% who describe 
themselves as ‘international’ in orientation. Respondents reported that, overall, 26% of their 
staff were ‘managerial’ staff, rather than other levels of employees. In addition, employers 
also noted that, overall, only 2% of their staff might be identified as ‘native speakers’ of 
English, compared with 94% who were native speakers of Cantonese. Only 2% of employers 
reported that their companies had a formal language policy for their staff. 
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Language use in Transport & Logistics (employer reports) 
 
Again, one particular question (Question 9) in the survey asked employers to describe the 
language use of their employees at the levels of both spoken and written communication, in 
Cantonese, Putonghua, English, and other languages. The results for spoken communication 
are set out in Table 51 below, where the percentage use of individual languages is recorded. 
Here it should be noted that the percentages are for reports of which languages are ‘often’ 
spoken in particular settings. 
 
Table 51. Frequently spoken languages in Transport & Logistics (employer reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 96% 9% 7% 0% 
With customers in Mainland China 11% 72% 2% 0% 
With customers elsewhere 3% 7% 52% 3% 
Oral presentations to other staff 71% 5% 6% 1% 
 
As may be seen from Table 51 above, Cantonese is overwhelmingly important in dealing with 
customers in Hong Kong, where around 96% employers reported that the language is often 
used in with their local customers, compared with totals of 9% and 7% for Putonghua and 
English respectively. When dealing with Mainland China, however, Putonghua is obviously 
very widely used, with around 72% of employers stating that Putonghua is often used for this 
purpose, compared with 11% reporting that Cantonese is often used, compared with 2% for 
English. In dealing with customers ‘elsewhere’, English has much greater currency, with 
some 52% reporting its frequent use, compared with totals of around 3% for Cantonese and 
7% for Putonghua.  
 
In the case of written languages, a more complicated pattern emerges; where both written 
Chinese and written English appear to play important roles as written languages of business 
communication, as illustrated in Table 52. 
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Table 52. Frequently written languages in Transport & Logistics (employer reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 

Emails 
with 

Customers 30% 30% 63% 63% 1% 1% 
Staff in Hong Kong 32% 31% 48% 48% 0% 0% 
Staff in Mainland China 30% 30% 20% 20% 0% 0% 
Staff elsewhere 4% 4% 24% 25% 0% 0% 

Reports 
Internal 21% 21% 37% 38% 1% 1% 
External 10% 13% 39% 39% 0% 1% 

 
As we can see from Table 52 above, overall, English is more widely used than Chinese in 
email communication with customers, and with staff in Hong Kong, and elsewhere, as well as 
with internal and external reports. For example, these results indicate that around 63% of 
employers reported that English was often used in emails with customers, compared with 
around 30% reporting a similar frequency of use of Chinese for email communication. Similar 
patterns of use emerge for emails with staff in Hong Kong and staff elsewhere, with 48% of 
employers noting that English is often used for emails with Hong Kong staff, and 25% for 
‘elsewhere’.  
 
The importance of languages in Transport & Logistics (employer reports) 
 
In addition to questions concerning the use of languages in the workplace, employers were 
also invited to give their responses to questions relating to the relative importance of 
Cantonese, Putonghua, English, and other languages for a range of communicative purposes 
at both the spoken and written level. These responses involved respondents reporting whether 
the language proficiency required in a particular domain was either ‘limited’, ‘able to 
communicate effectively’, or ‘native speaker’ competence. The results for these questions in 
relation to Transport & Logistics are set out in Tables 53 and 54 below, where responses 
indicating both ‘able to communicate effectively’ and ‘native speaker’ competence are 
tabulated for comparison.  
 
Table 53. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Transport & Logistics (employer reports) 
Activity Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK  3% 96% 69% 9% 64% 11% 
With customers in 
Mainland China 

12% 72% 68% 23% 51% 13% 

With customers elsewhere 5% 43% 52% 17% 68% 16% 
Oral presentations to other 
staff 

5% 93% 49% 15% 54% 11% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
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As elsewhere in the survey, the major expectation for native-like proficiency was in the use of 
Cantonese (43-96%, depending on the activity), whereas, for activities involving Putonghua 
and English ‘effective communication’ was generally the preferred target. 
 
Table 54. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Transport & Logistics  (employer reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

Emails 
with 

Customers 33% 63% 45% 51% 66% 27% 70% 23% 
Staff in 
Hong Kong 

27% 64% 34% 58% 63% 30% 67% 25% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

27% 64% 34% 57% 58% 24% 59% 22% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

22% 26% 23% 24% 50% 30% 53% 27% 

Reports 
Internal 29% 56% 35% 49% 60% 29% 64% 24% 
External 28% 48% 30% 45% 61% 28% 62% 26% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
Generally, expectations of native-like competence were much higher for Chinese 
reading/writing skills (26-64%), than for English literacy (22-30%). Otherwise, for English, 
generally ‘effective communication’ was seen as a far more reasonable norm. 
 
The strengths and weaknesses of staff in using languages in Transport & Logistics 
(employer reports) 
 
The results for employers relating to the perceived weaknesses of staff in this industry sector 
are set out in Table 55. Here, one can note that the greatest perceived weaknesses are found in 
relation to English skills (35-41%) and speaking Putonghua (31%). 
 
Table 55. The weaknesses of staff in using languages 
  When recruited Now 
Chinese Speaking Cantonese 9% 8% 

Speaking Putonghua 42% 31% 
Reading 7% 9% 
Writing 9% 8% 

English Speaking 45% 41% 
Reading 33% 31% 
Writing 36% 35% 

Other languages Speaking 2% 2% 
Reading 2% 2% 
Writing 2% 2% 
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Current training and future needs in Transport & Logistics (employer reports) 
 
Question 13 of the survey asked employers whether their companies provided language 
training for staff, although here the responses of employers showed no sector-specific 
differences of any note. Question 14 asked about what changes employers believed were 
needed (if any) in government support for language training, and here the sector-specific 
difference was strong support for more English language training (14%). 
 
8.2 Transport & Logistics (employee reports) 
 
A total of 243 respondents replied to the questionnaire which was sent out. Of these, 46% 
were female and 54% male. Of these, 34% were aged 18-29, 34% aged 30-39 and 32% were 
40-65 years old. Of these, 81% were born in Hong Kong, around 11% were born in Mainland 
China, 5% were born in other Asian countries, 1% were from Europe. Some 54% of the 
sample had received tertiary education of some kind, and around 18% said that they had lived 
abroad for an extended period. More than a third of the sample (39%) had worked in the 
current company for less than 5 years, 25% had worked there for 5-9 years and 36% had 
worked there for 10 or more years. With reference to ‘usual language’, 97% reported this as 
Cantonese, 8% as English, 9% as Putonghua, with 1% reporting other languages. With 
reference to knowledge of ‘other languages’, 61% reported knowing English, 56% reported 
knowing Putonghua, 9% reported knowing Cantonese, and 4% reported other languages. 
 
Category of employment of employee respondents in Transport & Logistics 
 
Table 56. Category of employment 
Activity Percentage of sample 
Dealing primarily with business customers 25% 
Dealing primarily with individual customers 10% 
Office/administrative staff 51% 
Other 14% 
Total 100% 
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Language use in Transport & Logistics (employee reports) 
 
The employee reports on language use in Transport & Logistics are set out in Table 57, which 
presents data on the languages spoken in this sector. 
 
Table 57. Use of spoken languages in Transport & Logistics (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 86% 7% 11% 4% 
With customers in Mainland China 9% 57% 5% 2% 
With customers elsewhere 15% 5% 42% 6% 
Oral presentations to other staff 77% 14% 16% 3% 
 
Again a familiar pattern emerges here, with Cantonese dominant in the Hong Kong context, 
Putonghua dominant in Mainland China, and English the default medium for international 
communication, as Table 57 illustrates. 
 
Table 58. Often written languages in employment (employee reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 29% 26% 64% 63% 4% 4% 
Staff in Hong Kong 32% 30% 64% 63% 3% 3% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

26% 25% 52% 53% 2% 2% 

Staff elsewhere 23% 26% 65% 61% 5% 5% 
Reports Internal 29% 30% 59% 58% 2% 3% 

External 16% 16% 62% 60% 5% 24% 
 
The results presented in Table 58 show that both written Chinese and written English play a 
key role in workplace, but again, overall, English is visibly more utilized than Chinese for 
emails to customers and colleagues in Hong Kong, staff elsewhere, and for writing reports. 
 
The importance of languages in Transport & Logistics (employee reports) 
 
Table 59. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Transport & Logistics (employee reports) 
Activity Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK 6% 92% 53% 16% 58% 12% 
With customers in Mainland China 30% 46% 59% 26% 54% 9% 
With customers elsewhere 19% 50% 47% 17% 57% 18% 
Oral presentations to other staff 14% 77% 49% 19% 63% 12% 
EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
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As can be seen from Table 59, at the spoken level, the highest expectations in spoken 
performance pertain most visibly to the use of Cantonese with customers in Hong Kong (with 
an NS expectation from 92% of employers). Elsewhere, when communicating in Putonghua 
and English, the perceived expectation is that employees meet the need for ‘effective 
communication’. 
 
Table 60. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Transport & Logistics (employee reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

Emails 
with 

Customers 22% 71% 27% 63% 66% 23% 63% 23% 
Staff in 
Hong 
Kong 

21% 70% 25% 64% 65% 22% 63% 22% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

25% 59% 31% 51% 67% 20% 63% 21% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

23% 61% 28% 57% 68% 21% 63% 22% 

Reports 
Internal 21% 64% 27% 58% 66% 19% 62% 21% 
External 23% 58% 28% 50% 61% 21% 58% 21% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
With reference to the strengths and weaknesses of staff in Transport & Logistics (employee 
reports), there were no issues specific to this industry sector that emerged from our data. 
 
Training and future needs in the workplace (employee reports) 
 
Question 12 of the employee questionnaire again provided data concerning the dissatisfaction 
of employees with their own language skills, with reference to particular activities. The 
results for spoken and written activities are set out in Tables 61 and 62. 
 
Table 61. Dissatisfaction with current spoken language skills in Transport & Logistics 
(employee reports) 
Activity Cantonese Putonghua English 
With customers in HK 4% 19% 25% 
With customers in Mainland China 9% 20% 26% 
With customers elsewhere 12% 23% 29% 
Oral presentations to other staff 3% 17% 18% 
 
As may be seen from Table 61, at the spoken level, the greatest dissatisfaction was expressed 
with reference to English skills (18-26%) and Putonghua (17-23%). In the case of written 
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skills, most dissatisfaction was expressed concerning writing English (16-22%) as shown by 
Table 62. 
 
Table 62. Dissatisfaction with written language skills in Transport & Logistics 
(employee reports) 
  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 4% 6% 12% 16% 
Staff in Hong Kong 4% 6% 12% 17% 
Staff in Mainland China 7% 10% 14% 19% 
Staff elsewhere 7% 9% 14% 21% 

Reports Internal 6% 8% 15% 21% 
External 8% 13% 14% 22% 

 
With reference to language training, there were no specific sectoral differences for this 
industry sector. 
 
9. Retail 
 
9.1 Retail (employer reports) 
 
Of the 658 companies surveyed, 91% of employers identified their businesses as ‘local’ 
companies, compared with 9% who describe themselves as ‘international’ in orientation. 
Respondents reported that, overall, 39% of their staff were ‘managerial’ staff, rather than 
other levels of employees. In addition, employers also noted that, overall, only 1% of their 
staff might be identified as ‘native speakers’ of English, compared with 98% who were native 
speakers of Cantonese. Only 2% of employers reported that their companies had a formal 
language policy for their staff. 
 
The use of languages in the workplace (employer reports) 
 
A number of items asked employers about the language use of employees in their companies, 
notably conflated into one question (Question 9) of the survey, which concerned both spoken 
and written communication, in Cantonese, Putonghua, English, and other languages. The 
results for this question are set out in Tables 63 and 64 below. 
 
Table 63. Use of spoken languages in Retail (employer reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 99% 11% 7% 1% 
With customers in Mainland China 13% 54% 1% 0% 
With customers elsewhere 6% 3% 36% 1% 
Oral presentations to other staff 72% 1% 2% 0% 
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As may be seen from Table 63 above, Cantonese is regarded by employers as 
overwhelmingly important when dealing with customers in Hong Kong, where around 99% 
employers report that the language is often used in with their local customers, compared with 
totals of 11% and 7% for Putonghua and English respectively. When dealing with Mainland 
China, Putonghua is obviously dominant, with around 54% of employers stating that 
Putonghua is often used for this purpose, compared with 13% reporting that Cantonese is 
often used, and only 1% noting the frequent use of English. In dealing with customers 
‘elsewhere’, English has much greater currency, with some 36% reporting its frequent use, 
compared with totals of around 5-6% for Cantonese and Putonghua.  
 
In the case of written languages, both written Chinese and written English appear to play 
important roles as written languages of business communication, with variations according to 
place and context of use, as illustrated in Table 64 below. 
 
Table 64. Often written languages in employment (employer reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 17% 17% 21% 21% 1% 1% 
Staff in Hong Kong 14% 14% 11% 11% 0% 0% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

7% 7% 1% 1% 0% 0% 

Staff elsewhere 1% 1% 3% 3% 0% 0% 
Reports Internal 11% 11% 7% 7% 0% 0% 

External 2% 2% 5% 5% 0% 0% 
 
As we may be seen in Table 64 above, overall, English is somewhat more frequently used in 
emails with customers (21% versus 17%), but in Retail the use of written Chinese supersedes 
English in a number of other domains, including email communications with staff and written 
reports.  
 
The importance of languages in the workplace (employer reports) 
 
In addition to questions concerning the use of languages in the workplace, employers were 
also invited to give their responses to questions relating to the relative importance of 
languages. Accordingly, they were asked to give their responses to the relative importance of 
Cantonese, Putonghua, English, and other languages for a range of communicative purposes 
at both the spoken and written level. These responses involved judging whether the language 
proficiency required in a particular domain was either ‘limited’, ‘able to communicate 
effectively’, or ‘native speaker’ competence. The results for these questions are set out in 
Tables 65 and 66 below, where responses indicating both ‘able to communicate effectively’ 
and ‘native speaker’ competence are tabulated for comparison. The results for ‘other 
languages’ as a category were barely significant, and the tables below focus solely on the 
three major languages of Hong Kong, i.e. Cantonese, Putonghua, and English. 
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Table 65. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employer for different 
purposes in Retail 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK  1% 99% 69% 9% 73% 7% 
With customers in 
Mainland China 

5% 94% 70% 2% 54% 19% 

With customers elsewhere 6% 80% 62% 22% 66% 11% 
Oral presentations to other 
staff 

2% 97% 33% 33% 57% 17% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
Again, as elsewhere in the survey, the most obvious demand for native-speaker spoken 
proficiency related to spoken Cantonese, as shown in Table 66. Otherwise, the expectation 
was that employees should generally aim at ‘effective communication’ in Putonghua and 
English. 
 
Table 66. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Retail 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

Emails 
with 

Customers 44% 55% 50% 48% 74% 19% 74% 18% 
Staff in 
Hong 
Kong 

39% 59% 42% 55% 70% 19% 70% 18% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

30% 61% 28% 59% 67% 22% 67% 19% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

13% 38% 12% 38% 60% 17% 57% 13% 

Reports 
Internal 27% 68% 34% 62% 64% 25% 63% 23% 
External 14% 69% 21% 62% 30% 33% 52% 31% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
With regard to spoken skills, there is evidence in Table 67 that employers largely expected 
employees to have higher-level literacy skills (at NS level) in Chinese (38-69%) rather than 
English (13-33%), as shown in Table 67. 
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The strengths and weaknesses of staff in using languages (employer reports) 
 
Table 67 presents data related to employers’ perceptions of their subordinates’ weaknesses in 
using languages with reference to English and Chinese.  
 
Table 67. The weaknesses of staff in using languages 

Activity When recruited Now 
Chinese Speaking Cantonese 3% 2% 

Speaking Putonghua 20% 12% 
Reading 2% 1% 
Writing 2% 2% 

English Speaking 18% 14% 
Reading 12% 11% 
Writing 14% 13% 

 
Here, as noted in Table 68, the greatest current perceived weaknesses concerned English 
language skills (11-14%), and speaking Putonghua (12%). 
 
Current training and future needs (employer reports) 
 
Question 13 of the survey asked employers whether their companies provided language 
training for staff. The results for Retail showed that this industry sector had generally more 
internal (5-6%) and external (4-5%) training for employees than the other industry sectors 
surveyed. Question 14 asked about what changes employers believed were needed (if any) in 
government support for language training, and here the sector-specific difference was that 
there was less support for more Putonghua (6%) than in the other industry sectors overall. 
 
9.2 Retail (employee reports) 
 
A total of 61 respondents from Retail replied to the questionnaire that was sent out. Of these, 
63% were female and 37% male. Of these, 45% were aged 18-29, 36% aged 30-39 and 19% 
were 40-65 years old. Of these, 74% were born in Hong Kong, around 23% were born in 
Mainland China, 2% were born in other Asian countries. Some 59% of the sample had 
received tertiary education of some kind, and around 18% said that they had lived abroad for 
an extended period. More than half of the sample (61%) had worked in the current company 
for less than 5 years, 15% had worked there for 5-9 years and 24% had worked there for 10 or 
more years. As regards usual language, 97% reported this as Cantonese, 8% as English, 13% 
as Putonghua. As regards knowledge of ‘other languages’, 61% reported knowing English, 
64% reported knowing Putonghua, while 13% reported Cantonese, and 2% reported other 
languages. 
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Category of employment of employee respondents 
 
Table 68. Category of employment of employees from Retail 
Activity Percentage of sample 
Dealing primarily with business customers 8% 
Dealing primarily with individual customers 47% 
Office/administrative staff 41% 
Other 3% 
Total 100% 
 
The use of languages in Retail (employee reports) 
 
As elsewhere, the survey provided a good deal of data on the use of spoken and written 
language in this industry sector, as illustrated by Tables 69 and 70. 
 
Table 69. Often spoken languages in employment (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English Other 

languages 
With customers in HK 92% 13% 2% 0% 
With customers in Mainland China 23% 53% 2% 0% 
With customers elsewhere 30% 15% 30% 0% 
Oral presentations to other staff 88% 13% 9% 0% 
 
Table 69 follows the pattern for spoken language found elsewhere in the survey, with 
Cantonese dominant in Hong Kong, Putonghua in Mainland China, and English for 
international communication. 
 
Table 70. Often written languages in employment (employee reports) 
  Chinese English Other languages 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 40% 40% 30% 29% 0% 0% 
Staff in Hong Kong 47% 48% 33% 28% 0% 0% 
Staff in Mainland 
China 

58% 56% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Staff elsewhere 26% 27% 26% 24% 0% 0% 

Reports 
Internal 40% 42% 37% 33% 0% 0% 
External 22% 26% 36% 31% 0% 0% 

 
As shown by Table 70, there is a somewhat greater use of written Chinese in this sector than a 
number of others, with more Chinese used for emails to customers and staff in Hong Kong, 
and written reports than English. 
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The importance of languages in Retail (employee reports) 
 
As elsewhere, the survey questions also yielded data on the perceived levels of proficiency 
expected by the employees’ companies. Table 71 again indicates that ‘native speaker’ skills 
were largely only in demand in the case of spoken Cantonese. Otherwise the ability to meet 
the needs of ‘effective communication’ in Putonghua and English was considered sufficient. 
 
Table 71. The level of spoken language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Retail (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
 EC NS EC NS EC NS 
With customers in HK 14% 84% 70% 9% 62% 6% 
With customers in Mainland China 39% 48% 65% 23% 38% 7% 
With customers elsewhere 32% 41% 44% 13% 49% 13% 
Oral presentations to other staff 15% 81% 38% 24% 48% 10% 
EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
Table 72 displays comparable results relating to the written language. Here, it is clear that 
there are significantly higher demands for native-like performance in written Chinese than in 
English, where ‘effective communication’ serves as the target norm. 
 
Table 72. The level of written language proficiency expected by employers for different 
purposes in Retail (employee reports) 

  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
  EC NS EC NS EC NS EC NS 

Emails 
with 

Customers 15% 80% 18% 78% 61% 17% 49% 21% 
Staff in 
Hong Kong 

18% 82% 20% 76% 57% 16% 55% 16% 

Staff in 
Mainland 
China 

19% 73% 16% 71% 52% 0% 47% 3% 

Staff 
elsewhere 

31% 50% 25% 50% 42% 15% 36% 15% 

Reports 
Internal 18% 82% 22% 73% 50% 18% 43% 20% 
External 27% 70% 22% 70% 47% 18% 42% 24% 

EC = Effective communication, NS = Native speaker 
 
Language strengths and weaknesses in Retail (employee reports) 
 
The only issues specific to this sector were that no employees stated that they did not speak 
Cantonese at all and as many as 30% of employees stated that they had no problems writing 
English. 
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Training and future needs in Retail (employee reports) 
 
With reference to the dissatisfaction of employees with their own spoken language 
performance, most dissatisfaction was expressed with reference to English (33-38%), and 
Putonghua (22-26%). 
 
Table 73. Dissatisfaction with current spoken language skills compared to perceived 
need in Retail (employee reports) 
 Cantonese Putonghua English 
With customers in HK 2% 23% 33% 
With customers in Mainland China 7% 23% 35% 
With customers elsewhere 11% 26% 34% 
Oral presentations to other staff 6% 22% 38% 
 
At the written level, the greatest dissatisfaction among Retail employees was reported 
concerning English literacy skills (21-31%), compared with much smaller percentages for 
written Chinese (3-12%).  
 
Table 74. Dissatisfaction with current written language skills compared to perceived 
need in Retail (employee reports) 
  Chinese English 
  Reading Writing Reading Writing 
 
Emails 
with 

Customers 3% 5% 21% 23% 
Staff in Hong Kong 5% 7% 22% 29% 
Staff in Mainland China 6% 6% 21% 31% 
Staff elsewhere 12% 11% 23% 29% 

Reports Internal 5% 7% 23% 27% 
External 6% 9% 25% 32% 

 
With reference to the perceived need for language training for Retail, there were no specific 
sectoral differences that were apparent in the data.  
 
 
10. Summary of key results for language use in the workplace across industry sectors 
 
Figures 15-21 below provide a visual summary of some of the most important survey results 
relating to the use of languages, expected proficiency levels in language abilities, and 
perceived weaknesses in the knowledge and use of languages in the workplace, across all five 
industry sectors investigated.  
 
Figure 15 sets out the results for literacy practices in the workplace relating to the reading of 
Chinese documents and the written production of communications and documents in the 
Chinese language in the workplace. From this we can see that one salient result is that around 
35% of employers in the Import & Export sector report frequent reading/writing of Chinese in 



 57 

customer emails and to staff in Mainland China. Reports from the Transport & Logistics 
sector indicate that around 30% of employers report the use of reading/writing Chinese in 
customer emails, emails to/from Hong Kong staff, and with staff in Mainland China. In all 
other industry sectors, smaller totals are reported for similar communications in Chinese, 
although it should also be noted that sectors such as Hospitality and Retail report lower levels 
of reading/writing activity overall.  
  

 
 

  
In contrast, the totals for reading/writing in the English language are significantly very much 
higher (than Chinese) in such sectors as Import & Export, Transport & Logistics, and Banking 
& Finance, where the total percentage of employers reporting frequent use of English in such 
settings ranges from almost 40% to around 70%, as illustrated by Figure 16. 
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Figures 17 and 18, on the next two pages, illustrate very clearly the expectations of employers 
towards literacy in Chinese versus literacy in English. As we can see from Figure 17, and as 
was mentioned earlier in this report, employers highly value native-like proficiency in written 
Chinese in activities such as customer emails, staff emails, internal reports, and external 
reports, notwithstanding some variation across industry sectors. In stark contrast, a ‘native 
speaker’ proficiency in written English is not generally seen as a major requirement (or 
‘expectation’) by the vast majority of employers, who instead are much more concerned with 
the ability of their staff to ‘communicate effectively’. Thus we can conclude that in the 
workplace (across the industry sectors so far surveyed) there are much higher expectations of 
a native-like ability in written Chinese than in written English, where the major requirement 
or expectation is for ‘effective communication’.  
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Figures 19-21 illustrate the results for ‘perceived weaknesses’ of employees, 
according to employers’ reports, across the five industry sectors. As can be seen from 
Figure 19 below, the greatest concerns about Putonghua spoken proficiency were 
reported by the Transport & Logistics sector, with over 30% of employers 
commenting on the weakness of their staff in spoken Putonghua at present. Smaller 
totals, ranging from 10-20% were also reported in the other four industry sectors.  
 

 
 
 In the case of employers’ reports on their staff’s weakness in English, again the 
greatest concern was expressed in the Transport & Logistics sector, where around 
40% of employers report that at present their employees’ proficiency in English was 
below their expectation. Smaller totals were also reported (ranked according to 
descending totals) in the Hospitality, Import & Export, Retail, and Banking & Finance 
sectors. Interestingly, the Banking & Finance sector employers registered the lowest 
levels of concern with regard to spoken English, with a total of 14% of employers 
reporting weakness in English at present.  
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With reference to the written language, a similar pattern of concern emerges from the 
data, with the highest totals in the Logistics sector, and the lowest in Banking.  
 

 
 
 
 
11. Summary of interviews and focus-group discussions 
 
As mentioned earlier in this report, in addition to questionnaire-based survey research, 
this study also utilized qualitative methodology, through interviews and focus-group 
discussions, mainly with employers and human resources staff in the five industry 
sectors surveyed. The results of these interviews and focus-group discussions are set 
out in this section in summary form.  
 
11.1 Interviews and focus-group discussions in the Transport & Logistics Sector 
 
Interviews 
In the initial stages of research, a number of interviews were carried out with 
employers and a number of staff in the Transport & Logistics sector. The interviewees 
included the Head of the Personnel Department of a local airline, a Senior Manager in 
a mini-storage company, the CEO of a supply-chain company, the Training and 
Development Manager of a sea transportation service, as well as with lower level staff 
such as receptionists and administrative support staff. Although such interviews 
typically produced anecdotal accounts from managers and staff, such interviews did 
provide insight into the workplace use of languages in this sector, and were used in 
order to improve and refine the questionnaire, which was later sent to the four other 
industry sectors.  
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Airline personnel officer 
This person was employed by a small local airline with around 60 local staff, 2 
Europeans, 2 Asians and 40 local cabin crew. His unit was mainly concerned with air 
cargo operations. Interestingly, he reported a pattern of language use in the air cargo 
company that was broadly emblematic of the later survey results themselves, that is 
that spoken Cantonese and Putonghua were both used on a regular basis with local 
staff and Chinese customers, and English was used for ‘international’ communication. 
He also reported that the main written language of record was English. Other 
comments included mention of the fact that there were few problems with written 
English, and that the company was not very concerned about grammatical errors. He 
also reported that no in-company training was offered as the company only hired 
people who were sufficiently proficient in English and/or Putonghua.  
 
The manager of a mini-storage company 
This company was managed by a western manager and employed about 11 local staff, 
and its business provided self-storage facilities for both individuals and small 
businesses in Hong Kong. The main spoken languages used in the office were 
reported as English (70%), Cantonese (20%) and Putonghua (10%). English 
communication was considered vital, because the manager was western, and could 
only communicate with his staff in English. Employees were vetted for English skills 
in the interview, and the company did not offer any internal training programmes in 
language skills. Again, the manager reported that the company did not think that 
minor grammatical errors in written or oral English were a problem. The manager 
expressed the view that employees were responsible themselves for improving their 
communication skills, and that this was not the job of the company. However, she 
also added that it might be desirable for the government to provide some support for 
workplace communication skills.     
  
In addition to the interview with the manager, discussions were also carried out with 
two receptionists in the same company. These reported that the working languages of 
the company were both English and Chinese, with a dominance of spoken English and 
written English. Both of them claimed that their English proficiency level was high 
enough in their workplace, in both oral and written skills, because all customers’ 
questions were similar, and they were used to routinely using English in email 
communication. They also claimed that Putonghua was not a problem for either of 
them, and that their secondary school Putonghua classes were an adequate preparation 
for the use of the language in the workplace. Both employees expressed the desire to 
improve their language skills (particularly in English), if suitable classes were 
available for them. 
 
The head of a supply-chain company 
This company was involved in the merchandising of products for distribution in its 
own stores. It employed a total of 830 staff. 670 staff worked in Hong Kong in 34 
shops, a head office, and a warehouse. 60 staff were employed in 3 shops, an office 
and a warehouse in Guangzhou, and 100 staff were employed in a back office in 
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Shenzhen. The languages used varied somewhat across these three locations. In the 
Hong Kong office, written English was used for emails, memos and minutes inside 
office and communication with Hong Kong partners, but oral Cantonese and 
Putonghua was used with customers and staff, and written Chinese for memos to 
Retail staff. Many reports are first written in English and then translated into Chinese. 
Generally there was the expectation that office staff should be able to read and write 
well in English, have good speaking abilities in Chinese, and be able to read both 
simplified and traditional Chinese texts.  
 
In the Hong Kong office, no westerners were employed, and as a result staff normally 
spoke Cantonese and wrote in English. Staff reported having a high enough 
proficiency in Putonghua to be able to communicate with Mainland colleagues or 
customers. Training in Putonghua was provided by the company through weekly 
language courses. These were typically arranged one-on-one for the CEO, in small 
groups for managers and junior staff. The motivation for this was that the company 
was currently targeting Mainland China in order to expand their business.  
 
Training and development manager in a local ferry company 
The company in question provides an extensive sea transportation service linking 
Hong Kong, Macau, Shenzhen and Shekou. The working languages of the company 
are English and Chinese, with ‘simple English’ used in email communication, and 
Cantonese, English, and Putonghua for spoken communication. It was reported that 
all announcements on the ferry were made in Cantonese and English, and, to an 
increasing extent, in Putonghua, because of increasing numbers of tourists from 
Mainland China. It was reported that the company provided an in-house training 
course for staff if their language skills were found to be weak, but such skills were not 
considered the major priority when employing new staff, as other qualities such as 
their attitude to work were considered as equally or more important. English was the 
default language for written emails and simple reports in the company. The company 
was not greatly concerned about grammatical errors in the written English, because 
the documents were only for internal use. It was reported that experienced staff made 
it a practice to teach the new employees how to communicate with customers.  
 
The ferry company did pay some attention to in-house training, and had prepared its 
own training material including audio tapes, case studies and other materials for both 
English and Putonghua.  The language skills of staff were reviewed every six months 
by department and section heads, and those staff who had good language skills taught 
other staff within their sections. This company brought in outside teachers on a 
regular basis to provide language training courses for their employees. The Training 
and Development Manager commented that English was very important in the 
workplace, and suggested that the government might provide tailor-made training 
courses to assist particular sectors of the economy.   
 
In addition, three staff in the company were also interviewed. They reported that 
English was the main language of email communication, and that in addition to 
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spoken English, Cantonese and Putonghua, spoken Japanese and Korean were also 
used to some extent. One of the staff reported attending an English course which was 
organised by the Hong Kong Federation of Trade Unions, and he added that he was 
willing to attend more language courses if suitable courses were available. Another 
employee had taken Japanese and Putonghua classes in the past, and expressed the 
desire to learn French. The third member of staff interviewed reported that he had not 
participated in any training course other than those organised by the company but 
commented that his language skills largely improved through on-the-job 
communication with passengers.   
 
Focus-group discussion in the Transport & Logistics Sector 
In addition to individual interviews, a focus-group discussion was also held with 
managers from the Transport & Logistics sector. The shared sentiment was that both 
English and Chinese skills were important in the Logistics industry. Two general 
comments were that (i) older staff were generally stronger in English but weaker in 
Putonghua compared with their younger colleagues; and (ii) the English and 
proficiency levels of university-educated staff was higher than other colleagues. Only 
a few companies provided internal training in language skills, but sponsorship was 
often offered by companies to their staff in order to participate in external training 
programmes. There was general agreement that the government might play a role in 
enhancing the language abilities of employees, but that the private sector also had a 
role to play here.  
 
11.2 The focus-group discussion for the Banking & Finance Sector 
 
The focus group for the Banking & Finance sector consisted of five male and three 
female participants, who were working in the finance industry and were responsible 
for recruitment and personnel matters in their companies. Participant A worked for a 
local finance company that was a subsidiary of a bank, and was expanding its 
business in Mainland China. The company had about 20 employees working in the 
back office, who were Cantonese speakers, as well as about 80 employees who were 
responsible for dealing with clients. Due to the company’s expansion in the Mainland, 
the use of Putonghua by back office staff has been growing. Participant B worked for 
a Hong Kong-based corporate finance company, whose owner was Hong Kong 
Chinese. Most employees spoke Cantonese and Putonghua. In this company, English 
was used for formal writing but employees rarely used spoken English.  
 
Participant C was from a global general insurance company that had ten to twenty 
frontline employees, who were Cantonese speakers who spoke Putonghua when 
communicating with Mainland clients. The company had around 5 employees 
working in their back office, where English was the default written language. 
Participant D worked in a Chinese company that had 100-150 employees. Its owner 
was from Mainland China, while most of the management were from Hong Kong. All 
employees were required to speak Putonghua, and Chinese was normally used for 
written communication. Written and spoken English was used to communicate with 
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European and American clients, but this was not particularly frequent. Participant E 
worked in a Chinese holding company, whose head office was in Mainland China. 
This company had around 20 employees in the Hong Kong office, and some 3,000-
4,000 employees in Mainland. It was necessary for all employees to speak Putonghua, 
as its senior management were Putonghua speakers, and written Chinese was used for 
internal communication. Written and spoken English was used to communicate with 
overseas clients. Participant F worked for a finance company which focused on the 
precious metal and equity business, and had around 20 employees in Hong Kong. Of 
these, 2-3 were working front line, compared with 150 frontline staff in the Mainland 
office. Both Cantonese and Mandarin were used but English was less frequently, 
unless facing English speaking client. Participant G worked for a Canadian based 
finance company which had 4,000-5,000 front line employees, more than 1,000 
employees working in the back office, and about 200 employees were in the 
management team. Cantonese was the main language used in the office but in recent 
years Putonghua was becoming more commonly used, because of the increasing 
recruitment of Mainland staff. Written and spoken English was used to communicate 
with head office, while both Chinese and English were used in formal documents, and 
Putonghua and written Chinese were used to communicate with Mainland clients. 
Finally, Participant H who was responsible for recruiting and training salespersons for 
an insurance company, and who managed a team of twenty staff, said that currently 
half of the spoken communication in his company was in Putonghua. 
 
Generally, all participants agreed that appropriate skills in both Chinese and English 
were important in this sector, although the particular balance between Cantonese, 
Putonghua, and English (or written English and Chinese) varied greatly according to 
the particular nature of the business being conducted. When recruiting new staff, 
language skills were considered to be important, and job applicants were often tested 
on such skills before being employed, and that the language skills of new recruits 
(both from Hong Kong and Mainland China) varied greatly in quality. According to 
the discussants, strategies for maintaining or improving language abilities differed 
from company to company. Some companies provided in-house training, while others 
subsidized employees’ attendance at language classes outside the organization. A 
majority of the participants thought that the government had an important role to play 
in encouraging staff to improve their language abilities, through subsidies or other 
means. Many of them also agreed that the importance of Putonghua would continue to 
grow in future, but that staff also needed to improve their Cantonese and English as 
well.  
 
11.3 The focus-group discussion for the Hospitality Sector 
 
The focus group for the Hospitality Sector consisted of four male and three female 
participants who were working in the Hospitality industry and who were responsible 
for recruitment and personnel matters in their companies. Participant A worked in a 
Japanese fast-food chain, where there were 6-7 staff in the back office, who did not 
need to communicate externally. There were also several Japanese staff working in 
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the office, who spoke English to their Chinese colleagues. Local staff spoke 
Cantonese to each other. On the front line in the restaurants, there were about 200 
employees, who usually spoke Cantonese, but were also able to speak English to 
customers, if required. Store managers greeted each other in Japanese at the beginning 
of meetings, although the meetings themselves were conducted in English, and most 
materials were written in English. The employment contract for front line staff was 
written in Chinese, while for back office staff and store managers such documents 
were in English. All supervisory staff were expected to have sufficient English to be 
able deal with foreign customers’ requests and complaints.  
 
Participant B was from an Italian restaurant where both the manager and the chef 
were Italian, who did not know Cantonese. As a result, the local Hong Kong Chinese 
staff had to speak English with them. Staff working in the kitchen communicated with 
the chef in English, while local staff talked to each other in Cantonese. Since most of 
their customers were foreigners, the receptionist usually spoke English, and rarely 
spoke Putonghua because of small numbers of Mainland Chinese customers. The 
employment contract was written in English, apart from the cleaning lady’s, which 
was in Chinese. Internal circulars were written in English and translated to non-
English speaking staff by the floor manager. Participant C was from an American 
restaurant, which had 30 office staff. Local Hong Kong Chinese staff in the office 
spoke Cantonese to each other, and English to foreign colleagues. There were about 
200 frontline staff, of whom many were Nepalese and Filipino, supplemented by 
American bar staff. The main language spoken in the restaurant was English but local 
Hong Kong Chinese staff spoke Cantonese among themselves. Meetings were 
conducted in English, and internal memos and employment contracts were written in 
English. Sometimes, the contracts are translated into Nepalese for Nepalese 
employees.  
 
Participant D was also from a British-based Italian restaurant, which had 
approximately 30 back office staff, and about 200 front line staff, working in the 
restaurants. About half of the front line staff were local Hong Kong Chinese, while 
the rest were mainly Nepalese and Filipino. The main language of daily 
communication was English. The employment contracts were written in English but 
the company was planning to change to a bilingual format, because some staff, e.g. 
cleaning ladies, could not understand English. Participant E was from a French 
restaurant owned by a Chinese group. Here, meetings were conducted in English 
because of the diversity of the staff, which included Hong Kong Chinese (mainly 
kitchen staff), Nepalese and Filipino, typically as serving staff. Internal documents 
and employment contracts were written in English.  
 
Participant F was from a local Hong Kong style café, where employees were mainly 
local Hong Kong Chinese and new immigrants from the Mainland. The company 
structure was divided into a ‘products department’ and ‘the floor’. The products 
department was run by the back office, whose employees accounted for a third of the 
company payroll. There were about fifty front line staff, who mostly spoke Cantonese. 
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Circulars within the company and employment contracts were written in Chinese. 
Typically all the staff could speak basic Putonghua, and new recruits from Mainland 
China often served Mainland Chinese customers, whose accents were sometimes 
difficult to understand. However, the main customers of this restaurant chain were 
local Hong Kong Chinese. Participant G who also worked for a local restaurant, said 
that Chinese was the main language used most of the time, but basic English was 
sometimes needed as some branches sometimes had foreign customers. Basic 
Putonghua was also required, but this was not difficult for the staff, since many of 
them were new immigrants from the Mainland, who did not know English. Foreign 
customers would usually be served by local Hong Kong staff. Generally, both local 
Hong Kong and new immigrant staff had no problems serving Putonghua-speaking 
customers. Internal circulars and employment contracts were in Chinese, as most 
employees had low levels of proficiency in written English.  
 
These representatives of various restaurants in Hong Kong noted that the particular 
balance of languages varied from restaurant to restaurant and from location to location. 
A number of employers reported that Filipino and Nepalese staff often spoke 
reasonable English, and were not expected to speak Putonghua. Some restaurants 
verbally tested the ability of new recruits in English during employment interviews, 
but only high-end restaurants in centrally-located districts placed a high premium on 
fluent English skills.  
 
Attitudes to providing training, or subsidies for language courses varied from 
restaurant to restaurant. Some reported that their companies did provide internal 
training to front line restaurant staff, and this had a useful impact on the performance 
of the staff. However, a number of participants in the discussion acknowledged the 
contribution of the government through the Continuing Education Fund, but also 
suggested the government should organise courses that fitted in better with the 
working hours of employees in the Hospitality industry sector.  
 
 
11.4 The focus-group discussion for the Import & Export Sector 
 
In this case, the focus group consisted of four male and three female participants who 
were working in the Import & Export industry, and who had responsibility for 
recruitment and personnel matters in their companies. Participant A was a manager of 
the human resources team in a local Chinese company. His HR team contained three 
team members in addition to the HR manager, who was also the liaison between the 
marketing department and factories and clients, as well as having responsibility for 
interviewing candidates in the recruitment process. The company was engaged in 
exporting home appliances to America. As a result, English was normally used in 
communication with clients, Cantonese was used when dealing with local offices, and 
Putonghua was used in factories in Mainland China. Other key positions in his 
company included the secretary, whose responsibility was accounting and daily 
external communication with local banks, where she spoke Cantonese. He also 
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reported that the company shipping clerk used Chinese most of the time, and written 
English was mainly used in emails to foreign shipping agencies. Internal documents, 
such as circulars, were in written Chinese, while official documents, including 
employment contracts, were in English.  
 
Participant B was from a local Chinese company, which had about twenty employees 
working in the merchandising and sourcing departments, accounting, shipping, and 
the warehouse. Four merchandising and sourcing team members sourced material 
from suppliers in the Mainland so they mainly spoke Putonghua, sometimes 
Cantonese, and usually wrote Chinese emails to each other. The marketing team 
comprised five members, who mainly dealt with clients in the US and Europe, and 
who wrote and spoke English. The three accounting staff usually spoke Cantonese, 
and did not normally need to speak Putonghua. The shipping team sometimes used 
English to communicate with foreign agencies, while staff in the warehouse used 
Chinese for the most part. Internal circulars and employment contracts were in 
English. Participant C worked in a local outdoor appliances export company, which 
was owned by two Hong Kong Chinese businessmen. He generally communicated 
with the Mainland colleagues in Chinese and in English with clients, who were in 
America and Europe. There were totally 12-13 people in this company, of whom three 
to four were frequent English speakers. The company operated on a conscious 
trilingual basis, although both internal circulars and official employment contracts 
were written in Chinese. 
 
Participant D worked for the Hong Kong branch of a Russian company, which also 
had a German branch, and its headquarters in Russia. There were two shipping clerks 
in the Hong Kong branch, with six staff working in the warehouse. The manager of 
the Hong Kong branch was European, so daily verbal communication was often 
carried out in English, and both internal and external written communications were 
also in English for the benefit of the manager. The company’s client base was spread 
across Europe, while suppliers were located in the Mainland, where communication 
was carried out in Chinese. The employment contracts were written in English. 
Participant D reported that her boss wanted every member of staff to be able to speak 
basic Putonghua and English. Employees in the Hong Kong branch spoke Cantonese 
to each other, but when their boss was present, they switched to English. D also 
claimed that proficiency in English was also a factor in determining the promotion of 
particular members of staff.  
 
Participant E worked in a Hong Kong based company with about thirty employees, 
who were responsible for shipping, sourcing, merchandising and project management. 
Since the client base was international, all written communication was usually in 
English, with the exception of email communication with the Mainland, which was 
written in Chinese. All members of staff were judged to be trilingually competent in 
Cantonese, English and Putonghua. Participant F worked for a trading company with 
about forty employees. The two Hong Kong Chinese owners had studied abroad, and 
one of them was unable to read Chinese, but able to read English. The company also 
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employed a number of French and Italian staff, and all internal written 
communication was in English. Other staff were Hong Kong Chinese so their 
dominant spoken language was Cantonese. Meetings were conducted in English, 
presentation materials were also written in English, while relevant training materials 
were written bilingually in both Chinese and English for staff coming from different 
educational backgrounds. Employment contracts were written in English 
  
Particpant G represented a Hong Kong company that had shipping and licensing 
business, and had branches in the US, the Philippines and the Mainland. Staff spoke 
Mandarin to the Chinese branches and English to the other two branches. The Hong 
Kong office had about 60 employees and about 90 in overseas branches. The 
Mainland management team could read and write intermediate-level English, but they 
preferred replying to English emails in Chinese. Foreign branches were responsible 
for sales while Hong Kong office conducted merchandising, designing, quality control 
and assurance, licensing and shipping and the company also had a business 
development team to explore new clients in Hong Kong, China and Asia Pacific. 
Communicating in English was not limited to its internal use with branches, but also 
extended to external communication with clients. Putonghua was particularly 
important for the merchandising team because of their frequent communication with 
factories in the Mainland. The employment contracts were written in English, while 
the part-time workers’ employment contracts were written in Chinese.  
 
The reported importance of the three major languages varied from company to 
company. In some companies – particularly those with a high level of contact with 
suppliers in Mainland China – Putonghua had become increasingly important in 
recent years. However, many participants agreed that both Putonghua and English 
were equally important, although their precise use would vary from function to 
function within the company. English was very often tested in job interviews, and 
Putonghua was also sometimes used, particularly when the post in question involved a 
high degree of contact with Mainland China. The encouragement that staff received 
for improving their language skills varied from company to company, and some 
companies declined to provide training, but instead expected their employees to have 
a good command of languages in order to secure a position with the company. Many 
participants reported that employers were reluctant to invest in language training for 
their employees and suggested that support for language training from the government 
would be very welcome across the industry.  
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11.5 The focus-group discussion for the Retail Sector 
 
The focus group consisted of five male and four female participants who were 
working in the Retail Sector, and who were responsible for handling recruitment and 
personnel matters in their companies. Participant A was from a Japanese company 
that had about 100 employees, of whom 20 worked in the back office, while the 
others worked in shops. The senior management of the company was Japanese, who 
were assisted by translators, while the employees were mostly local Hong Kong 
Chinese. In-store employees usually spoke Cantonese, although they could also speak 
Putonghua and some English. In-store employees talked with the Japanese 
management in English, as the Japanese management could not speak Cantonese, but 
it was reported that such communication was not always successful, and sometimes 
translators were called in to help. Official and formal documents were written in 
English but memos and circulars were usually written in Chinese. Participant B 
worked for the regional office of an international company and stated that her 
management team of 10 people were mostly Europeans, who usually spoke English. 
The middle and lower management were mostly Hong Kong Chinese. There were two 
offices in Hong Kong, each having about 30 staff. Local staff mostly spoke Cantonese, 
but email communications and formal documents were written in English.  
 
Participant C worked for a Hong Kong company, which owned several brands and 
employed over a hundred staff, of whom 80-90 were front line staff, while around 30 
worked in the back office. The company did not have any foreign employees, so the 
main spoken language of workplace communication was Cantonese. Employment 
contracts for front line employees were written in Chinese, and those for back room 
staff were written in English. Internal email communication was in Chinese, and 
circulars to stores were also usually written in Chinese. Participant D was from a 
newly-established small-sized Japanese company, which had five employees. Two of 
them were from the Japanese headquarters, and they spoke Japanese to each other, 
and were not highly proficient in English. In addition, they were also able to speak 
Putonghua, and spoke Putonghua to front line staff and clients. The other three staff in 
the office were Hong Kong Chinese who all knew Japanese. Internal written 
communications and formal documents were in Japanese. There were around 12 in-
store employees, all of whom were Hong Kong Chinese, who did not know Japanese. 
The in-store employees could typically speak Cantonese, Mandarin and some English. 
Circular and emails to stores were written in Chinese.  
 
Participant D worked for an international company and explained that the company’s 
structure could be divided into two ‘global’ and ‘Hong Kong’ districts, with him 
representing the latter. Cantonese was the main language spoken in offices and stores, 
while front line employees spoke English to foreign customers. There were three staff 
working in the Hong Kong district office and 60 front line staff in the Hong Kong 
district. Official documents form the Hong Kong office were written in Chinese, 
while ‘global’ documents were written in English. Employment contracts and 
circulars were written in Chinese. Participant E was from a Hong Kong-based 
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company, which had an international client base. He stated that there were 11 staff in 
his company, of whom 4 worked in-store and 7 in the office. Chinese was the main 
language for written communications. Participant E worked in the executive search 
field for a client which was a fashion group with business in Greater China (China, 
Taiwan and Hong Kong). It had 1,100 staff and 70 stores in Hong Kong. Email 
communication within the office was in written English while email to the stores was 
in Chinese. Employment contracts issued to office staff were written in English while 
the contracts for in-store staff were written in Chinese. Emails to the China and 
Taiwan offices were in Chinese, at lower and middle management level, while senior 
managers used English. His client expected all staff to speak conversational English 
and fluent Putonghua. Front line staff that could speak better English would be 
assigned to stores where the customers were mostly foreigners, for example, shops in 
the Central district, Admiralty and the airport, while those spoke better Mandarin than 
English were assigned to Tsim Sha Tsui and Causeway Bay.  
 
Participant F worked in the Hong Kong and Macau office of a Chinese company, 
which had branches in ten districts in China, and a total of around 1,200 employees, 
of whom some 250 were employed on back office work. Email communications 
within the Hong Kong office were in English, but daily spoken communication was in 
Cantonese. The documents sent out to stores were written mainly in Chinese, and 
emails to China offices were also written in Chinese. Front line employees mainly 
spoke Cantonese, but could often also speak fluent Putonghua, as Mainland Chinese 
customers were a very important source of revenue. English abilities in the company 
varied. The better English speakers were assigned to districts with more foreign 
customers. Participant G was from a Singaporean-listed company, where there were 
100 salespersons who represented half the company’s payroll. The others typically 
worked in the back office, although they sometimes needed to do external work, 
including after-sales and customer service. Documents were mostly in Chinese, 
except for those that were prepared for the senior management, which were typically 
in English. Participant G also reported that the company did not expect high levels of 
English from candidates, as recruiting staff for the retail industry had been very 
difficult. Front line staff would be assigned to stores in different districts according to 
their language skills. 
 
Again the relative importance of the three major languages varied according to the 
precise nature of the business and the level and duties of employees. In some 
companies, English was ranked as more important than Chinese, while in others the 
reverse applied. Many of those in the focus group, however, talked about the growing 
importance of Putonghua, particularly in retail areas dealing with luxury goods and 
exclusive brands. In the Japanese companies, a good knowledge of the Japanese 
language was also considered very important for certain positions.  Across the sector, 
good spoken skills in English and Putonghua were both considered very desirable, 
although in one company whose target customers were almost exclusively local Hong 
Kong Chinese, more importance was placed on a good level of Cantonese 
communication rather than other languages. 
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As with other industry sectors, many of the personnel people in the Retail focus group 
asserted that the government should do more to encourage workers to improve their 
language skills. They also reported that some companies did provide subsidies for 
language training, including English, Putonghua, Japanese, and (in one case) Korean. 
Others explained that their companies did not provide any subsidies for their staff, and 
took the view that the company did not have the responsibility to help employees 
improve their language abilities. With reference to the role of government, one 
participant thought that the courses provided by the Continuing Education Fund (CEF) 
were too standardised, and did not meet the varying needs of the Retail Sector. Instead, 
they suggested, it would be much better if companies could appoint their own teachers 
from the government’s pool of teachers and tailor-make courses for their particular 
company. He also suggested increasing the amount of CEF, as many employees were 
actually very keen on improving their language skills. Others commented that the 
proficiency levels of younger people in Putonghua had risen in recent years, but their 
proficiency in English had remained static.  
 
12. Recommendations 
 
(1) Given that many employers stated that there should be more support for language 
training (and the fact that many employees were open to improving their own 
language skills), it is recommended that the government should consider subsidising 
employees’ external training in Putonghua, English, and other languages; 
 
(2) Following (1) above, the government should also consider promoting a positive 
attitude to language learning through the mass media, in parallel with increased 
support for employees’ language training in the workplace; 
 
(3) More broadly, it is recommended that the government should utilise the results of 
this research in order to consider how well the needs of the Hong Kong workplace 
may be integrated into the wider educational system, taking into account that 
employers in most industry sectors expect employees at least to be able to 
communicate effectively in oral Cantonese, English and Putonghua and written 
Chinese and English; 
 
 (4) If this research is continued, it is recommended that SCOLAR should consider 
widening the coverage to other major commercial sectors and the civil service; and 
 
(5) In further research, it is also recommended that the researchers should also 
simplify the questionnaire by (i) replacing open-ended questions with closed-ended 
questions; and (ii) combining reading and writing domains, which should increase 
response rates and hence improve representativeness. 
 
JBS, KB, January 2014 
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香港工作場所語言使用的研究
A Study on the Use of Language in the Workplace of Hong Kong

雇主問卷
Employer questionnaire

語文教育及研究常務委員會(語常會)現正委託香港大學社會科學研究中心 (研究中心)
進行一項有關工作場所語言使用的研究。語常會於1996年成立，就一般語文教育事宜向
政府提出建議。研究中心誠邀你來完成一份不記名的雇主問卷調查，這將只需要幾分鐘
。研究中心強調所有收集的資料將嚴格保密處理。個別資料將不會被披露，或從本次調
查中識別。如果你對調查內容有任何疑問，可致電 39171604 研究中心陳先生查詢。如
果你想了解更多作為研究參與者的權益，可致電2241-5267香港大學操守委員會查詢。

The Social Sciences Research Centre of The University of Hong Kong (HKUSSRC) is commissioned by the Standing
Committee on Language Education and Research (SCOLAR) to conduct a survey on the use of language in the
workplace of Hong Kong. SCOLAR was established in 1996 to advise the Government on language education issues.
HKUSSRC would like to invite you to complete an anonymous employer questionnaire, which will take only a few
minutes. HKUSSRC would like to stress that all information collected will be treated in strict confidence. Individual
details will not be disclosed or identifiable from this survey. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact Mr.
Danny Chan of HKUSSRC at 3917 1604. If you want to know more about your rights as research participant, please
contact the Human Research Ethics Committee for Non-Clinical Faculties, the University of Hong Kong (2241-5267).

第一部分：背景資料

Section 1: Background information

貴公司的主要業務活動是什麼?

What are the main business activities of your company?
Q1.

貴公司主要是一間本地的公司或是一間國際性的公司？

Is this mainly a local company or international company?
Q2.

在香港，管理人員佔員工的比例是?

What is the proportion of managerial staff in Hong Kong?
Q3.

Local International本地 國際

以英語為母語的員工比例是多少?

Please indicate what proportion of staff may be regarded as 'native speakers' of English?
Q4.

以廣東話為母語的員工比例是多少?

Please indicate what proportion of staff may be regarded as 'native speakers' of Cantonese?
Q5.

在以下的類別，香港員工的數目是多少?

How many employees do you have in Hong Kong in the following categories?
Q6.

貴公司有沒有為員工制定一個正規(式)的員工語言政策?

Does your company have a formal language policy for its staff?
Q7.

如貴公司有一個正規 (式) 的員工語言政策，請註明或附有關語言政策的文件。

If yes to Q7, please state or attach this language policy.
Q8.

Yes No有 沒有

就業類別 Category of employment 員工的數目 No.

Staff who deal primarily with business customers (e.g. wholesale staff)

主要的工作是要接觸商業客戶的員工（如批發員工）

Staff who deal primarily with individual customers (e.g. retail staff)

主要的工作是要接觸個人客戶的員工（如零售員工）

Office/administrative staff who do not primarily deal with customers

主要的工作是不用接觸客戶的辦公室員工/行政員工

Other staff (please indicate what role they play)

其他員工（請註明他們的職務）

%

%

%

Total staff in Hong Kong

香港員工的總人數

問卷號碼 Questionnaire No.： (只用作於發送提示 Only used for sending reminders )
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第二部分：使用的語言

Section 2: The use of languages

請以1、2或3分表示員工在不同溝通模式中所使用每一種語言的經常性（1分代表很少/從不，2分代表有時，3 分代表經常）

Please indicate how often staff use each language for different modes of communication (using the scale: 1=Rarely/Never,
2=Sometimes, 3=Often)

Q9.

與香港客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Hong Kong

與國內客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Mainland

與其他地
方客戶的

對話

Speaking
with

customers
elsewhere

發送電子
郵件給香
港的員工

Emails with
staff in

Hong Kong

發送電子
郵件給國
內的員工

Emails with
staff in

Mainland

發送電子
郵件給其
他地方的

員工

Emails with
staff

elsewhere

寫作公司
內部的
報告

Internal
reports

寫作對外
的報告

External
reports

與其他員
工的口頭

報告

Oral
presentations
to other staff

說廣東話

Speaking Cantonese

說普通話

Speaking Putonghua

看中文

Reading Chinese

寫中文

Writing Chinese

說英文

Speaking English

看英文
Reading English

寫英文

Writing English

說其他語言

Speaking other
languages

看其他語言

Reading other
languages

寫其他語言

Writing other
languages

Emails with
customer

發送電子
郵件給
顧客
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員工普遍會使用甚麼其他語言 (說/讀/寫)?

What other languages do staff commonly use (speaking/reading/writing)?

Q10.

中文 (廣東語或普通話除外)

Chinese (other than Cantonese
or Putonghua)
菲律賓

Filipino

法語

French

德語

German

印度語

Indian

日語

Japanese

韓語

Korean

馬來語

Malay

葡萄牙

Portuguese

西班牙

Spanish

泰國語

Thai

其他(請列出):

Others (please list):

說

Speaking
讀

Reading
寫

Writing

* 請用黑色原子筆把所選答案的圓圈完全塗黑：

填表須知Instructions for completing this questionnaire
* Choose the appropriate answer by filling in the circle completely with a black ball pen:

* In the case of a wrongly marked circle, cross it out and fill in another circle like this: 
* 請如圖所示把填錯的答案刪去，然後選擇另一個答案:

第五部分：現時的培訓和未來的需求

Section 5: Current training and future needs

根據不同類別的員工，請問貴公司提供了那種類型的語言培訓，以及這些培訓是屬於內部培訓或是公司外部培訓。

For each category of staff below, please indicate what forms of language training your company provides for those staff and
whether this is internal or external training.

Q13.

主要的工作是要接觸商業客戶的員工（如批發員工）

Staff who deal primarily with business customers

內部培訓 Internal training :

公司外部培訓 External training :

主要的工作是要接觸個人客戶的員工（如零售員工）

Staff who deal primarily with individual customers

主要的工作是不用接觸客戶的辦公室員工/行政員工

Office/administrative staff who do not primarily deal with customers

其他員工

Other staff

請問你相信政府在支持語言培訓有那些地方需要作出改變，如有需要作出改變，請註明是那些地方。

Please indicate what changes you believe are needed (if any) in government support for language training.
Q14.

多謝你提供寶貴的意見

Thank you for completing the questionnaire

內部培訓 Internal training :

公司外部培訓 External training :

內部培訓 Internal training :

公司外部培訓 External training :

內部培訓 Internal training :

公司外部培訓 External training :
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第三部分：語言的重要性

Section 3: The importance of languages

請以1、2或3分表示貴公司預期他們在不同領域中的語言能力水平（1分代表有限，2分代表能有效率地溝通，3 分
代表母語）。如貴公司不預期他們需要在該領域中溝通，則毋須填寫。

Please indicate the level of language proficiency expected by your company in different domains (using the scale: 1=Limited,
2=Able to communicate effectively, 3=Native speaker).  Please leave blank if you do not expect them to communicate in that
domain.

Q11.

與香港客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Hong Kong

與國內客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Mainland

與其他地
方客戶的

對話

Speaking
with

customers
elsewhere

發送電子
郵件給香
港的員工

Emails with
staff in Hong

Kong

發送電子
郵件給國
內的員工

Emails with
staff in

Mainland

發送電子
郵件給其
他地方的

員工

Emails with
staff

elsewhere

寫作公司
內部的
報告

Internal
reports

寫作對外
的報告

External
reports

與其他員
工的口頭

報告

Oral
presentations
to other staff

說廣東話

Speaking Cantonese

說普通話

Speaking Putonghua

看中文

Reading Chinese

寫中文

Writing Chinese

說英文

Speaking English

看英文
Reading English

寫英文

Writing English

說其他語言

Speaking other
languages

看其他語言

Reading other
languages

寫其他語言

Writing other
languages

問卷號碼 Questionnaire No.： (只用作於發送提示 Only used for sending reminders )

第四部分：員工的長處和弱點

Section 4: The strengths and weaknesses of staff

按照該類別的員工在整體上的情況，請表示他們在招聘時和現時在使用各種語言的主要不足的地方。ٛ

Please indicate important weaknesses of staff for each category of language use both when recruited and now.

Q12.

招聘時
Recruited

現在
Now

說廣東話

Speaking Cantonese

說普通話

Speaking Putonghua

看中文

Reading Chinese

寫中文

Writing Chinese

說英文

Speaking English

看英文
Reading English

寫英文

Writing English

說其他語言

Speaking other
languages

看其他語言

Reading other
languages

寫其他語言

Writing other
languages

Emails
with

customer

發送電子
郵件給
顧客
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香港工作場所語言使用的研究

A Study on the Use of Language in the Workplace of Hong Kong

雇員問卷
Employee questionnaire

第一部分：背景資料

Section 1: Background information

年齡: Age:Q1.

性別: Gender:Q2.

出生地點: Place of birth:Q3.

Male Female男 女

最高的教育程度 Highest level of education attainedQ4.

通常說的語言 Usual language spokenQ5a.

在這公司工作了多少年? Years working in this company?Q6.

其他說的語言 Other languages spokenQ5b.

職位名稱: Job title:Q7a.

Hong Kong香港

Asia亞洲

Mainland國內

N. America北美洲

Europe歐洲

Elsewhere其他地方

Primary or below小學或以下 Matriculation預科

Degree or above學位課程或以上

Secondary中學

Tertiary: Non-degree專上教育:非學位課程

English英語 Cantonese廣東話 Putonghua普通話

Other (please specify)
其他語言(請註明)

English英語 Cantonese廣東話 Putonghua普通話

Other (please specify)
其他語言(請註明)

你工作的類別是： Please categorize your employment:Q7b.

工作類別 Category of employment
請選擇一個最能描述你

Please fill the one that best describes you

Staff who deal primarily with business customers (e.g. wholesale staff)

主要的工作是要接觸商業客戶的員工（如批發員工）

Staff who deal primarily with individual customers (e.g. retail staff)

主要的工作是要接觸個人客戶的員工（如零售員工）

Office/administrative staff who do not primarily deal with customers

主要的工作是不用接觸客戶的辦公室員工/行政員工

Other staff (please indicate what role they play)

其他員工（請註明他們的職務）

語文教育及研究常務委員會(語常會)現正委託香港大學社會科學研究中心 (研究中心)
進行一項有關工作場所語言使用的研究。語常會於1996年成立，就一般語文教育事宜向
政府提出建議。研究中心誠邀你來完成一份不記名的雇員問卷調查，這將只需要幾分鐘
。研究中心強調所有收集的資料將嚴格保密處理。個別資料將不會被披露，或從本次調
查中識別。如果你對調查內容有任何疑問，可致電 39171604 研究中心陳先生查詢。如
果你想了解更多作為研究參與者的權益，可致電2241-5267香港大學操守委員會查詢。

The Social Sciences Research Centre of The University of Hong Kong (HKUSSRC) is commissioned by the Standing
Committee on Language Education and Research (SCOLAR) to conduct a survey on the use of language in the
workplace of Hong Kong. SCOLAR was established in 1996 to advise the Government on language education issues.
HKUSSRC would like to invite you to complete an anonymous employee questionnaire, which will take only a few
minutes. HKUSSRC would like to stress that all information collected will be treated in strict confidence. Individual
details will not be disclosed or identifiable from this survey. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact Mr.
Danny Chan of HKUSSRC at 3917 1604. If you want to know more about your rights as research participant, please
contact the Human Research Ethics Committee for Non-Clinical Faculties, the University of Hong Kong (2241-5267).
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你有否曾經長時間在其他地方生活?

Have you ever lived aboard for an extended period?
Q8a.

如果Q8回答「有」, 請詳細說明：

If yes to Q8a, please give details:
Q8b.

Yes No有 沒有

第二部分：使用的語言

Section 2: The use of languages

請以1、2或3分表示你在不同溝通模式中所使用每一種語言的經常性（1分代表很少/從不，2分代表有時，3
分代表經常）。如你不需要在該領域中溝通，則毋須填寫。

Please indicate how often you use each language for different modes of communication (scale: 1=Rarely/Never, 2=Sometimes,
3=Often). Please leave blank if you would not normally use that mode.

Q9.

與香港客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Hong Kong

與國內客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Mainland

與其他地
方客戶的

對話

Speaking
with

customers
elsewhere

發送電子
郵件給香
港的員工

Emails with
staff in Hong

Kong

發送電子
郵件給國
內的員工

Emails with
staff in

Mainland

發送電子
郵件給其
他地方的

員工

Emails with
staff

elsewhere

寫作公司
內部的
報告

Internal
reports

寫作對外
的報告

External
reports

說廣東話

Speaking Cantonese

說普通話

Speaking Putonghua

看中文

Reading Chinese

寫中文

Writing Chinese

說英文

Speaking English

看英文
Reading English

寫英文

Writing English

說其他語言

Speaking other
languages

看其他語言

Reading other
languages

寫其他語言

Writing other
languages

離開學校後, 你完成了那些語言培訓（英語，普通話及其他語言）和在那裡獲取？

What language training have you done since leaving school (for English, Putonghua and other languages) and where?
Q13.

英語 English

普通話 Putonghua

其他語言 Other languages

你認為你將來需要那些語言培訓和你打算在那裡獲取?

What language training do you think you will need in the future and where do you intend to obtain it?
Q14.

多謝你提供寶貴的意見

Thank you for completing the questionnaire

Emails with
customer

發送電子
郵件給
顧客

與其他員
工的口頭

報告

Oral
presentations
to other staff

61
66
9



第三部分：語言的重要性

Section 3: The importance of languages

請以1、2或3分表示你在不同領域中的語言能力水平（1分代表有限，2分代表能有效率地溝通，3
分代表母語）。如貴你不們需要在該領域中溝通，則毋須填寫。

Please indicate the level of language proficiency expected of you by your company in different domains (using scale: 1=Limited,
2=Able to communicate effectively, 3=Native speaker).  Please leave blank if you do not expect to communicate in that domain.

Q10.

與香港客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Hong Kong

與國內客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Mainland

與其他地
方客戶的

對話

Speaking
with

customers
elsewhere

發送電子
郵件給香
港的員工

Emails with
staff in Hong

Kong

發送電子
郵件給國
內的員工

Emails with
staff in

Mainland

發送電子
郵件給其
他地方的

員工

Emails with
staff

elsewhere

寫作公司
內部的
報告

Internal
reports

寫作對外
的報告

External
reports

說廣東話

Speaking Cantonese

說普通話

Speaking Putonghua

看中文

Reading Chinese

寫中文

Writing Chinese

說英文

Speaking English

看英文
Reading English

寫英文

Writing English

說其他語言

Speaking other
languages

看其他語言

Reading other
languages

寫其他語言

Writing other
languages

相比在工作上的需要，你會如何評價你對現時的語言技能的滿意程度，請以1、2或3分表示
(1分代表你感到不滿意，因你現時的語言技能未能足夠應付你工作上的需要；
 2分代表你感到滿意，因你現時的語言技能剛好能應付你工作上的需要；
 3 分代表你感到滿意，因你現時的語言技能在應付你工作上的需要是綽綽有餘的）。
如你不需要在該領域的語言技能，則毋須填寫。

What is your satisfaction with your current language skills compared to what you need for this job using scale (Scale 1=Less than
needed, 2=About right, 3=More than needed).  Please leave blank if you do not need the language skill to communicate in your job.

Q12.

與香港客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Hong Kong

與國內客
戶的對話

Speaking
with

customers in
Mainland

與其他地
方客戶的

對話

Speaking
with

customers
elsewhere

發送電子
郵件給香
港的員工

Emails with
staff in Hong

Kong

發送電子
郵件給國
內的員工

Emails with
staff in

Mainland

發送電子
郵件給其
他地方的

員工

Emails with
staff

elsewhere

寫作公司
內部的
報告

Internal
reports

寫作對外
的報告

External
reports

說廣東話

Speaking Cantonese

說普通話

Speaking Putonghua

看中文

Reading Chinese

寫中文

Writing Chinese

說英文

Speaking English

看英文
Reading English

寫英文

Writing English

說其他語言

Speaking other
languages

看其他語言

Reading other
languages

寫其他語言

Writing other
languages

第五部分：現時的培訓和未來的需求

Section 5: Training and future needs

Emails
with

customer

發送電子
郵件給
顧客

Emails
with

customer

發送電子
郵件給
顧客

與其他員
工的口頭

報告

Oral
presentations
to other staff

與其他員
工的口頭

報告

Oral
presentations
to other staff
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第四部分：員工的長處和弱點

Section 4: The strengths and weaknesses of staff

請說明你在使用各種語言的主要不足的地方：

Please indicate any weaknesses in your language ability for each category of language use:
Q11.

說廣東話 Speaking Cantonese

說普通話 Speaking Putonghua

說英文 Speaking English

聽廣東話 Listening to Cantonese

聽普通話 Listening to Putonghua

聽英文 Listening to English

寫中文 Writing Chinese

寫英文 Writing English

看中文 Reading Chinese

看英文 Reading English
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