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Abstract
We adopt and extend Hirschman’s (1970) Exit, Voice, and Loyalty framework to 
investigate the associations between local identities, participation in social movements, 
and migration intention in Hong Kong. Data are from random sampled surveys 
collected from February to April 2021, June to August 2021, and March to June 2022 
(N = 3,003) from people in Hong Kong with the British National (Overseas) status. 
The findings show that the Hong Konger identity is associated with a higher level of 
participation in social movements and a stronger migration intention. There are few 
variations in these associations across the generations. Furthermore, participation in 
social movements is a strong push factor to migration, and no generational difference 
in the association is found.
Overall, the findings imply that when political freedom is in decline, as in the case 
of Hong Kong, a local identity is associated with voicing for reforms. In the case of 
failed social movements, a local identity and previous experiences in voicing out are 
associated with a higher chance of exit to another country.
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Introduction

The mass protests that occurred in Hong Kong (HK) in 2019, followed by the enact-
ment of the National Security Law in 2020, have led many HK residents to consider 
emigration. The UK government has introduced a new visa scheme for HK residents 
with a British National (Overseas) (BN(O)) status and their family members. We have 
conducted three rounds of surveys in HK to understand the push and pull factors for 
migration decisions of HK BN(O) citizens. Data were collected from February to 
April 2021, June to August 2021, and March to June 2022, with a total sample size of 
3,003 in HK.

In this study, we analyze these data to investigate the relationships between subjec-
tive local identities, participation in social movements, and migration intentions 
among HK people. We employ and extend the theoretical framework developed by 
Hirschman’s (1970) treatise Exit, Voice, and Loyalty to test the relationships between 
a local HK identity, participation in social movements, and migration intention.

Hirschman’s (1970) theoretical framework concerns the mechanisms that consum-
ers respond to a perceived decline in the quality of goods and services that firms and 
organizations offer. There are two mechanisms. One scenario is that consumers con-
vey their resentment and strain directly to firms, urging them to make changes and 
improvements (i.e., voice). The other involves exit. Consumers exit by shifting to a 
different product when firms were not able to introduce improvement effectively. In 
Hirschman’s model, the relationship between voice and exit is often understood as an 
either-or pathway and is conditioned by the concept of loyalty. Loyal consumers or 
members are more likely to voice, as they are more emotionally bonded with their 
organizations. In situations where consumers could perform voicing effectively and 
demands were heard, they would be less inclined to exit. In other words, successful 
voicing delays or reduces the likelihood of exit. In the commercial setting, a customer 
will trade off the costs and benefits of “voice” and “exit” depending on their level of 
loyalty to the company. Customers may choose to move to another company rather 
than voicing their dissatisfaction if they do not see improvements in the services likely 
to happen (Hirschman, 1970, p. 88). On the other hand, loyal customers may be more 
inclined to voice their opinions rather than exit, especially when they feel that their 
voices are going to improve the services (Hirschman, 1970, pp. 77–78). A strong loy-
alty may prevent exit even when customers feel strongly dissatisfied with the services 
(Hirschman, 1970, p. 98).

Hirschman’s theoretical framework has been applied to political studies. When 
public dissatisfaction with the state policies is high, citizens may “voice” their opin-
ions for the sake of the public good rather than individual benefits (Hirschman, 1980). 
The social and political situations in HK are ideal for testing Hirschman’s theory in a 
political context. First, the change of sovereignty from the UK to China has created 
conflicting expectations in civil rights and political freedom between the state and the 
citizens and the public demands for political reforms were high. We can test if a local 
identity (i.e., a sentiment of belonging to HK) is linked to a higher chance of “voicing” 
for reforms (i.e., participation in social movements). Second, the crackdown on of 
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social movements, the decline in political freedom, and the newly introduced BN(O) 
migration scheme for HK people create motivations and opportunities for people to 
“exit” (i.e., migration). We can test if a local identity and participation in social move-
ments are associated with a higher intention to migrate. We can also test if the associa-
tions between a local identity, social movement participation, and migration vary 
across the generations in HK (whether “loyalty” varies across the generations).

Political Backgrounds, the COVID-19 Pandemic, and the 
Migration of HK People

Historical Backgrounds and Political Situations in HK

HK was a colony under the British Empire from 1841 to 1997. On July 1, 1997, the 
sovereignty of HK was handed over from the United Kingdom back to the People’s 
Republic of China. As a special administrative region, HK enjoys “one country, two 
systems,” a two-tiered political system that allows HK to retain its own political 
administration and capitalist economy from Mainland China until 2047. HK has been 
promised a high degree of autonomy, civil liberties, and an independent judicial sys-
tem. As a hybrid regime (Cheng, 2016), however, the Chinese state maintains a certain 
degree of political influence over HK’s governance. Beijing, for example, maintains 
control over the territory’s foreign affairs and the legal interpretation of the Basic Law, 
HK’s “mini constitution.” This complexity in the structure of governance is reflected 
in political identities as well. Although HK shares similarities in terms of ethno-cul-
tural lifestyles with Mainland China, differences in language, political values, judicial 
system, and market configurations have created tension between the local HK identity 
and the national Chinese identity (Mathews, 1997).

Post-handover HK has been characterized by heightened political unrest, the 
emergence of a local identity discourse valorizing political agency, and more fre-
quent social movement participation. As HK and Mainland China experienced 
accelerated economic and social integration since the handover of sovereignty, HK 
people had shown a growing positive attachment toward a national Chinese or a 
more hybridized identity in the 2000s (Steinhardt et al., 2018). Yet, some of the HK 
government’s efforts to foster a sense of belonging to the Chinese state and reluc-
tance to roll out democratic reforms backfired (Yuen, 2015). As conflicts between 
civil society actors and state actors had become more frequent, political instability 
intensified in the 2010s (Lee et al., 2020). These events coincided with the growing 
appeal of a local identity discourse that values democracy and political autonomy, as 
well as stronger boundaries differentiating the local HK identity from a Chinese 
identity (Veg, 2017).

The Umbrella Movement in 2014 and the Anti-Extradition Bill Movement in 2019 
were two major examples of this growing state–society confrontation. The Umbrella 
Movement was a large-scale protest sparked by Beijing’s rejection of a completely 
popular Chief Executive election. On August 31, 2014, the National People’s Congress 
of China declared that the Chief Executive election in 2017 would be elected by 
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popular vote, yet each candidate would be reviewed and approved by a committee of 
1,200 people. The public saw this as the state’s denial of full liberal democracy in HK 
(Ma & Cheng, 2019). The movement began with a class boycott and then evolved into 
a spontaneous and large-scale occupation of central areas in the city. Survey results 
show that among the participants, 81% self-identified as Hong Kongers (Cheng, 2016, 
p. 402). The 79-day movement subsided in mid-December 2014, resulting in a grow-
ing gap between the Chinese state and HK’s civil society, paving the way for further 
radicalization of political confrontations (Cheng, 2016).

Frustrations about the stagnation in democratic reforms again culminated in the 
anti-extradition bill movement in 2019, following a series of political control such as 
the disqualification of legislators and the imprisonment of activists of the Umbrella 
Movement. The protest initially started with protestors demanding a withdrawal of a 
proposed revision to the Fugitive Offenders Ordinance that would allow Mainland 
China to extradite fugitives from HK. Unlike previous major protests in the city, the 
anti-extradition bill movement was characterized by a decentralized structure and 
more confrontational and violent tactics (Lee et al., 2019). Although the protest began 
with a peaceful march with a million participants on June 9, 2019, more frequent vio-
lent police–protester confrontations were observed as the movement progressed. 
Meanwhile, the movement’s demands expanded as well. Survey results show that the 
public was dissatisfied with the police’s use of violence in the protest (Lee et al. 2019). 
Protesters proposed the government retract their definition of the protest as a “riot,” 
address the police’s handling of the movement with excessive force, not arrest protest-
ers, and install democratic elections and reforms. The movement’s momentum was 
stalled by the escalation of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In the aftermath of the movement, HK’s civil society has witnessed tightened forms 
of political control. In June 2020, the Chinese government enacted the National 
Security Law which criminalizes acts of session, subversion, terrorism, and collusion 
with foreign forces. The Law also allows the appointment of judges by the Chief 
Executive of HK in court cases involving national security. While according to the 
Chinese state, the legislation of the law came with the intention of generating social 
stability and effective governance (Lau, 2021), several incidents following the enact-
ment of the law have intensified political insecurity for HK people. These events 
include the amendment of electoral rules, the mass arrests of pan-democrats, and the 
closure of several media presses.

Given these political changes, neither the Umbrella Movement nor the anti-extradi-
tion bill movement was considered successful in a pragmatic sense. The former has 
never produced its intended result (i.e., the implementation of universal suffrage). For 
the latter, although the HK government formally withdrew the bill in October 2019, in 
a broader sense, recent studies report that the heightened legalization of political con-
trol and influence has exacerbated worries and fear about the deterioration in civil 
liberties and freedom of expression (Lee & Chan, 2022; Mak et al., 2022). This has 
driven a significant proportion of HK people to consider international migration in 
order to exit political instability (Lui et al., 2022; Wong et al., 2023).
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The COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic itself too, has acted as a further push factor for migration in 
HK. The HK government’s delayed response at the initial stage of the COVID-19 
pandemic and measures in the later stage—such as compulsory vaccination for certain 
population groups and ad-hoc neighborhood lockdowns—further aggravated public 
dissatisfaction (Yuen et al., 2021). Zhou et al. (2023) show that the number of local 
COVID-19 infections is positively associated with people’s migration intention in HK, 
particularly for younger and university-educated people.

The BN(O) Visa Scheme

Among multiple destinations, the UK has become one of the most popular destinations 
for emigration (Kan et al., 2021), and there is currently a sizeable HK diaspora in the 
UK. In July 2020, the UK Home Office announced plans to alter the entitlement 
attached to British National (Overseas) status holders. On January 31, 2021, the UK 
formally introduced an immigration route for BN(O) status holders from HK and their 
dependents to come to the UK, providing them with a bespoke pathway to citizenship 
and residency. By the end of December 2022, 160,700 applications for the scheme had 
been received (UK Home Office, 2023). In 2021, there were 117,714 HK people resid-
ing in England (Office for National Statistics, 2022).

BN (O) is a form of citizenship that the UK government provided to HK citizens 
who were born before July 1, 1997, before the sovereignty of HK was returned to 
China. BN(O) status holders had no right of abode in the UK when the status was first 
introduced. The BN(O) status could only be obtained before July 1, 1997 and could 
not be passed to spouses or their descendants.

For BN(O) status holders in HK, the new visa route has made exiting their origin 
society more viable and less costly. Compared to other standard immigration or work 
visa routes, the BN(O) visa was more relaxed in terms of its eligibility and terms of 
settlement (Benson, 2021). Upon the introduction of the current scheme, HK residents 
who came to the UK on a BN(O) visa would be eligible to apply for Indefinite Leave 
to Remain after staying 5 years in the UK, along with other requirements. They would 
also be eligible for citizenship after a year of ILR status. On April 29, 2022, the UK 
further amended the policy, allowing HK residents born on or after July 1, 1997 with 
at least one parent holding the BN(O) status to apply for the scheme. The UK govern-
ment estimated that the scheme will allow 5.4 million of HK residents (including 
2.9 million of BN(O) status holders and 2.5 million family members) to apply to 
migrate to the UK (Foreign & Commonwealth Office, 2020).

Identities and Migration from the Perspective of the Exit-
voice-loyalty Framework

A large body of work in the social sciences emphasizes the important role of identity 
after migration, but fewer studies discuss the importance of identity before migration, 
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as a component of migration pushes and pulls, or its role in migration decision-mak-
ing. Of those that do, some have highlighted the role of “global” and cosmopolitan 
identities (Skrbis et al., 2014), and others have shown how ethnic minority identities 
may be relevant to the migration decision to the extent they are associated with out-
group discrimination as a push factor (Golovics, 2020). The strength of local identity 
has been linked with staying rather than leaving (Williams et al., 2018), although such 
an association is likely to be disrupted in politically tumultuous contexts.

Political conflicts are known to have a strong effect on international migration, as are 
feelings of insecurity and distrust (Etling et al., 2020). The literature focused on political 
aspects of migration suggests that political identities may have heightened importance in 
places where political dissatisfaction is high, perhaps particularly when discontents can-
not be democratically expressed. Hiskey et  al. (2014), for example, show that lower 
quality of government and democracy are associated with higher levels of migration. We 
adopt Hirschman’s theoretical framework to test how a local identity might have acted 
as a conducing factor for social movement participation and how this might have inter-
acted with the social movement outcome to affect migration decisions.

Participation in Social Movements and Migration as 
“voice” and “exit” in HK

Hirschman’s framework has been picked up by migration scholars to study the rela-
tionship between movers’ identity or attachment to their origin society and transna-
tional migration. A recent contribution of this in the case of the HK diaspora is that of 
Wong et  al. (2023). The authors were primarily concerned with the relationship 
between loyalty and exit. They argue that people identifying with a local HK identity 
were more likely to depart because they are also more likely to be dissatisfied with the 
outcomes of the social movements.

In this paper, we extend this framework in two ways. First, instead of successful 
voices, we focus on the role of failed voices underpinning HK people’s aspiration to 
exit their origin society and relocate. Second, we investigate the complexity of loyalty. 
We test if the relationship between voice and exit would be uniform across different 
birth cohorts who might share differential patterns, and meanings, of “loyalty” (i.e., 
local identity).

In Hirschman’s theory, loyalty often leads to voice, as loyal consumers or organiza-
tional members tend to demand improvements by directly articulating their frustration. 
In comparable ways, strong sentiments on local identity could have provided motivation 
for movement mobilization and participation in the anti-extradition bill protest in 2019. 
Although successful voicing may discourage exit as predicted in Hirschman’s model, 
failed voice may have a different influence. Failed voice—that is, participation in social 
movements or political actions to demand changes that have failed to achieve their 
agenda—could have fueled motivation for HK people to leave and move to the UK.

In times when voicing has become ineffective, frequent and prior engagement in 
social movements, and political conflicts might have acted as a push factor for exit  
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(i.e., outward migration). Just as organizational members may signal their dissatisfaction 
with a product or service by exiting and devoting their loyalty to another provider when 
firms fail to respond to the demands of their members, political actors, too, may behave 
similarly, especially those who were loyal (i.e., with a strong local identity). The more 
loyal they are, the more likely they may channel their political grievances from a failed 
movement into the intention to exit and relocate away. In the context of HK, this might 
be particularly relevant as the perceived opportunity structure of democratic reforms has 
been greatly attenuated and the ease of exiting has been greatly improved with the 
BN(O) visa route. Lui et al. (2022), for example, find that pro-democrats and moderates 
are more likely to intend to move when compared to pro-government respondents.

Although the relationship between voice and exit is conditioned by the concept of 
loyalty, as proposed by Hirschman, the heterogeneous nature of “loyalty” has often 
been underexplored. Past research on the generational differences in subjective under-
standing of local identity among HK people has hinted at this complexity. Highly 
educated people and the younger generation tended to identify with a local HK iden-
tity, as they were more committed to the search for democracy and civic rights 
(Steinhardt et al., 2018). Similarly, Chow et al. (2020) find that the tendency to iden-
tify with a local HK identity was associated with support for anti-authoritarianism and 
proactive political participation. Young people embracing a strong local identity high-
lighting civic-based ideals and political agency saw the ethnically defined Chinese 
identity promulgated by the Beijing government as increasingly conflicting (Veg, 
2017). Older people, on the contrary, show the strongest identification with a Chinese 
national identity and a higher trust in political institutions (Chow et al., 2020).

The complexity of “loyalty” has also been reflected in the generational differences 
in political attitudes and participation in social movements. While the anti-extradition 
bill movement was decentralized and had a wide range of actors of different demo-
graphic backgrounds (Choi, 2022), younger cohorts, especially those who are highly 
educated, played a significant role in the movement (Ku, 2020). In Lee et al.’s survey 
(2019), 69% of protestors were between the age of 20 to 40. Seventy-eight percent 
reported having a bachelor or diploma degree. Young people were more likely to have 
engaged in radicalized and confrontational tactics, class strikes, and political consumer-
ism in order to express their political claims and to urge for policy change (Chan & Pun, 
2020; Lee et al., 2020).

In addition to “loyalty,” marital status, education, and health status, pre-migration 
could have contributed to migration decision-making as well. Married couples tend to 
emigrate in order to secure their children’s physical safety and future prospects (Lui 
et al., 2022). Younger and more educated people are also more likely to consider mov-
ing away from HK than planning to stay (Kan et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2023).

Hypotheses

Hypotheses 1a and 1b are concerned about participation in social movements, that is, 
“voice” in Hirschman’s theoretical framework. Hypotheses 2a, 2b, 3a, and 3b are 
about migration intention, that is, “exit” in Hirschman’s term. We test generational 
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differences in the associations in hypotheses 1b, 2b, and 3b, as we suppose people in 
different birth cohort will show varying levels of “voice” and “exit” patterns based on 
their identities, that is, they have differential patterns and meanings of “loyalty.”

First, given the facts that people with a stronger local HK identity tend to have 
civic-minded, pro-democracy, and anti-authoritarian values (Chow et  al., 2020; 
Steinhardt et al., 2018; Veg, 2017) and that the political freedom has been in decline in 
HK, we hypothesize that the Hong Konger identity will have been a conducive factor 
to social movements (i.e., “voice”).

H1a: People identifying as “Hong Kongers” are more likely to have participated in 
social movements since 2019.

The younger generations are more likely to identify as “Hong Kongers” (Steinhardt 
et al., 2018; Veg, 2017) and the political meaning of the Hong Konger identity may dif-
fer among generations. Hence the patterns of “loyalty” will vary across generations.

H1b. The association between the Hong Konger identity and social movements 
participation differs among generations.

People who identify themselves as local people tend to stay rather than migrate 
(Williams et al., 2018). However, the recent migration trend in HK was initiated by the 
introduction of the National Security Law and mass demonstrations in association 
with the 2019 anti-extradition movement. People with a strong sense of a local identity 
in HK are more likely to be worried about the loss of political autonomy, civic rights, 
and freedoms. The changes in political contexts are also likely to have acted as push 
factors for migration for people who identify themselves as Hong Kongers. That is, 
they are more likely to “exit.”

H2a. Identifying as Hong Konger is positively associated with migration 
intention.

Nevertheless, the “push” and “pull” factors associated with the Hong Konger iden-
tity are likely to differ for different age groups, reflecting the emergence of politicized 
identities. That is, the consequences of “loyalty” vary across the generations.

H2b. The association between Hong Konger identity and migration intention dif-
fers among generations.

Sentiments on a local identity may have provided a motivation for participation in 
the anti-extradition bill movement in 2019. Using Hirschman’s (1970) framework, 
when political dissatisfaction failed to be resolved by social movements, people tend 
to emigrate, that is, “exit.”

H3a. The level of participation in social movements is positively associated with 
migration intention.



Kan et al.	 285

Again, the levels of “loyalty,” that is, tendency to stay or exit, are likely to vary 
across generations.

H3b. The association between participation in social movements and migration 
intention differs among generations.

Data and Variables

Data

We conducted three rounds of surveys to investigate the migration intention of HK 
people with the BN(O) status. Samples were drawn randomly from landline and 
mobile telephone numbers by using the digital dialing method. Invalid numbers are 
dropped. The total sample size is 3,003. 1,003 BN(O) citizens were interviewed in HK 
from February to April 2021; 1,000 from June to August 2021; 500 from March to 
June 2022. Five Hundred people aged 18 to 24 who are children of BN(O) were overs-
ampled in the third round of the survey because the BN(O) visa scheme has been 
extended to include adult children of BN(O) citizens. The response rates of the three 
rounds of the survey were 71.3%, 70.5%, and 70.3% respectively.

As the surveys were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic when social dis-
tancing policies were enforced, questionnaires were sent to respondents prior to the 
interview, and the interviews were conducted in Cantonese or Mandarin by phone or 
via a social media interface such as FaceTime, WhatsApp, and WeChat.

To ensure the representativeness of the findings, in the analysis the data were 
weighted based on the distribution of age, gender, and educational levels of the HK 
population (calculated from the 2016 HK Population by Census data).1

Variables

Key Variables
Participation in Social Movements.  Respondents were presented a continuous scale 

of 0 to 10 where 0 indicated “no participation” and 10 “high participation” and asked 
“How often have you participated in social movements in HK since 2019?” They could 
also answer “no opinion/prefer not to say.” As the question is politically sensitive, a 
relatively large proportion of respondents answered, “no opinion/prefer not to say” 
(7.6%). We imputed the non-response values by multiple imputation methods. The 
variables used for the imputation include birth cohorts, whether identifying as “Hong 
Konger,” gender, marital status, employment status, educational level, whether having 
a poor health, and whether a political event happened 7 days prior to the interview.

Intention to Migrate.  Respondents were asked “Do you intend to move to a country 
outside HK and China in the future?.” Their answers include “Yes,” “I am consider-
ing,” “No,” and “Don’t know.” In our sample, 8.2% of the respondents answered “Yes,” 
15.3% answered “I am considering,” and 76.5% replied “No” or “Don’t Know.” In the 
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analysis, we recode this variable into 1 if the response is “Yes” or “I am considering,” 
and 0 if otherwise.2

Birth Cohorts.  We classify respondents into four birth cohorts: after 1997 (reference 
category), 1980s to 1997, 1965 to 1970s, and before 1965.

Subjective Identities.  Respondents were asked, “Which of the following best 
describes your identity? 1. Hong Konger; 2. Chinese; 3. Hong Kong Chinese; 4. Chi-
nese Hong Konger; 5. Other, specify__” In our sample, 60.6% of the respondents 
chose option 1; 9.4% chose 2; 8.02% chose 3; 21.8% chose 4; 0.2% chose 5. In our 
analysis, we recode the responses into a binary variable: Hong Konger = 1; all other 
categories = 0.

Other Variables.  Our models control for gender (female = 1; male = 0), partnership sta-
tus (married or cohabiting = 1; non-married = 0), employment status (employed or self-
employed = 1; non-employed = 0), parental status (have a child under 18 = 1; 
otherwise = 0), educational level: secondary or below (reference category), post-sec-
ondary, and degree or above, and whether the respondent suffers from a poor health 
(Yes = 1; No = 0).3

Analytical Strategies

We first present descriptive statistics of the analytical samples. We then examine how 
participation in social movements is associated with birth cohorts, the Hong Konger 
identity, and other socio-demographic variables. Furthermore, we test the associations 
of migration intention with birth cohorts, the Hong Konger identity, and participation 
in social movements. We run ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions to predict par-
ticipation in social movement. OLS regressions are considered to be appropriate 
because social movements participation is measured in a scale of 0 to 10 and distance 
between scale points are deemed to be equally weighted. It is also a common method 
to model political participation (See for example, de Zúñiga et al., 2014). Furthermore, 
we run logistic regressions to predict the migration intention of HK people. We test for 
generational differences and identity differences with a set of interaction terms, and 
also include a set of interactions by survey round to control for outward migration 
selection effects over the fieldwork period.

Findings

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics by cohort. We define the youngest birth cohort as 
post-1997, as we assume that people who were born after the post-colonial period may 
have different values and self-identification, as well as intention to participate in social 
movements and migration. However, this cohort was only included in the third round 
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of the survey and were aged 18 to 24 at the time of the fieldwork. The remaining three 
cohorts are present in all three rounds of data and are thus 1 year older in round 3 
(March–June 2022) than in round 1 (February–April 2021). These are defined as those 
born between 1980s to 1997 (aged 24–41 in round 1), 1965 to 1979 (age 42–56 in 
round 1), and pre-1965 (age 57 and older in round 1). We find that the two younger 
cohorts have participated more frequently in social movements (i.e., higher levels of 
“voice”) since 2019, with average scores of 2.94 and 2.36 on a 0 to 10 scale, compared 
to 1.25 and 1.17 among the older cohorts. Intention to migrate (“exit”) is the highest 
among the 1980s to 1997 cohort, with 39% considering migrating, compared to 10% 
of the oldest cohort. In terms of subjective identity, we find the two younger cohorts 
equally likely to identify as a Hong Konger (“loyalty”) but not Chinese (81% and 
80%) and at a far higher rate than the older cohorts (61% among the 1965–1979 group, 
and 44% among the pre-1965s). We see demographic patterns matching expectations 
by age, for example, fewer of the post-1997 cohort are married or have children, and 
poor health is more common among older people. The middle two groups, being of 
working age, are more likely to be active in the labor market, and the younger groups 
have higher levels of educational attainment (lower rates of having a degree in the 
post-1997 group likely reflects that some will still be studying).

Comparing across the three fieldwork periods, we find higher levels of reported 
levels of participation in social movements in round 3 (1.97) compared to round 1 
(1.30). Rates of intention to migrate were similar in the first two rounds (21% and 20% 
respectively) but rising to 29% in March–June 2022. These shifts are due to a certain 
extent to the oversampled of the post-1997 cohort in round 3 of the survey (50%). The 
second round had higher levels of Hong Konger identities (72% compared to 55% in 
round 1 and 57% in round 3) which may also reflect some complex dynamics of the 
shifting political situation, as well as ongoing outward migration.

OLS Regressions Predicting Participation in Social Movements

Due to the data structure, with the youngest cohort available only in round 3, we exam-
ine just the three older cohorts across all rounds of data (Tables 2a and 3a), and sepa-
rately all four cohorts in round 3 (Tables 2b and 3b).

Firstly, we examine the antecedents of “voice,” namely participation in social 
movements; Table 2a shows that the two oldest cohorts are less likely to participate 
than those born between 1980 and 1997, even when controlling for HK identity, gen-
der, marital status, employment status, education, and health. The control variables 
show that education has a strong and significant positive association with participation 
frequency (having a degree b = 0.660, SE 0.118) and being married or cohabiting has a 
negative association compared to single (b = −0.239, SE 0.101). We find here, perhaps 
surprisingly, that poor health is associated with higher frequency of participation. One 
interpretation of this might be that the stressful political circumstances of participation 
itself has brought about worse health.

Turning to identity in Table 2a, we find a positive association of identifying as a 
Hong Konger and participation in social movements (0.357, SE 0.095), although, as 
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we show in models 2, 3, and 4, this masks heterogeneity by fieldwork period and gen-
eration. The interactions reveal that the association of HK identity and participation 
was strongest in early 2021 (the reference category) and weakened by mid-2022 (mod-
els 2 and 4). These findings probably reflect that there are selection effects in the 
sample. For example, some people who identify as Hong Kongers and have partici-
pated in social movements might have emigrated and therefore were not observed in 
the latter two rounds. In terms of generational differences, the association between 
Hong Konger and participation in social movements was stronger among the 1980s to 
1997 cohort and the 1965 to 1970s cohort (models 3 and 4). Taken together, the inter-
actions suggest heterogeneous and shifting meanings of HK identity and its political 
consequences.

The findings from round 3 (Table 2b) are largely similar. It is the youngest cohort, 
post-1997, who are most likely to participate in social movements, even more likely 
than the 1980s to 1997 cohort. The effects of the control variables marital status and 
education are confirmed here, and the positive effect of health has a larger effect size 
and greater significance in this round of data (b = 0.713, SE 0.236). The main effect of 
HK identity does not reach significance here, when comparing with the post-1997 

Table 2b.  OLS Regressions Predicting Participation in Social Movements (Before and After 
1997 Cohorts).

Independent variables (1) (2)

Born 1980s–1997 –0.558+ (0.335) –0.288 (0.675)
Born 1965–1970s –0.959** (0.360) –0.673 (0.665)
Born before 1965 –0.892** (0.341) –0.226 (0.634)
Hongkonger identity 0.059 (0.160) 0.713 (0.682)
Female –0.040 (0.153) –0.034 (0.152)
Married or cohabiting –0.428* (0.175) –0.394* (0.175)
Have a child under 18 0.046 (0.210) 0.001 (0.210)
Employed or self-employed 0.004 (0.185) –0.020 (0.186)
Post-secondary 0.807*** (0.241) 0.738** (0.242)
Degree or above 0.779*** (0.200) 0.716*** (0.201)
Have bad health 0.713** (0.236) 0.659** (0.236)
Born 1980s–1997 × Hongkonger –0.332 (0.754)
Born 1965–1970s × Hongkonger –0.293 (0.743)
Born before 1965 × Hongkonger –1.182 (0.727)
Constant 2.581*** (0.347) 2.122*** (0.621)
Observations 1000 1000
R-square 0.074 0.081
Adjusted R2 0.064 0.068

Notes. Data are from Round 3 of the Hong Kong Migration Study.
The reference categories are: Born in or after 1997, Not Hongkonger, Male, Non-married, Childless, 
Non-employed, Secondary or below, and Do not have bad health.
Standard errors in parentheses.
+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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cohort. However, consistent with the results in Table 2a, the association between a 
Hong Konger identity and participation in social movements is weaker in the before 
1965 cohort when compared with the 1980s to 1997 and the 1965 to 1970s cohorts.

In sum, we find supportive evidence for H1a and H1b on the association between 
loyalty and voice: identifying as a Hong Konger is positively associated with the level 
of participation in social movements. The association is weaker for people born before 
1965 for whom the HK identity may invoke a less politicized loyalty.

Logistic Regressions Predicting Migration Intention

In Tables 3a and 3b, we turn our attention to “exit,” that is, migration intention. The 
cohort variables in Model 1 confirm the bivariate patterns presented in Table 1, with 
the 1980s to 1997 cohort being the most likely to report that they are considering 
migrating away from HK, a difference that is statistically significantly lower among 
the pre-1965 cohort. We can also see from Table 3a that the before-1965 cohort is less 
likely to emigrate than the 1980s to 1997 cohort (b = −0.807, SE = 0.240). Confirming 
the bivariate association, we see that migration intention is higher in round 3, though 
in the multivariate model it is also apparent that migration intention was lower in 
round 2 than round 1. Looking at the control variables we find that in contrast to the 
associations for participation, that the married or cohabiting are more likely to be con-
sidering migration (b = 0.401, SE 0.164), as are those with children (b = 0.450, SE 
0.156). As expected, being in poor health decreases migration intentions (−0.822, SE 
0.245), again an example where the antecedents of migration are not matched with the 
antecedents of participation in social movements. Education has a positive association 
with migration intentions as well as participation in social movements.

We include participation in social movements (“voice”) as an explanatory variable, 
and find, as hypothesized, a positive association: the higher the level of participation 
in social movements, the more likely is one to emigrate (b = 0.212, SE 0.0253). As 
further hypothesized, those who identify themselves as Hong Kongers are also more 
likely to be considering migration (b = 0.767, SE 0.157), supporting the idea that “loy-
alty” can be a push factor in this political context. Models 2 to 5 include interaction 
terms to test hypotheses 2b and 3b. None of the participation interaction terms are 
significant, suggesting that its association with migration intention is the same in the 
different cohorts. The interaction term between the Hong Konger identity and the pre-
1965 cohort is positive and marginally significant. That is, the Hong Konger identity 
may be acting as a stronger push factor for migration for the oldest generation. 
Regarding the interactions with survey round, we find that the identity–intention asso-
ciation is significantly weaker in round 2 compared to round 1 (model 3), perhaps 
suggesting selection effect due to the ongoing migration and the heterogeneous and 
evolving consequences of a HK identity.

In Table 3b, which also considers the post-1997 cohort, it confirms it is the 1980s 
to 1997 cohort who are most likely to be considering migration. As we found in the full 
sample, both participation and Hong Kong identity have significant positive associa-
tions with migration intention, though at the time of the round 3 fieldwork, there are 
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no significant differences between the cohorts in terms of the effects of participation 
and identity. We should note that, however, the significance level of the coefficients in 
the models of Table 3b may reflect the smaller sample size in these models (n = 1,000).

To sum up, we have found supportive evidence for H2a: loyalty, in terms of identify-
ing as a Hong Konger, is linked to a higher likelihood of considering emigration. There 
is some supportive evidence for H2b, but the borderline significant difference is only 
found in the oldest generation: the Hong Konger identity has a stronger positive asso-
ciation with migration intention for people born before 1965. The findings support H3a 
but not H3b: the level of participation in social movements is positively associated with 
migration intention, thus suggesting a role for “failed voice” and exit intention. 
However, there is no significant difference across the generations in this association.

Robustness Checking of Results

First, we run Heckman selection models to predict participation in social movements. 
We include all variables in the main models as stated in Table 2 as well as whether a 
political event happened in the 7 days before the interview in the first stage selection 
model. Furthermore, we recode participation in social movement into a categorical 
variable (0 = No participation, 1–5 = Some participation, and 6–10 = High participa-
tion) and model the responses with multinomial logistic regressions. To take account 
of the endogeneity of migration intention and participation in social movements, we 
run instrumental variable probit models to predict migration intention, and the politi-
cal event variable is used as an instrument. We also include the average number of 
COVID-19 cases in the last 7 days in the logistic regression models of migration inten-
tion. As it is an exogenous factor to the models, it does not affect the associations 
between the dependent and independent variables. The main conclusions remain the 
same with these robustness checks.

Conclusion

We have applied and extended Hirschman’s theoretical framework to investigate the 
relationships between the Hong Konger identity, participation in social movements 
and migration intention of HK. Our findings, based on large-scale survey data col-
lected amid the migration tide in HK, reveal that the Hong Konger identity is associ-
ated with both a higher level of participation in social movements and a stronger 
migration intention. There are few variations in these associations across the genera-
tions. The generational effects are mainly concerned with the oldest group. The Hong 
Konger identity is associated less strongly with participation in social movements, and 
more strongly with migration intention for people born before 1965. Furthermore, 
participation in social movements is also a strong push factor to migration, and no 
generational difference in the association is found.

We have used HK as a case study to show how Hirschman’s framework can be 
applied to societies with heightened political control. The findings suggest that when 
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civil rights and political freedom are dwindling and public dissatisfaction is high, as in 
the case of HK, a local identity is associated with voicing for reforms. In the case of 
failed social movements (i.e., when voices are not answered or even penalized), a local 
identity and previous experiences in voicing out are associated with a higher chance of 
exit to another country.

These results have implications for societies with shrinking political opportunity 
structures but greater ease of transnational migration. In the case of HK, a continuous 
population outflow can be expected. The continual decline in political freedom means 
that HK people with a strong sentiment of belonging may choose to emigrate rather 
than participate in social movements. The Hong Konger identity is conducive to politi-
cal mobilization. Following Hirschman’s (1970) framework, voice is an indication of 
loyalty to an organization. Members who have strong sentiments to the organization 
will seek for changes. In the case of public policy, loyalty makes people voice for the 
sake of collective interests, rather than their own. When voices are failed, people’s 
loyalty will decline and those who would choose to voice have to exit. State–society 
interactions, particularly state responses to collective movements and voicing, would 
be key to shaping the speed and size of outward migration.

Limitations of this Study

We have observed that the Hong Konger identity has weaker associations with partici-
pation in social movements and migration intention in the third round of the survey. 
This is likely to reflect the challenges in collecting data about migration when many 
people have been migrating continuously given the tightening of political control in 
civil society. Our surveys collected data as soon as the new BN(O) visa scheme took 
effect, which should have reduced the sample selection bias. We also conducted some 
robustness checks of our findings.

We included respondents who were born in or after 1997 only in the last round of 
the survey, as the UK government had extended the BN(O) visa scheme to children of 
BN(O)s then. Our data do not include people who are not eligible for the BN(O) visa 
scheme and thus are not representative of the entire HK population. Future research 
should collect data on both the pre- and post-1997 cohorts from the whole HK popula-
tion. It should continue to monitor the migration trend and investigate further the gen-
erational differences in the push and pull factors for migration.
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Notes

1.	 We used the 2016 HK census data to calculate the weights because it is the latest available 
population data. The Census data do not have information about BN(O) status. We there-
fore calculate the weight based on the HK population.

2.	 We recoded migration intention into a binary variable in order to increase the cell sizes 
of each category of the dependent variable. In robustness checking, we recode migration 
intention into a 3-category response (i.e., “no/don’t know,” “considering,” and “yes”). The 
main conclusions remain largely the same.

3.	 In the survey, respondents were asked “How would you rate your general health status in 
the last 12 months.” Their answers include “Very poor,” “Poor,” “Neither Poor nor Good,” 
“Good,” and “Very Good. ”We define “Whether having a poor health” = 1 if respondents 
replied “Very Poor” or “Poor”; = 0 Otherwise.
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