
34 years add up to impressive 
career for numbers man

“Statistics do get into some awkward situations, 
becoming the victim of damned people including some 
‘damned statisticians’, of course,” he says, with a smile. 
“Indeed, the very task of a good statistician is to expose 
misuses and abuses of statistics.”

M r Ho,  who spent  34 years  as  a  stat ist ic ian 
with the civil service, including the top posting of 
Commissioner for Census and Statistics from 1992 until 
his retirement in 2005, believes that it is important that the 
public has a basic level of “statistical literacy” so that they 
can benefit from using available statistics and can discern for 
themselves whether or not a statement made by others about 
certain data is proper.

 The importance of an informed public quickly became 
obvious when Mr Ho took the top posting 16 years ago. At 
that time, statistics were often greeted with suspicion. “For 
example, with the Consumer Price Index (CPI), people would 
say ‘the price of rice has gone up 20%! How can you say the 
CPI has gone up only 6, 5 or 4%?’. They did not realise that a 
lot of other products, which had not experienced price hikes, 
were also included in the index.”

Statistics gaining acceptance
 Mr Ho is very pleased that through the emphasis 

on scientif ic  pr inciples,  professional  ethics and 
international standards, Hong Kong’s official statistics 
have gradually gained general trust among the local and  
international communities.

 Over the years, Mr Ho grew adept at handling tricky 
situations, such as dealing with irate citizens who took offence 
at being asked highly personal questions (e.g. about issues 
such as abortion, drug-taking and stealing). One sensitive 
issue that caused Mr Ho a considerable headache was when 
his department had to ask members of the public if they had 
any children born out of registered marriage. “Imagine what 
an older woman would say if asked that. She would say ‘Go 
to hell!’. So we decided to use a special method known as the 
‘randomised response technique’.”

 Mr Ho grins when he remembers this rather simple, but 
ingenious technique, which he learned in the United States 
on one of his overseas study visits. It worked like this: the 
interviewer would ask the respondent to put his/her hand 
into a bag containing a number of photo film holders, some 
with a lid and some without. The respondent would pick one 
(his/her hand still inside the bag) and not tell the interviewer 
which one.

Keeping a lid on embarrassment
 The interviewer would then give the respondent two 

questions — one about the private, sensitive matter and 
the other about catching taxis — and the former would 
tell the latter that if he had picked the holder with a lid he 
should answer the question about taxis, and if not, he should 
answer the personal question. The formats of the answers to 
the two different questions were the same, for example: [a] 
represented “none”, [b] represented “one”, [c] represented 
“two”, and so on. In this way, he could answer truthfully 
without embarrassment since the interviewer did not know 
which question he was answering. The answer “b” could 
mean “one child’ or “one taxi trip”! The data thus obtained, 
together with separate data collected about taxi travel, 
would enable the data required of the sensitive subject to be 
estimated with relevant statistical formulas. Details about the 
technique are commonly available from statistical texts.

A Hong Kong childhood
 Mr Ho has fond memories of growing up in Hong Kong 

after moving here from Shanghai at the age of 4. His family, 
like many others in Hong Kong at that time, was involved 
in the textiles industry, running a small cloth-wholesaling 
business. He says that he knew the streets of Sham Shui Po 
like the back of his hand, having to walk back and forth 
through the area on the way to the school situated there from 
his home on the Hong Kong Island at the age of 11. Ever 
since, he has enjoyed visiting various parts of Hong Kong on 
foot or by bus, marvelling at how the city had changed over 
the years.

 FREDERICK Ho Wing-huen has a ready answer for fellows who throw 
him the line “There are lies, damned lies and statistics.”
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Former Commissioner for  Census and 
Statistics, Frederick Ho, during his interview 
with the Civil Service Newsletter.
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is a Vice-president of the Hong Kong Association for the 
Advancement of Science and Technology; and he is involved 
with various alumni associations. 

“It is not that I cannot shut off my engine. Somehow 
I feel that I have got a lot from Hong Kong over the years. 
I just want to continue paying back to it by making some 
contributions, however small, with my available knowledge, 
experience and energy,” Mr Ho said.

Community involvement
What Mr Ho speaks most passionately about is his 

involvement with a charity that promotes the integration of 
disabled and able-bodied people. As Chairman of the Hong 
Kong PHAB (Physically Handicapped and Able-bodied 
Integration) Association, he wants to see the continuing 
reduction in the gap between the two groups, both in their 
working and social lives. 

 After 34 years of marriage (to Rita), Mr Ho was sadly 
widowed some months ago. Mrs Ho was a skilled Chinese 
calligrapher/painter and a devoted volunteer docent at the Hong 
Kong Museum of Art, apart from being a significant source of 
support to Mr Ho throughout his career. She is naturally much 
missed by Mr Ho and their two grown-up sons.

 Among his busy schedules Mr Ho always tries to find 
some time to spend with friends, play badminton, visit art 
exhibitions, relax with a good book and listen to music. 
He also tries to go around Hong Kong’s various districts 
periodically, in vehicles or on foot, both for pleasure and 
professional purposes. “Statistics are not just numbers. They 
relate to the people, the place and the interaction of the two. 
If you keep a distance from them, you cannot understand the 
figures well. But, when you are near them, you get to know 
more about their situation so that 
further statistics may be produced to 
expose the community’s needs and 
problems,” Mr Ho said.

Mr Ho joined the civil service as an Assistant Education Officer 
in 1966 and joined the Census and Statistics Department to 
be a Statistician in 1972. He was promoted to the rank of 
Senior Statistician in 1977, to Assistant Commissioner for 
Census and Statistics in 1981 and to Deputy Commissioner 
for Census and Statistics in 1989. 

 He says that over that period, technological advances had a 
major impact on the department. “Computing technology and 
statistics have a very close relationship. In the last three decades, 
there have been great advances in computing technology, 
especially the appearance of the Internet,” he says, adding that 
statistical work has been much facilitated by this.

 However, he says these advances do not just make life 
easier. “People’s expectations rise far faster than the aid that 
technology provides!”

Trappings not important
 Despite his high-profile career, Mr Ho said that he had 

no trouble adjusting to life in retirement. While he misses 
the challenge of his job sometimes and cherishes very much 
the daily contact he had with friendly colleagues, he says the 
trappings of high office were never important to him. “I never 
took to heart ‘status’, ‘red-carpet treatment’, ‘power’ and the 
like,” he says. His easy transition into retirement could also 
be because his daily schedule is still jam-packed!

He was appointed Statist ical  Adviser  to the 
National Bureau of Statistics of China from 2006 for 
a term of three years. He gives lectures on statistics at 
local universities and organisations; he offers his skills to 
international bodies such as the United Nations and the 
Asian Development Bank; he is on various committees 
dealing with life-long education and vocational training; he 

By the 1970s, Mr Ho (in the grey suit) was a Senior Statistician. The daily contact with 
his colleagues was always important to Mr Ho.

Keeping fit and having fun have 
always been important parts of 
Mr Ho’s life.
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