Why Renters Should Personalise Anyway,
Even If You're Only Staying Six Months

Most people in Hong Kong rent. That isn't a passing phase or a stop-gap on the way to owning a flat
— it is the default state of housing for the majority of working adults across the city, and it tends to
stay that way for years at a time. The city's home ownership rate sat at 50.4% in 2024, down from a
peak of 54.3% in 2004, leaving roughly half of all households in some form of rental arrangement.
The flats themselves are often compact, the leases are often shorter than feels comfortable, and the
instinct to leave things mostly as-found is widespread. Why bother hanging proper artwork, investing
in furniture, or arranging the space thoughtfully when you might be packing it all up again in less
than a year?

The honest answer is that those "less than a year" stretches have a habit of piling up. A six-month
sublet leads into a twelve-month standard tenancy, which renews once because the landlord didn't
push the rent too hard, which is followed by another two-year run in a different building after a job
change or a flatmate switch. Before you realise it, you've spent the better part of a decade living in
flats you treated as waiting rooms — surrounded by half-unpacked boxes, blank walls, and the
strange flatness of a home that never quite became one.

This article makes a practical case for doing the opposite. Personalising a rental properly, even when
the calendar says you aren't staying long, does not require negotiating with your landlord, voiding
your deposit, or committing to anything that can't be undone in an afternoon. The goal is a flat that
feels lived-in from the first month, packs down cleanly at the end, and leaves you with pieces and
habits that travel with you to the next address — wherever in the city that turns out to be.

The Real Cost of Treating a Flat as a Waiting Room

Run the numbers honestly and most renters live in their "temporary" flats for longer than they expect.
The standard Hong Kong tenancy is two years with a break clause at the twelve-month mark, and
plenty of people use that clause — only to sign another two-year lease somewhere else. The
arrangement is so standard it has a nickname in the trade — "one year fixed, one year flexible" — and
the break clause typically requires two to three months' written notice to the landlord before it can be
exercised. Add up four or five of those moves across a working life and you have fifteen or twenty
years of housing that, on paper, was always treated as the prelude to something more settled. The
"real" home that justifies proper personalisation rarely arrives on the schedule people imagine, and
the years spent waiting for it are still years you actually lived through.

The cost of carrying that waiting-room mindset is mostly invisible until you sit with it. Walking into a
flat with bare white walls, a sofa pushed against whichever wall the previous tenant left it against,
and several boxes of books still taped shut in the corner does something quiet to your mood night
after night. It tells you, without words, that you are passing through. Picture the same room with
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those books arranged across a bookshelf instead — spines visible, a couple of framed photos and a
desk lamp at the end, a plant on the top — and the change is not really aesthetic. It is the difference
between a flat that recognises you and one that doesn't. Six months in a flat that doesn't recognise
you is six months of low-grade unsettlement you usually only notice once it stops.

The trickier consequence is what happens later. Renters who spend years deferring the practice of
personalising do not suddenly acquire the skill when they finally buy. The first owned flat tends to
feel just as provisional as the rentals that came before it — possessions still in boxes, walls still bare,
furniture still arranged around the previous tenant's logic, except now the previous tenant is a
stranger you never met. The muscle for arranging a space around your own life has to be built
somewhere, and the only place to build it is the flat you happen to be living in now, regardless of how
long the lease has left to run.

There is also a quieter loss worth naming, which is the slow erosion of the idea that personalisation
is something you do at all. Skip it for one tenancy and the next move feels easier to skip too. Skip it
for three and the boxes in the corner start to feel normal, the bare walls start to read as a style
choice, and the question of what your home would look like if you actually arranged it stops
occurring to you. The waiting room becomes the destination, not because you decided it would, but
because no other version of the flat was ever attempted.

The Reversibility Test: A Practical Filter for Every
Change

The most useful question a Hong Kong renter can ask before any change to a flat is short: can this
be undone in an afternoon, using materials I'll still have on hand the day | move out? It sounds
almost too simple to be a strategy. It quietly does most of the work that landlord conversations,
lease readings, and deposit anxieties were doing badly before. That deposit is rarely a small sum —
the Hong Kong standard is two months' rent held against the property's condition at handover, which
gives the reversibility question real financial weight. Once you start sorting potential changes
through that filter, almost every "can | do this in a rental?" question answers itself.

The cleanest way to apply it is to sort every change into one of three tiers. Fully reversible
interventions are those that leave no trace — adhesive picture hooks that peel off cleanly,
freestanding furniture, plug-in lamps, cushions and throws and rugs, peel-and-stick wallpaper applied
to a surface that can take it. Move-out is a matter of taking things down or carrying them out. This
damage-free logic holds true even for high-end lifestyle additions; a dedicated entertaining space
like a home bar can be kept entirely reversible simply by opting for a flexible freestanding format
over an architecturally fixed built-in installation that you'll only have to pay a contractor to tear out
later. Partially reversible interventions can be undone, but they need effort or materials at the other
end — small nail holes that need filler and a dab of matching paint, removable wallpaper that has
been up so long it has started to bond properly, a curtain pole that has left visible bracket marks
behind. They are not catastrophic, but they turn move-out weekend into a small renovation job.
Irreversible interventions, the third tier, change the flat permanently or in a way the next tenant will
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have to live with — painted feature walls, drilled-in shelving rails, replaced light fittings, removed
skirting. None of those are impossible to do in a rental, but they are not what this article is about.

Most renters who get into trouble at deposit return are not caught out by the irreversible tier — they
already know drilling into the kitchen tiles is a bad idea. They are caught by a hidden fourth category
that hides inside the partially reversible one. These are changes that are technically undoable, but
only with effort and materials the renter no longer possesses on the day of the handover. Seven
small nail holes scattered across three rooms each demand filler, sanding, a colour-matched paint
touch-up, and the time to do all of it before the keys go back. Multiply by a couple of wall-mounted
hooks, one curtain pole bracket, and a corner where the previous flatmate's poster left a slightly
different shade of paint, and a perfectly reasonable Saturday move-out becomes a stressful
eight-hour job that the renter usually loses money on. The reversibility test catches these in advance
by asking not just "can this be undone?" but "will | actually undo it cleanly, on time, with what | will
have to hand?"

The same logic plays out clearly when you compare two pieces that perform the same job. A
freestanding bookshelf and a set of wall-mounted shelving rails both hold the same books. They sit
in radically different reversibility tiers. The bookshelf is carried in, used, dusted occasionally, and
carried out — the only marks left behind are the slight indentations the feet pressed into the carpet,
which usually lift overnight. A wall-mounted shelving rail, by contrast, requires drilling into a concrete
or hollow-block wall, leaves a series of permanent holes that need filling and painting on the way out,
and risks chipped tile, cracked plaster, or worse if the wall is an older one. Both deliver the same
shelf space. One leaves a clean flat behind it, the other does not. That is the test in a single
comparison.

The final point worth making is that the reversibility test protects you in a way that landlord
permission does not. A landlord agreeing to a small change at the start of the tenancy is doing so
verbally, in one moment, about a property they may not even own by the time you move out. Flats in
Hong Kong change hands all the time. Landlords sell, retire, or hand the management over to an
agent who has no record of the conversation that happened eighteen months ago. The friendly
understanding you had in month two has no weight in month twenty when a new inspector walks
through the flat with a clipboard and a list. A change that passes the reversibility test does not need
that conversation to have happened, because there is nothing left to argue about. That is the quiet
freedom of working inside the test — you stop needing anyone's permission, because the only
person you have to satisfy is the version of yourself who will be holding the keys on the day you
leave.

Building a Portable Furniture Stack That Moves When
You Do

The instinct most Hong Kong renters carry into furniture shopping is to spend as little as possible, on
the reasonable theory that anything bought for a temporary flat is essentially disposable. That logic
holds up for one move. It starts to break down badly across three or four. The flat-pack bookshelf
bought for HK$800, used for two years, given away on Carousell before the next move for nothing,



then replaced with another HK$800 unit at the new flat — that is HK$400 a year of bookshelf, plus
the hours spent assembling, disassembling, and sourcing the replacement. A well-made
freestanding bookshelf bought for HK$4,500 and carried through six tenancies across a decade
lands at HKS450 a year and arrives at the end still worth something on the resale market. The maths
flips. The "cheap" route is only cheap if you genuinely move once.

The trick is identifying which categories actually reward the upgrade and which don't. Four pieces
consistently earn their keep across multiple moves: a sofa proportioned to fit narrow Hong Kong lifts
and doorways, a dining table that can stretch or fold to match different room sizes, a single proper
reading chair that anchors a corner wherever it ends up, and a bookshelf — or more accurately a
system of bookshelves — that can be combined, separated, or arranged differently in each new flat.
Each of these has the same useful quality: heavy enough to feel permanent in any room they land in,
but light enough that two people and a lift can shift them between flats without specialist movers
and the bills that come with them.

Bookshelves deserve singling out as the category most worth spending properly on, because they
are the piece that does the most invisible work in a rental. A good bookshelf holds your books, of
course, but it also holds the small objects that make a flat read as yours — the souvenir bowl from a
trip, the framed photo of a parent, the ceramic mug you bought at a Sham Shui Po pottery studio, the
stack of magazines you still mean to finish. It becomes the surface where your visible identity lives.
Cheap shelving sags under the weight of full hardbacks within a year, warps in Hong Kong's summer
humidity, and develops a visible wobble that you start to notice every time you walk past. A solid
timber unit, or a properly engineered modular system, holds its line for decades and survives the
rough handling that moves inevitably involve.

The dimensions are where most people go wrong. A bookshelf bought to fit a specific alcove in your
current flat will almost certainly not fit the equivalent corner in the next one. The median Hong Kong
domestic flat sits at around 430 square feet, with over 90% of households living in accommodation
under 753 square feet, but room widths vary enormously between a Sai Ying Pun walk-up, a
Mid-Levels high-rise, and a newer Kennedy Town development, and no two windows sit in the same
place. The pieces that survive moves are the ones with forgiving proportions — narrow depth, around
30cm or less, so the unit doesn't dominate a small living room; modest height, under 2 metres, since
some older flats have lower ceilings than the marketing photography suggested; and a footprint that
fits comfortably along most walls without demanding the rest of the room rearrange itself. The same
logic applies to sofas, dining tables, and reading chairs. Anything taller than the doorway clearance
or wider than the lift door is going to cause problems that the original showroom never mentioned.

The genuinely useful effect of investing in a small number of anchor pieces is that everything else
around them can stay disposable without the flat looking it. A solid bookshelf, a real sofa, a proper
dining table, and one decent chair form a visual backbone that supports a cast of cheap accessories
— IKEA side tables, Pricerite lamps, second-hand cushions, a coffee table picked up at a
closing-down sale — and pulls them all upward in perceived quality. Strip out the anchor pieces and
the same accessories suddenly read as a student flat. The eye reads a room from its heaviest
elements first. Get those right and the rest of the budget can stay deliberately small, which is how
the strategy pays for itself. For the remote worker, however, the unofficial fifth piece of this stack is
the workstation. Because a desk in a 430-square-foot flat often sits right next to the bed or sofa, it is


https://tree.com.hk/bookcases-racks
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201806/20/P2018062000367.htm
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201806/20/P2018062000367.htm

vital to prevent it from becoming a visual eyesore—a task that relies entirely on an honest strategy to
keep multiple device cables organized without overcomplicating the setup.

Working the Walls and Floors Without Picking Up a
Drill

The biggest visual transformation available to a Hong Kong renter does not come from furniture. It
comes from the flat surfaces — walls, floors, and the narrow strip of ceiling between them — that
landlords almost universally hand over in some shade of off-white, often badly applied. Furniture
decorates a room; surfaces decide its mood. The good news is that the past five or six years have
produced a genuine generation of products designed specifically for renters who want to change
those surfaces without changing them permanently, and most of them do exactly what they promise
— provided you choose carefully and apply them to surfaces that can actually hold them.

Removable wallpaper is where the category lives or dies here. The lightweight peel-and-stick paper
that performs beautifully in a cooler, drier climate will often start lifting at the corners by month three
in a Tai Hang walk-up, simply because the humidity is doing something different to the adhesive.
Hong Kong's annual average relative humidity sits at around 78%, climbing to monthly peaks above
83% in April and exceeding 85% through the summer monsoon months — a different application
environment from one that hovers around 50%, and many of the cheaper rolls sold online were
tested in the latter. The papers that hold up best in local conditions are the heavier-weight vinyl
varieties with a strong woven-fabric backing, applied to walls that have been wiped down and
properly dried first — not the paper-thin matte finishes that look elegant in marketing photography
and quietly fail behind the sofa within six months. A useful rule is to apply a small test piece, leave it
for four weeks through one wet stretch, and only commit to a full feature wall if the test patch has
stayed flat. The same logic applies even more strictly to bathrooms and kitchens, where most
removable papers will fail regardless of weight, and where the better intervention is usually leaving
the walls alone and changing the towels.

Hanging things on walls is the next problem. Drilling into local walls produces a particular kind of
regret — concrete walls throw dust everywhere, hollow-block walls crack unpredictably, and either
way the holes need filling on the way out. Adhesive picture-hanging strips have quietly solved most
of this, but they come with conditions that the packaging tends to soft-pedal. The published weight
limits are honest only when the strips are applied to a clean, smooth, gloss-painted wall at moderate
temperature. Apply them to a slightly textured wall, a matte-emulsion finish, or a wall the previous
tenant repainted on top of an older flaky coat, and the same strips will release their frame in the
middle of the night three weeks later. The reliable approach is to take any published weight limit and
halve it, keep frames under a kilogram, and clean the wall properly with isopropyl alcohol rather than
just a damp cloth before applying anything. A gallery wall built on this basis can hang together for
years and come down cleanly on move-out day. One built on optimism tends to come down on its
own at three in the morning.

Floors are the surface most renters give up on, and they shouldn't. Hong Kong rental floors are
almost always tile — ceramic, porcelain, or occasionally vinyl — and they tend to be cold underfoot,


https://www.cei.int/sites/default/files/2026-05/cable-management-for-people-who-hate-cable-management.pdf

visually flat, and acoustically harsh in a way that makes any room feel less settled than it should.
Layered rugs are the cleanest answer. A single large rug defines a sitting area and softens the
acoustics of a tiled room dramatically; a second smaller one layered on top, or placed in a different
zone of the same room, adds depth and divides the space without any physical change to the
architecture. The rug-on-tile question that comes up immediately is whether the rug will slide, and
the answer is that any rug over about 1.5 metres on a side will hold its position under normal foot
traffic, while smaller ones need a thin rubber-mesh underlay that costs almost nothing and lives
invisibly underneath. Vinyl floors behave the same way. Carpeted rentals are rare in this city, and the
rug-on-carpet question that haunts British renting guides barely applies here.

The wider point about working with surfaces is that they reward small, careful interventions
disproportionately. A single feature wall in removable paper changes how the whole flat reads. A
modest gallery of five well-hung frames over a sofa does more for a room than three pieces of new
furniture would. A pair of rugs anchors a living area in a way that no amount of cushion-buying can
replicate. None of these interventions require the landlord to be consulted, none leave anything
behind that filler and a wipe-down can't handle, and all of them survive the move to the next flat with
you — provided you remember to roll the rugs up before you start carrying boxes through them.
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