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Abstract. The growth of the Chinese middle class has been accompanied by a 

certain degree of insecurity and anxiety mentality, which has further intensified and 

spread in recent years. The reasons for this phenomenon are not only related to the 

external socioeconomic environment but also associated with some inherent 

characteristics of the Chinese middle class. Rapid economic growth, dramatic social 

change, the evolution of cultural values and the unclear direction of regime reform 

make this rapidly growing social group feel the pressures, confusions and 

contradictions in many fields while they are enjoying the rapid improvement of 

material living standard. In recent years, the slowdown of economic growth, a sharp 

intensification of market competition, the continuous rising of living cost, the sharp 

fluctuations in stock and housing markets and the social and economic risks are 

prominent day by day, thus further enhance the sense of insecurity and anxiety of the 

middle class. 
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1. The middle class with rapid growth of income and wealth 

Over the last decade years, China has experienced a high-speed economic 

development. With the continuous increase of income, the number of people who 

step into the middle class is growing rapidly. Although the experts and scholars fail to 

reach agreement for the population size of the middle class, some data recently 

released shows that China has been a country with a very large size of the middle 

class. On October 13, 2015, the Credit Suisse Research Institute released “The 



Annual Report of Global Fortune, 2015” [1] claiming that the number of the Chinese 

middle class is highest in the world with 109 million in total, 17 million people more 

than that of the United States who ranks the second place and 47 million people more 

than that of Japan who ranks the third place. The report noted that China has become 

the country with the fastest growth of the number of middle class, although the 

proportion of the Chinese middle class population (about 11%) is much lower than 

that of the United States and Japan. From the year of 2000 up to present, the personal 

wealth of the Chinese middle class has increased by six folds, and the number of the 

population has increased by 38.5 million, [2]    Almost at the same time, the limelight 

heyday of Chinese entrepreneur Jack Ma claimed at Alibaba Forum that the number 

of the middle class in current China has reached 300 million. On November 27, 2015, 

the Chinese Household Financial Survey and Research Center of the Southwestern 

University of Finance of China released the 2015 survey data by adopting the 

definition of the Credit Suisse’s standard for the middle class and estimated that the 

number of the adult population with the middle-income in China has reached about 

217 million, accounting for 21.4% of the adult population. In terms of this, both the 

size and the total wealth of the Chinese middle class rank first in the world. [3] 

2. The group with less identity of middle class 

Many people are suspicious of the estimations once made by the Credit Suisse, 

Jack Ma and the economists from the Southwestern University of Finance of China. 

The Chinese people do not believe that there have been so many people who belong 

to the middle-class. Many a Chinese who has been defined by the Credit Suisse as the 

middle class would not think so, and they even claim that “they are forced to be with 

the label of middle class"[4] 

The Credit Suisse determined the standard of the Chinese middle class according 

to the standard of personal wealth for the American middle class (US $ 50,000-

500,000) and by the conversion of purchasing power parity (US $ 28,000-280,000) as 

well. The economists from the Southwestern University of Finance of China adopted 

the same standard. We are unable to find out how Jack Ma once defined the standard 

of the Chinese middle class, but presumably, it can be speculated that his viewpoint 



was somewhat the projection based on the data of personal consumption on Taobao 

and T-mall. However, many people who have reached the US standard of personal 

wealth for the middle class or the corresponding standard of consumption on Taobao 

and T-mall defined by Ma do not recognize themselves as the middle class. 

The national sampling survey data from “The Survey on the Chinese Social 

Conditions, 2015” conducted by the Institute of Sociology, CASS shows similar 

results (see Figure 1): In 2014, only 31.3% of the people with the annual income of 

over RMB 42,000 yuan considered themselves belonging to the middle class; the 

proportion of the people with the annual income of over RMB 100,000 yuan who 

admitted that he/she belonged to the middle class was only 39.9%; the proportion of 

the people with the annual income of over RMB 200,000 yuan who recognized 

themselves as the middle class rose to 43.8%; the proportion of the people with the 

annual income of RMB 210,000 to 250,000 yuan who believed that he/she belonged 

to the middle class was highest, but it was only about 54%; while the corresponding 

proportion of the people with the annual income of over RMB 300,000 yuan 

decreased slightly to 50.6%. RMB 42,000 yuan was the average of annual income of 

urban employees in 2014, and the people with the annual income higher than the 

average who agreed with the identity of the middle class was less than one-third. 

According to the conditions of the whole country (excluding the megacities), those 

who receive the annual income of over RMB 100,000 yuan should certainly be able 

to maintain a moderate living, however, only about 40% of the people who have 

reached this income level agree with the identity of the middle class. Those who earn 

the annual income of over RMB 200,000 yuan can maintain a very nice living 

standard even if in big cities, while those with the personal annual income of over 

RMB 300,000 yuan is definitely able to live a very comfortable life, but only half of 

the people who have reached this level of income agree with the identity of the 

middle class. 



 

Figure.1 The proportion of different income populations who agree with the 

Identity of the middle class, (%)[5] 

 

In addition to the income index, the white-collar occupation and the higher 

education are also objective criteria for determining the identity of the middle class, 

however, the proportion of the people who meet the criteria and agree with the 

identity of the middle class is also very low. The survey data mentioned above shows, 

the proportion of the white-collars who admit that they belong to the middle class is 

28.1%, while the proportion of those who have received higher education and 

recognize themselves as the middle class is 22.7%. Moreover, the proportion of the 

people who simultaneously meet the three criteria mentioned above (white-collar, 

junior college or higher education and the income higher than the average) and 

consider recognize themselves as the middle class is only 33.5%. The identification 

rate of the Chinese middle class (defined by the objective indicators) for the identity 

of the middle class is far lower than that of other countries. 

  Some people might say that the term of "the middle class" is exotic and the 

Chinese people have no sense on it, which have influence on the identification of the 

middle class. However, if we adopt the quintile method (the upper class, the middle 

and upper class, the intermediate layer, the lower middle class and the lower class) 

for measuring the socioeconomic status, there comes out the same result. The 

national sampling survey data collected by the Institute of Sociology of CASS in the 



year of 2006, 2008, 2011, 2013 and 2015 shows, the proportion of the Chinese who 

agree with the identity of the middle class or the middle and upper class is 

significantly lower than that of other countries, whether compared with the United 

States, Japan and other developed countries or compared with India, Brazil and other 

developing countries, while the proportion of the Chinese who believe themselves 

belonging to the is the lower middle class and the lower class is higher than that of 

other countries . There are a considerable number of people whose personal wealth, 

income and consumption have reached a moderate level or even higher, but they tend 

to think that they belong to the lower middle or lower class. This thus leads to a 

strange phenomenon: Although more and more people have gotten rid of poverty and 

become rich over the past decade, the middle-income group is steadily expanding and 

the number of the population of the middle class defined by the objective indicators 

has had a significant increase, the proportion of the people who admit that they 

themselves belong to the middle class or the middle strata has not increased 

significantly. In general, the society with a higher proportion of the people who think 

that they themselves belong to the middle class is more stable and the social 

satisfaction is much higher. Conversely, the more the people recognize themselves as 

the lower or middle lower class, the stronger the people have the sense of unfairness 

and the greater the society has the risks. For the middle class with less “middle class 

mentality”, their role of promoting social stability will be affected. 

3. The middle class is plagued by insecurity and dissatisfaction 

Why do the Chinese whose income and wealth have reached the standard for the 

American middle class do not admit themselves as the middle class? Why do those 

people whose consumption has reached the level of the middle class according to 

Jack Ma do not accept their identities? And why do those people whose external 

objective conditions have met the criteria of the middle class do not agree with their 

identities? There are several reasons for this phenomenon, but the lack of the sense of 

security and satisfaction is a major cause which results in the low identification of the 

Chinese middle class. 



  Many people identified by experts and scholars as the middle class claim that 

their living quality and living state have never reached the criteria of the real middle 

class, although their income and personal wealth have reached the standard for the 

American middle class, and they are very dissatisfied to this situation. They believe 

that they should enjoy the living standard of the middle class based on their education 

and occupation backgrounds. However, due to the low level of social security and 

public service in China, the Chinese middle class are generally lack of security and 

satisfaction. This is also the reason why many people whose objective conditions are 

in line with the standard of the middle class deny that they do not belong to the 

middle class. Some members of the middle class argue that, although they enjoy a 

higher salary or a better material living condition, they still fear the occurrence of 

accidents or the accidental factors that could cause them to lose the existing status. 

They often complain that they are short of the social security and welfare enjoyed by 

the middle class of the US and many European countries and cannot live an easy and 

comfortable life like the American and European middle class. 

  The strong desires and the dissatisfaction with the current conditions are the part 

of reason leading to the sense of insecurity of the Chinese middle class, while another 

part of reason is nothing but due to the actual security situation of social life. The 

rapid economic development and urbanization has brought about a series of social 

security issues and environmental degradation problems, which seriously affect the 

quality of life and the life experience of the Chinese middle class. Currently, food 

safety, personal privacy and environmental pollution are the major problems that 

plague the middle class. According to the national sampling survey data collected by 

the Institute of Sociology of CASS in 2013, 72.8% of the middle class believe that 

"food security" is not guaranteed, 54.6% of them believe that there is no protection 

for "personal information and privacy", 48.3% of them believe that there is short of 

"ecological and environmental security", 39.8% of them believe that there is the lack 

of "traffic safety", 28.5% of them believe that "health security" is not guaranteed, and 

22.5% of them believe that there is the lack of "labor safety." The middle class have 

less concerns about "personal security" and "personal and family property security", 



and the proportion of the people who believe that there is the lack of personal security 

and the lack of personal and family property security is 11.7% and 13.8% in 

respective. The members of the middle class tend to have higher requirements for life, 

and they believe that some unsafe factors in real life are affecting the quality of their 

lives, which make them not enjoy the quality of life that the middle class should have. 

4. The worries and pressures of the middle class: house-purchase, child's 

education, health care and pension 

The sense of insecurity and dissatisfaction of the Chinese middle class make some 

members feel stress and anxiety, which is demonstrated on four main areas: house-

purchase, child's education, health care and pension. These pressures appears to be 

the economic ones on the surface, but they are not merely the economic ones in 

nature. In fact, there is no problem for the Chinese middle-class to meet the basic 

needs of house-purchase, child's education, health care and pension, but they are not 

satisfied with these basic needs. In order to match with the identity of the middle-

class and reach the expected living state, they need to live in a spacious and 

comfortable house and their children must go to the best schools and receive the best 

education. They must not only have money to see doctor but also maintain good 

health and be longevity. They also hope maintain a high standard of living and do not 

reduce the quality of life after retirement. Since the social security in China is still 

imperfect, most people of the Chinese middle class believe that the effective way of 

solving all these problems and reducing the pressures is to make more money. As 

long as there is enough money, these problems will be solved consequently. However, 

the strong desire for making money and the temporarily unmet material desire lead to 

anxiety mentality in return. The national sampling survey data collected by the 

Institute of Sociology of CASS in 2015 shows, about forty percent (39.4%) of the 

middle class claim that "the life burden is very heavy and the life pressure is great", 

while about sixty percent of them (62.9%) consider that "the level of social security is 

too low to have function". 

The national sampling survey data in 2015 shows, 94.4% of the middle class have 

private property, and 34.4% of them have two or more sets of real estate. But even so, 



a considerable number of the people are not satisfied with their living conditions and 

want to buy a bigger and better house. For those who have none of private house 

property (the most are the young people), they have nothing to do but are in the state 

of extreme anxiety. Although the proportion of the middle class without private house 

property is low, it continues to rise. The people of the middle class without any 

private house property are mainly in big cities, especially in the megacities, and the 

vast majority of them is the young people. According to the national conditions, the 

proportion of the young middle-class under the age of 30 without any private house 

property is 8.2%, however, it goes up to 16.6% in the megacities; The proportion of 

the young middle class over the age of 30 without any private house property is very 

low, about 4% -5%. The rate of the ownership of private house property in different 

areas is demonstrated in Figure 2, in which we can see that the proportion of the 

middle class with out any private house property in the tier cities like Beijing, 

Shanghai and Guangzhou, the municipalities and the provincial capitals (13.9% and 

12.2%) is much higher than the ordinary cities, counties and towns (4.8% and 4.3%) . 

The middle-class with the private house property also have their troubles: nearly a 

quarter of them (24.2%) claim that "the housing condition is poor and they cannot 

afford a better house", and nearly one-third of them (31.6%) feel the strong pressure 

of "the monthly mortgage payment for housing/purchase costs". 

 

Figure 2 The rate of the ownership of private house property of the middle 

class in different areas, (%). 



For the expense on child's education and health care, the burden of the middle class 

is significantly lower than the middle lower class. The proportion of the expense on 

child’s education of most middle class families (80%) is less than 20% of their 

income, and at the same time, the proportion of the expense on health care of most 

middle class families (80%) is less than 10% of their income. This means that, from 

an objective perspective, the expense on child's education and health care is not a 

problem for the middle-class families, but many a middle-class family feels the 

pressure subjectively. More than three quarters of the middle class feel that the 

burden of the expense on child's education is heavy: 45.5% of them feel that "the 

burden is relatively heavy", while 31.8% of them feel that "the burden is very heavy". 

About one-third of the the middle class feel that the burden of the expense on health 

care is heavy: 25.9% of them feel that "the burden is relatively heavy", while 7.6 % 

of them feel that "the burden is very heavy". In contrast, the middle class have less 

concern about the pension, since 93.2% of the middle class have pension insurance or 

pension security and 92.6% of them have health insurance or free medical service. 

Therefore, most of the middle class have no the problem of pension. For the sake of 

the future, however, 58.8% of the middle class currently select "save as much as 

possible" in order to let them live a better life after retirement. 

5. Annoyances incidental to the growth 

The full confidence of the Chinese middle class towards the future is based on their 

good expectation for China's social and economic development. They believe that the 

economic development will make their income and living standard further improve 

and the team of middle-class will further expand. However, the slowdown of 

economic development in the past three years, the unknown prospect of China's 

economy in the future, the increase of social and political risks, the tension of 

international environment and some other factors have great impact on their optimism 

which has lasted for years, and consequently, their uncertainty mentality towards the 

future is significantly enhancing. In the daily life level, the most intuitive feeling of 

the Chinese middle class is the impact on their lives caused by the rising of living 

cost and the slowdown of income growth. The survey data in 2015 shows, 



approximately forty percent (42.6%) of the people claim that "inflation" has affected 

their living standards. About three-quarters of the people (72%-78%) express the 

increase of income and the improvement of living standard in the past five years and 

about sixty to seventy percent of the people (63%-72%) predict a further increase and 

improvement in five years when they answer the questions of "Has your personal 

income or living standard improved or not in the past five years?" and "Do you 

believe that your personal income and living standard will still increase and improve 

in the next five years?” in the questionnaires of the annual national sampling survey 

conducted by the Institute of Sociology of CASS at the year of 2006, 2008, 2011 and 

2013. The breakout of the financial crisis in 2008 has led to a heavy punch on their 

expectation, but the expectation steadily goes up in the following years. However, the 

survey in 2015 shows that the proportion of the population of the Chinese middle 

class who believe the increase of personal income and the improvement of living 

standard drops significantly (49.6%). 

 
Figure 3. The proportion of the population of the middle class who believe and 

expect the increase of income and the improvement of living standard in 

different years 

(1). Left: The increase of income and the improvement of living standard in 

the past five years. 



(2). Right: The further increase of income and the further improvement of 

living standard in five years. 

6.The mentality of the Chinese middle class needs to be cultivated under the 

“New Economic Normal” 

It is understandable why there is the enhancement of restless mood for the Chinese 

middle class with the insecurity and anxiety mentality under the circumstances of the 

economic uncertainty in the future and the rising of social risks at the current stage. 

However, compared with those in most countries of the world, the actual anti-risk 

ability and a sense of vigilance of the Chinese middle class is relatively strong. The 

rate of household savings and the rate of private property ownership of the Chinese 

middle-class are far higher than that of other countries. Both spouses in the great 

majority of the Chinese middle-class families go to work, and the income of one of 

the spouses in many a Chinese middle-class family is sufficient enough to maintain 

their daily expenses, while the income of the other is used for savings, real estate 

investment, education investment on their children or other investments. Although 

the slowdown of economic development has led to the slower growth of their income 

at present, compared with the middle class in many other countries, such an impact 

on the Chinese middle class is not great. But why is the recognition of the Chinese 

middle class on their identity still low and why do they have a strong feeling of 

insecurity and experience panic in the face of economic fluctuations? One reason for 

that is the low level of social security and the poor quality of public service in 

contemporary China which make them have no living state and no feeling that the 

middle class should have. The other important reason for that is a kind of social 

mentality caused by high-speed economic development in the past decades and 

tremendous social change: a strong desire in pursuit of material life, thus resulting in 

dissatisfaction and insecurity. From the perspectives of income, wealth and 

consumption, those who have stepped into the middle class are the beneficiaries of 

the rapid economic development in the past three decades. Their income increases 

almost every year and their material living standard improves step by step. All these 

make them have a higher expectation for the future: they want to earn more money, 



buy a bigger house, have a better car, while such an expectation will consequently 

produce the mentality of dissatisfaction and anxiety, which makes them always feel 

that they have never reached the ideal living state that the middle-class should have 

and must strive desperately for what they want. The data of the national sampling 

survey conducted by the Institute of Sociology of CASS shows, although the 

proportion of the Chinese people who identify themselves as the middle class, the 

lower-middle class or the upper-middle class is significantly lower than that of other 

countries, their expectation on the improvement of personal living standard in the 

future is much higher. This kind of social mentality, on the positive side, can inspire 

people to work more diligently and be more aggressive for what they want, which has 

generated a kind of power pushing forward the economic development in a high 

speed during the past few decades. However, the excessive materialistic desire and 

the mentality of dissatisfaction will definitely have a negative effect under the 

circumstances of the development of China's economy being at the current level, the 

gradual slowdown of economic development, the social and economic development 

entering a stage of new normal and the much focus on the development of quality 

rather than quantity. At the stage of new normal, the growth rate of personal income 

may be difficult to be well matched with the rate during the past three decades of 

high-speed economic development. This is similar to such a condition: a kind of very 

high-speed growth can be realized during the period of a lower level of economic 

development and a smaller scale of economy; but when the level and the scale have 

reached a certain degree, the rate of high-speed growth is less likely to continue. The 

economic structure and the growth mode of our country need to adapt to the new 

normal, and so does the social mentality. The building of a moderately prosperous 

society in an all-round way does not only mean that most people should step into the 

middle-income group and live a life with the well-off standard, more importantly, 

those with middle-income should be the mainstream of society and have a kind of 

“well-off society mentality” characterized with peace, contentment, happiness and 

healthiness. Money and material is no longer the most important goal in life, instead, 



the spiritual pursuit, the level of civilization and morality and the sense of social 

responsibility are the more important embodiment of personal values. 

7. The smooth growth of the middle class requires the attention from 

government and policy support 

Although the people of the middle classare the beneficiaries of economic 

development, the government does not pay enough attention to this rapidly expanding 

group and does not attach sufficient important of their special requirements while 

making relevant policies. The absence of government policies and the slow response 

to appeals of the middle class exacerbate their insecurity and anxiety. Despite the 

state leaders put forward the policy objective of "growing the middle-income group" 

in the late of 1990s and the saying of “raising the proportion of the population with 

middle-income" proposed in the Thirteenth Five-Year Plan which is carried forward 

at present is put in an important position, the government has been unable to 

formulate corresponding policies to promote the development of the middle class. 

  To provide more development opportunities for the young people is an important 

strategy of the expansion of the middle class. The rapid expansion of higher 

education in the past decade, the promotion of urbanization and the transformation of 

economic structure in recent years are conducive to the expansion of the middle class. 

However, those who are eager to step into the middle class do not satisfy with the 

current rate of expansion. Being a member of the middle class is the dream of many 

college graduates, while becoming a member of the urban middle class is the dream 

of many migrant workers born after 1980s’ and 1990’s. However, the high housing 

price in the urban areas, the continuous rising of living cost, the fierce competition of 

occupational positions among the white collars with the low-income and at the low-

level and the poor business environment for those self-employed people are 

obstructing the young people to achieve their dreams. The policy makers need to 

systematically consider their ideas of expanding the middle-income group and the 

middle class and adopt the supportive policies from multiple levels so as to let more 

young people take less time to step into the middle-income group and the middle 

class. 
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