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!e Unsettled Chinese Citizen
Survey Reveals Concern about the Future

CRC has completed a short survey of consumer expectations for the Chinese economy. The survey polled 
120 residents in a cross-section of ten representative Chinese cities. We asked residents about a number 
of key economic issues, including the expected trend for in!ation, GDP growth, property prices and un-
employment. We conclude that there is a signi"cant amount of concern about the future of the Chinese 
economy that could impact everything from property values to in!ation expectations to purchasing deci-
sions. Among the conclusions: 
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In!ation Seen Rising Above Current Levels
More than half of our survey respondents believe in!ation in the next 12 months 
will exceed 20%. A smaller subset sees in!ation topping 30% with a few seeing 
prices doubling in the coming year. This is substantially higher than the Chinese 
government’s o#cial estimate of in!ation of 5.3% in April 2011. 

Food Prices are the Biggest Concern
A large majority, 68%, of respondents, anticipate higher food prices in the com-
ing year, with a minority 23% expecting food prices to remain unchanged. The 
average expected change is 12.38%, higher than the 11.5% YoY rise in April and 
even the 11.7% in March. Food accounts for one-third of China’s Consumer Price 
Index.

Bullish on Property
Re!ecting the general optimism on economic conditions, three-quarters of 
respondents believe property prices will increase, at least in the next 12 months. 
The average estimate is 15.9% but the maximum is as high as 120%.  However, 
the survey did not ask about property prices after 12 months. 

 Rich are Optimistic But Not the Middle Class
Despite well advertised social programs for low-income residents, and much 
discussion about the rising a$uence of the middle class, the the most optimistic 
cohort is the rich. Half of all respondents say the are better o% "nancially than a 
year ago and about the same number thinks their "nancial situation will improve 
a year from now. However, by income nearly 50% of the well-o% see themselves 
better o% in a year, but 15% - 20% of middle income people believe they will be 
worse o% in a year.  This con"rms data about rising income inequality in China 
but !ies in the face of central government policies designed to improve the wel-
fare of the general population.

Real Confusion Over the Future of Employment
The data on employment mirrors split views among western investors about the 
Chinese economy. Just above 40% think unemployment will rise, 37% think it 
will be !at, and 21% think it will decline.  Clearly, there is no consensus on this, at 
least in our survey. 
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Summary: The Rich Poor Divide
We have conducted a survey of local 

number of important social and economic 

unemployment, and faith in government 

relatively small – 120 – their median income 
puts them in the mainstream and their 

thus representative of much of China.  In 

relatively comprehensive.  Our methodology 

consumer class in China comprises a buying 
public for Western and Chinese goods. 

However, many of our survey respondents 
are surprisingly downbeat about their 

While they are bullish about certain trends, 
such as property prices, and generally say 

conditions over the past 12 months, the 
survey also hints at a deep schism in Chinese 

coming years. 

In the past decade Beijing has put in place a 
number of programs designed to reduce the 
income gap and provide a social cushion to 

subsidies for medical care, a degree of 
unemployment insurance, and the much 
discussed economic housing program 

a great deal of concern – particularly among 
the middle class – about their economic 

distribution of income over the past decade.  
Investors should pay heed as these 
attitudes inevitably will impact purchasing 
decisions on everything from real estate 
to refrigerators.

things unchanged or declining.  Broken 

hoping for a modest improvement, and less 

estimates; almost half see unemployment 

seeing it falling. Only on property does there 
appear to be general optimism – at least for 
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This study comes on the heels of the 
approval in March 2011 of the 12th Five Year 

th

Naughton of the University of California, its 

surplus.

as fast as labor productivity; the share of 
services in production should increase. (The 

improvement in educational levels.

as infrastructure lending remains at high 
levels. 

A Cautionary Tale for Investors

First, Beijing is making valiant attempts 
to control the economy and improve 
economic conditions but it is not 
succeeding as well as the authorities 
would like, 

. 
other key issues, many people seem to 
believe the central government needs to do 
more. There have been many policies from 
Beijing to reduce infrastructure investment 
and increase the share of consumption in 

enacted locally. This reinforces the lesson 

has to take into account not just the 
macroeconomic policy as announced in 

that the Hong Kong property companies 

listed companies in Tier One; lately, they 
have begun buying land in Tier Three Cities 

the middle class is not really 
rising but treading water, albeit at a 
higher level than before. The notion of a 
middle class in China is arguably a bit of a 

making $3,000 a month? Is it the recent 

from his parents to buy an apartment and 

as a translator?  The cost of living varies so 

you are in the bottom third. These subtleties 

goods, real estate, fast food and other 
consumables. 

themselves as middle class, this survey 

property market, the lack of job protection, 

habits.

Third, Chinese citizens are upbeat about 
the property market. 

the survey is asking about conditions in the 

12th

can no longer be rolled over, some time at 
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the end of 2012 or into 2013. This timeline 

middle class about the property market. 

seems to be very little middle ground. 

transportation.

or possibly simply measurement errors 

This is not surprising.

Combined, more than 50% 

government estimates of the current rate 

here, too.  About half of respondents 

years to exceed 50%, with one-quarter 
Oddly 
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of the price of consumption goods and 
services, consists of eight major categories. 
These categories are food and beverages 

We also asked our survey participants 

categories of goods. 

consumption in each category. From the 

month. The second biggest part is deposit 

consumption of households. Housing is 

medical care and transportation are similar,  

categories.

Food

total consumption. In our survey, 62% of 
respondents expect to spend more on 

forecasting no change.  The increase in 

them see their food purchases rising less 

populi are either unconcerned or concerned, 
 

Clothing

segments such as healthcare – may see high 

make it all that much harder for the central 

as there seems to be little agreement on the 
fundamental outlook for key indicators such 
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Property Prices – Bullish Consensus, at 
Least for the Near Term

The question about housing prices in 
the coming year yielded one of the few 
spots of consensus in the survey among 
all income groups

The results are surprisingly optimistic 

potential housing bubble, at least among 

commercial bankers I have spoken to. One 

branch assumes there is a property bubble 

Part Two: The Rich Are Cheerful; Others, 
Less So….

attitudes about the Chinese economy and 

relatively pessimism of the poor. The middle 

pessimism.

Rich Expect More Gains. 

the poor. 

Less Enthusiasm for the Economy. More 

business conditions to improve for the 

poor. 

Personal Financial Condition

majority of the other income cohorts share 

negative sentiment about the future of the 

fooling themselves or think they are in the 
privileged minority. 
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Condition

believe the Chinese economy is on the right 

be announced. Thus, any potential change 

mitigate the impact of a property bubble, 
may not be part of the current mindset of 

By income, the upper income strata is most 

Outlook for Unemployment: Confusion 
and Uncertainty

are so far out of the mainstream they are 

of the economy.

The most important point is the feelings 
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Little Optimism about Future Income

the future of individual incomes. About half 
of all respondents expect their income to 

That is a 
important indicator of a lack of faith in the 

Once again, it appears the upper stratum 
that is most upbeat about their potential to 

in the coming year. The more mainstream 

income. 

Appendix
Methodology

This survey employed a number of 

shortcomings and hope in future surveys 

120 and to make other changes in the 
methodology.

prefecture level. The cities represented Tier 

It is preferable to use a list provided by 
a government department that can be 
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