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3.	 The	Middle	Class	and	Their	Values:	
A	Profile

What are the characteristics of the middle class? Do its 
members look very different—in their occupations and 
education—from the poor or the affluent? What are their 
values? How are these different from those held by other 
classes? These are some of the questions this section 
addresses, allowing us to examine how middle-class 
characteristics may contribute to the growth process.

A.	 Profile	of	the	Middle	Class

In some ways, the middle class differs from the poor, simply 
because many household characteristics are strongly 
correlated with living standards, which, by construction, 
are higher among the middles class. These include rural/
urban residence, geographical location, family size, and 
education. Likewise, the middle class will probably differ 
from the upper class because its lower standard of living 
lacks the attributes strongly correlated with affluence.

Using data from various living standards 
measurement surveys from around the world, Banerjee 
and Duflo (2008) paint a rich profile of the middle class 
in the developing world. They find that the middle class is 
less connected to agriculture than the poor in rural areas; 
the middle class also is less likely than the poor to own 
land and less likely to be wage laborers. Many middle-
class individuals instead are local entrepreneurs in non-
agricultural (but still rural) activities. 

In the urban areas, the shares of entrepreneurs among 
the poor and the middle class are roughly the same. The 
businesses run by the middle class are very small, typically 
having only one employee (and other household members 
working in the business for only an hour or two each day) 
and a maximum of three. Thus, “… these businesses might 
be less an engine of growth than a means of sustenance, a 
way of ‘buying a job’” according to Banerjee and Duflo.

Banerjee and Duflo find that middle-class individuals 
are much more likely to hold salaried jobs than the 
poor.20 Indeed, having a regular, well-paid salaried job 
is the most important difference between the poor and 
the middle class. The middle class also has a greater 
propensity for migration to their current place of work 
and residence, a smaller family size (mainly due to lower 
fertility), a higher likelihood of sending children to school 
(especially private schools), and a higher propensity to 
seek more expensive medical care when ill. None of the 

20	 A	significant	portion	of	the	poor	also	holds	jobs,	but	these	are	casual-
pay,	not	regular	and	salaried	jobs.

latter findings is surprising, in that numerous studies from 
developing countries have shown that fertility declines and 
human capital investment rises as affluence increases. One 
would therefore expect the middle class to produce fewer 
children and invest more in health, nutrition, and schooling 
than the poor. Since migration is a form of human capital 
investment, one would expect successful migrants to be 
over-represented in the middle class. (See Box 3 for a look 
at migration and remittances.)

We use data from household surveys in 11 developing 
Asian countries to examine some of the characteristics of 
the middle class, among them, household size. It is almost 
a standard demographic fact that economic development 
generally brings about a preference among couples for 
fewer children. Figure 3.1 shows that average middle-
class household size is smaller than among the poor (and 
larger than among the rich). However, average household 
size varies considerably across countries. For instance, 
in the $4–$10 per person per day middle class group, 
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Nepal, and Pakistan stand out for 
unusually large average family size, and the PRC, India, 
and Thailand for lower-than-average household size.

Geographical concentration is another middle class 
characteristic. As would be expected, the middle class is 
disproportionately urban in most countries. In the PRC, 
in 2002, urban areas accounted for 50% of the middle 
class ($2–$20) but only 35% of the country’s population. 
The urban share of India’s middle class was 38% in 
2004–05—significantly larger than its 29% share of the 
total population. In the Philippines. in 2006, urban areas 
accounted for 68% of the middle class, but only 50% of 
its population. 

The middle class is also regionally concentrated. 
In the PRC, for instance, the Western region accounted 
for 22% of the middle class in 2002, even though that 
region’s share of the country’s population was 28%. In 
the Philippines, in 2006, Metropolitan Manila accounted 
for 13% of population, but 22% of its middle class. In 
India, however, the middle class is distributed relatively 
evenly: of 35 states and union territories, the 10 states 
with the largest populations accounted for 68% of the 
country’s population, 73% of the middle class, and 77% 
of the affluent class (>$20) in 2004–05. The top 15 states 
accounted for 88% of the population, 89% of the middle 
class, and 93% of the affluent.21

The middle class is also better educated. In the 
PRC in 2002, for instance, while less than 1% of the poor 
belonged to a household with a high school-educated 

21	 The	 statistics	 are	 based	 on	 staff	 tabulations	 associated	 with	 the	
background	papers	on	the	middle	class	for	the	respective	countries
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head, that number increased to 5.5% among the lower-
middle class, 22% among the middle-middle class, and 
40% among the upper-middle class. The same pattern is 
observed in India. While only 3%–4% of the poor in rural 
areas (and 5%–12% in urban areas) in 2004–05 had a chief 
wage earner with higher secondary or more education, 
as many as 25% of the upper-middle class in rural areas 
(and 54% in urban areas) did. The Philippines generally 
has higher levels of schooling than India or the PRC, but 
there is still a steep gradient between education and living 
standards. In 2006, 14%–25% of the poor had a head with 
at least a high school education, but this proportion was as 
high as 90% among the upper-middle class.

Not only is the middle class more educated on 
average than the poor, they also are more likely to invest 
in the schooling of their children. Figure 3.2 displays 
information on the share of household expenditure spent 
on education and health by different economic groups in 
the 11 countries covering 2000–2004. By and large, there 
is a pattern of middle-class households spending a larger 
share of their budget on health and education than poor 
households. For instance, in Nepal, middle-middle class 
households ($4–$10) spend 14.2% of their total expenditure 
on health and education services, but that share is 9.3% 
among the poor. Even in Thailand, the middle-middle 
class spends more than two times as much on health and 

Box 3  Migration, the Middle Class, and the Role of Remittances in Poverty Reduction

Migration to more developed countries has been increasing in 
the modern era amid widening socioeconomic inequalities across 
nations, globalization, and shifting demographics (Pernia 2009). Asia 
is no exception to this trend (ADO 2008). 

But unlike in other eras, modern-day migrants do not face the same 
complete separation from their origins. They are sending money home 
to family members in record amounts, and these remittances have 
become an important source of income for developing countries. 

Yet migrants often do not come from the poorest class, as many can 
neither afford the costs nor present the needed skills to land work 
in foreign countries. In countries such as the Philippines they come 
mainly from the middle class, those living just above poverty lines. 
Thus, international migration does not always directly reduce poverty. 
Rather, in such cases, it reduces the vulnerability to falling back into 
poverty. 

Workers migrate to other countries for many reasons including “push 
factors” such as poor governance and a weak investment climate that 
limit job opportunities, and “pull factors” such as better job options, 
better education systems, health care, and so on that are largely 
related to economic outcomes and thus may play an important role 
in building the middle class. 

Constraints such as geographical distance, language, a lack of 
skills, and others can still prevent migration. However once abroad, 
migrants are a powerful, if indirect, force in poverty reduction 
(Bourguignon 2003), with their numbers worldwide at around 100 
million people in 2009 (ILO 2009). International remittances have 
become an important source of foreign exchange income for many 
developing countries and have helped countries strengthen balance 
of payments positions and maintain the stability of their economies. 
The flows of remittances have become a source of income more 
stable than development assistance, foreign direct investment, and 
other private inflows (World Bank 2006). 

Available indicators suggest that migrants do indeed come from 
those living just above the poverty line. Adam and Page (2003) 
report an inverted U-shaped relationship between country per capita 
income and international migrants, implying that low- or high-income 
countries produce smaller shares than middle-income countries. In 
other words, developing countries with low income and high poverty 

produce less migrants, with most coming instead from non-poor 
households in middle-income developing countries. 

The poor are left behind because they cannot come up with the funds 
needed to arrange migration. A recent ADB study showed that 41% 
of the Philippines’ overseas foreign workers must borrow money to 
pay recruitment fees (ADB 2004). Poor people also often lack the 
education and skills required in the destination countries, including 
English. 

The role of middle class in the migration process and in generating 
remittances is therefore an interesting one. A close examination 
from the Philippines (FIES 2006) reveals that more than 80% of 
migrant households are middle class ($2–$20 PPP per day), with 
the share coming from the poor (income of less than $2 2005 PPP 
a day) about 17%. The remaining 3% are upper class. Moreover, 
poverty incidence among households with international migrants is 
only around 3% while the same ratio for all household is more than 
25%. 

Results from FIES 2006 also show that middle class migrants are 
more educated and therefore have relatively better jobs and incomes 
than the poor. As a result, family members receiving remittances 
are able to spend more on basic expenditures such as various food 
and non-food items, including education, health care, and consumer 
durables. This increases current domestic demand and reduces 
poverty incidence.  In the long run, it can promote growth in the 
domestic economy provided that human capital investments financed 
by remittance money are useful for the domestic economy.

The higher percentage of migrants coming from the middle class 
is possibly related to the nature of  international migration among 
Filipinos. Migration has long been part of the country’s history, with 
Filipinos now working in more than 200 countries worldwide, with 
particularly strong institutional and political support for the process 
since the 1970s. 

By contrast, Indonesian migrants are still predominantly from poor 
households, with just 30% from the middle class and 3% from the 
upper class. Most Indonesian migrants serve as domestic and low-
skilled workers in Middle Eastern countries. It seems that the more 
advanced and well-developed the migration market the stronger the 
role of the middle class.
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education as the poor (4.2% versus 1.9%). However, there 
are three countries (PRC, Bhutan, and Pakistan) with no 
large differences between the poor and the middle class 

in budget shares spent on health and education. Overall, 
Chinese households spend the highest percentage of total 
expenditure on health and education.

Sources: ADB staff estimates.
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Figure 3.2
Mean Percentage Share of Household Expenditure Spent on Education and Health by Per Capita Expenditure Class by Country, (2000–2004)
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Employment and occupation is another 
important attribute. Do middle class individuals 
engage in different professions and occupations 
than the poor and the rich? We base our analysis 
on data from the PRC, India, Indonesia, and the 
Philippines, as it is possible in these countries to 
merge information from household expenditure 
surveys (which enable identification of middle-
class status) with information on the labor force 
status of household members.

Table 3.1 describes the distribution of 
the different types of employment activities, 
including unemployment, by expenditure 
categories. There are three observations to be 
made: first, own-account workers comprise the 
largest share of employment in the three classes 
of households: the $1.25 a day poor households, 
the near poor or vulnerable ($2 a day or less), 
and the lower-middle class ($2–$4). Second, 
individuals categorized as “employers” account 
for a very small share across all classes, but 
especially among the three lowest classes. Third, 
regular or permanent wage employment accounts 
for the largest type of employment in the top 
two classes. These patterns are consistent with 
those highlighted by Banerjee and Duflo, who 
argue that individuals in the middle class are not 
“capitalists in waiting.” To the extent that they 
run businesses, these are small, undercapitalized, 
have low resource commitments, and are often 
unprofitable.

What about the occupational and industry 
distribution of the middle class? Data from India 
show that, in rural areas, middle-class individuals 
are less likely than the poor to be farmers and 
fishermen, and more likely to be professional 
and technical workers. In urban areas, they are 
less likely to be production workers and laborers, 
and more likely to be administrative, executive, 
management, professional and technical workers 
(Table 3.2) The same is broadly true of the 
Philippines, where middle-class individuals 
are much more likely to work in government 
and corporations (Table 3.3). In the rural areas 
of the PRC, middle-class households are less 
likely to be involved in agriculture and more 
likely to be involved in production enterprises, 
whether privately owned or government-run 
units (Table 3.4). Urban middle-class and upper-
class households are more likely to have office, 
professional, or technical occupations compared 
to poor households, and to have a government-

Table	3.1  Population Distribution by Economic Group and Employment Type 
(India,	2004–05;	Philippines,	2006;	and	People’s	Republic	of	China,	2002)

Per capita 
expenditure 

/income 
class (2005  

$ PPP) Economic group

Share to total labor force by type of employment
India

Self-employed Wage employment

Un
em

pl
oy

ed

Total 
(labor 
force)

Own-
account 
workers Employers

Casual/ 
temporary

Regular/ 
permanent

<$1.25 Poor 46.7	 0.2	 42.1	 8.5	 2.5	 100.0	
$1.25–$2 Near	poor	or	vulnerable 55.3	 0.8	 28.7	 12.2	 3.0	 100.0	
$2–$4 Lower	middle	class 53.8	 2.8	 14.5	 24.8	 4.0	 100.0	
$4–$10 Middle	middle	class 37.4	 8.1	 4.2	 45.4	 5.0	 100.0	
>$10 Upper	middle	class	and	rich 29.1	 11.9	 2.4	 53.2	 3.4	 100.0	

All classes 51.1	 1.3	 29.4	 15.1	 3.1	 100.0	

Per capita 
expenditure 

/income 
class (2005  

$ PPP) Economic group

Share to each type of employment
India

Self-employed Wage employment

Un
em

pl
oy

ed

Total 
(labor 
force)

Own-
account 
workers Employers

Casual/ 
temporary

Regular/ 
permanent

<$1.25 Poor 32.7	 6.0	 51.3	 20.1	 28.4	 35.8	
$1.25–$2 Near	poor	or	vulnerable 41.5	 21.8	 37.4	 31.2	 37.0	 38.4	
$2–$4 Lower	middle	class 22.7	 45.1	 10.7	 35.5	 27.8	 21.5	
$4–$10 Middle	middle	class 2.9	 24.2	 	0.6	 12.1	 6.4	 4.0	
>$10 Upper	middle	class	and	rich 0.2	 2.9	 	0.0	 1.2	 0.4	 0.3	

All classes 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	

Per capita 
expenditure 

/income 
class (2005  

$ PPP) Economic group

Share to total labor force by type of employment
Philippines

Self-employed Wage employment

Un
em

pl
oy

ed

Total 
(labor 
force)

Own-
account 
workers Employers

Casual/ 
temporary

Regular/ 
permanent

<$1.25 Poor 54.3	 3.1	 18.2	 19.2	 5.2	 100.0	
$1.25–$2 Near	poor	or	vulnerable 47.1	 3.7	 18.4	 23.7	 7.0	 100.0	
$2–$4 Lower	middle	class 37.4	 4.3	 15.0	 33.5	 9.7	 100.0	
$4–$10 Middle	middle	class 27.3	 5.1	 10.7	 48.2	 8.7	 100.0	
>$10 Upper	middle	class	and	rich 15.4	 7.3	 7.0	 65.2	 5.1	 100.0	

All classes 39.4	 4.3	 15.0	 33.5	 7.8	 100.0	

Per capita 
expenditure 

/income 
class (2005  

$ PPP) Economic group

Share to each type of employment
Philippines

Self-employed Wage employment

Un
em

pl
oy

ed

Total 
(labor 
force)

Own-
account 
workers Employers

Casual/ 
temporary

Regular/ 
permanent

<$1.25 Poor 25.2 13.3	 22.1	 10.5	 12.2	 18.3	
$1.25–$2 Near	poor	or	vulnerable 28.0 20.4	 28.7	 16.6	 21.1	 23.4	
$2–$4 Lower	middle	class 29.7 31.5	 31.3	 31.3	 38.9	 31.3	
$4–$10 Middle	middle	class 14.9 25.6	 15.4	 31.1	 24.2	 21.6	
>$10 Upper	middle	class	and	rich 2.1 9.2	 2.5	 10.5	 3.5	 5.4	

All classes 100.0 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	

Per capita 
expenditure 

/income 
class (2005  

$ PPP) Economic group

Share to total labor force by type of employment
People’s Republic of China

Self-employed Wage employment
Un

em
pl

oy
ed

Total 
(labor 
force)

Own-
account 
workers Employers

Casual/ 
temporary

Regular/ 
permanent

<$1.25 Poor 58.4	 3.0	 20.5	 16.6	 1.5	 100.0	
$1.25–$2 Near	poor	or	vulnerable 52.0	 4.6	 20.0	 21.8	 1.6	 100.0	
$2–$4 Lower	middle	class 37.0	 5.0	 18.5	 37.7	 1.7	 100.0	
$4–$10 Middle	middle	class 15.9	 4.1	 12.1	 66.9	 1.1	 100.0	
>$10 Upper	middle	class	and	rich 9.3	 5.3	 9.2	 75.7	 0.5	 100.0	

All classes 34.8	 4.4	 16.7	 42.7	 1.4	 100.0	

Per capita 
expenditure 

/income 
class (2005  

$ PPP) Economic group

Share to each type of employment
People’s Republic of China

Self-employed Wage employment

Un
em

pl
oy

ed

Total 
(labor 
force)

Own-
account 
workers Employers

Casual/ 
temporary

Regular/ 
permanent

<$1.25 Poor 21.5	 8.6	 15.8	 5.0	 13.8	 12.8	
$1.25–$2 Near	poor	or	vulnerable 26.3	 18.5	 21.1	 9.0	 19.7	 17.6	
$2–$4 Lower	middle	class 37.2	 39.7	 38.9	 30.9	 42.6	 35.0	
$4–$10 Middle	middle	class 13.7	 27.6	 21.7	 47.0	 22.3	 30.0	
>$10 Upper	middle	class	and	rich 1.2	 5.5	 2.5	 8.1	 1.6	 4.6	

All classes 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	 100.0	

Source:	 Staff	estimates	based	on	India’s	Employment	and	Unemployment	Survey;	Philippines’	2006	
FIES;	CHIP	Survey	2002.
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related occupation. Finally, survey data from Indonesia 
show that middle-class households are much less likely 
than the poor to work in agriculture and construction and 
much more likely to work in finance, services, trade, and 
manufacturing (Table 3.5).

It is possible to compare the household survey 
data with data from the WVS, which report information 
on occupation, education and sector of employment of 
respondents, in addition to respondents’ self-perception 
about their social class, for a number of countries. We 

Table	3.2		Household Distribution	(%)	by Occupation of Chief Wage Earner and Per Capita Expenditure Class, India	(2004–05)

Urban
Per capita expenditure class (2005 $ PPP)

<$1.25 $1.25–$2 $2–$4 $4–$10 $10–$20 >$20
Professional,	technical	and	related	workers 1.0 3.0 6 8.0 11.0 19.0
Administrative,	executive	and	managerial	workers 4.0 6.0 9.0 13.0 17.0 33.0
Clerical	and	service	related 3.0 7.0 10.0 16.0 16.0 14.0
Sales	worker 18.0 18.0 18.0 19.0 18.0 15.0
Service	workers 9.0 12.0 10.0 9.0 9.0 5.0
Farmers,	fisherman,	cattle	rearing,	hunters	etc. 11.0 9.0 6.0 4.0 2.0 2.0
Production	and	related	workers	and	Labourers	–	textiles,	garments,	food	processing,	miners,	etc. 10.0 10.0 9.0 8.0 7.0 3.0
Production	and	related	workers	and	labourers	–	metals,	wood,	stone,	glass,	plumbers	and	toolmakers,	etc. 9.0 11.0 12.0 10.0 9.0 4.0
Production	and	related	workers	and	labourers	–	rubber,	paper,	transport,	construction,	etc 35.0 26.0 21.0 13.0 10.0 4.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Rural
Per capita expenditure class (2005 $ PPP)

<$1.25 $1.25–$2 $2–$4 $4–$10 $10–$20 >$20
Professional,	technical	and	related	workers 1.0 1.0 3.0 6.0 9.0 14.0
Administrative,	executive	and	managerial	workers 1.0 2.0 2.0 4.0 6.0 14.0
Clerical	and	service	related 0.0 1.0 2.0 4.0 7.0 6.0
Sales	worker 4.0 5.0 7.0 8.0 8.0 8.0
Service	workers 2.0 2.0 3.0 3.0 4.0 4.0
Farmers,	fisherman,	cattle	rearing,	hunters	etc. 73.0 69.0 65.0 56.0 45.0 40.0
Production	and	related	workers	and	labourers	–	textiles,	garments,	food	processing,	miners,	etc. 3.0 4.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 4.0
Production	and	related	workers	and	labourers	–	metals,	wood,	stone,	glass,	plumbers	and	toolmakers,	etc. 2.0 3.0 4.0 5.0 6.0 3.0
Production	and	related	workers	and	labourers	–	rubber,	paper,	transport,	construction,	etc 13.0 12.0 11.0 11.0 12.0 6.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source:	 Staff	estimates	based	on	2004–05	NSS-CES.

Table	3.3  Household Distribution (%) by Occupation of Household Head and Per Capita Expenditure Class, Philippines (2006)

Urban
Per capita expenditure class (2005 $ PPP)

<$1.25 $1.25–$2 $2–$4 $4–$10 $10–$20 >$20
Special	occupations	(e.g.,	armed	forces,	etc.) 0.3 0.3 0.5 0.9 0.8 0.0
Officials	of	government	&	special	interest	organizations,	corporate	executives,	managers,	and	managing	
proprietors 4.4 6.5 11.1 19.7 27.6 33.0

Professionals 0.1 0.2 0.8 4.5 11.1 17.8
Technicians	and	associate	professionals 1.0 1.4 2.1 4.1 6.6 6.7
Clerks 0.9 1.4 2.4 4.3 6.5 3.5
Service	workers	and	shop	and	market	sales	workers 3.4 5.2 7.5 8.1 6.1 2.6
Farmers,	forestry	workers	and	fishermen 27.3 17.0 8.5 4.5 2.0 0.4
Craft	and	related	trades	workers 12.1 16.2 15.1 8.9 3.5 1.3
Plant	and	machine	operators	and	assemblers 8.4 11.3 15.2 10.9 4.0 0.9
Elementary	occupation:	laborers	and	unskilled	workers 30.6 26.7 17.6 8.6 3.0 2.2
Household	head	has	no	job 11.3 13.8 19.3 25.5 28.8 31.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Rural
Per capita expenditure class (2005 $ PPP)

<$1.25 $1.25–$2 $2–$4 $4–$10 $10–$20 >$20
Special	occupations	(e.g.,	armed	forces,	etc.) 0.2 0.3 0.4 1.0 0.5 0.0
Officials	of	government	&	special	interest	organizations,	corporate	executives,	managers,	and	managing	
proprietors 2.7 4.8 9.5 16.9 25.0 31.4

Professionals 0.0 0.2 0.8 5.7 14.7 19.7
Technicians	and	associate	professionals 0.6 0.8 1.3 2.6 4.8 8.4
Clerks 0.5 0.7 1.1 3.5 1.3 0.0
Service	workers	and	shop	and	market	sales	workers 1.9 2.5 3.7 5.1 6.0 6.6
Farmers,	forestry	workers	and	fishermen 56.0 46.8 36.3 24.4 14.6 7.9
Craft	and	related	trades	workers 5.5 7.5 8.0 4.5 0.6 0.0
Plant	and	machine	operators	and	assemblers 3.3 6.1 8.7 8.0 2.7 3.6
Elementary	occupation:	laborers	and	unskilled	workers 23.2 20.7 15.3 5.6 3.7 0.0
Household	head	has	no	job 6.0 9.5 14.8 22.7 26.2 22.5
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source:	 Staff	estimates	based	on	the	2006	FIES.
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have used these data to study the characteristics of the 
self-identified middle class across countries. The data 
show very large variations in middle-class occupational 
characteristics across countries (Figure 3.3). For instance, 
while professionals (including lawyers, accountants 
and teachers) constitute only 8% of the self-identified 
middle class in the Philippines, their representation in the 
Bangladeshi middle class is as large as 22%. Farmers and 
agricultural workers account for nearly one-half of India’s 
middle class, but only 12% of Indonesia’s.

Figure 3.3 also shows large variations in the 
proportion of the middle class that works in the public 
sector—from 17% in India to 74% in Viet Nam. On the 

other hand, the private for-profit sector accounts for nearly 
two-thirds of the Indonesian middle class, but only 30% of 
India’s middle class. One unusual finding is the extremely 
large proportion of the Indian middle class that reportedly 
works in the private nonprofit sector.

While university education is much more common 
in the middle class than in the poor population in all of 
the sample countries, there is considerable cross-country 
variation (Figure 3.4). At one extreme is Pakistan, where 
only 9% of middle-class respondents have university 
degrees, and at the other, Indonesia, where one-third of the 
(self-identified) middle class has a university degree.

Table	3.4  Household Distribution (%) by Occupation of Household Head and Per Capita Income Class, People’s Republic of China (2002)

Urban
Per capita income class (2005 $ PPP)

<$1.25 $1.25–$2 $2–$4 $4–$6 $6–$10 $10–$20 >$20
Owner	(manager)	of	private	firm 2.7 0.9 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.9 2.9
Self-employed 6.8 9.7 6.6 2.4 2.1 3.5 5.7
Professional 8.2 6.6 13.8 20.9 27.4 34.1 37.1
Director	of	government	agent,	institution	and	enterprise 0.0 0.9 1.9 3.8 5.0 7.3 11.4
Department	director	of	government	agent,	institution	and	enterprise 1.4 1.8 6.6 9.3 14.7 16.4 20.0
Clerical/office	staff 4.1 10.2 17.7 21.1 23.7 20.1 14.3
Skilled	worker 21.9 22.1 23.1 23.0 15.5 10.2 5.7
Unskilled	worker 16.4 14.2 13.7 7.8 4.7 2.2 2.9
Sales	clerk	or	service	worker				 17.8 18.6 10.8 8.3 4.8 3.5 0.0
Farmer 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Other 5.5 8.0 2.7 1.5 1.3 1.1 0.0
Unemployed 15.1 7.1 2.8 1.4 0.6 0.7 0.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Rural
Per capita income class (2005 $ PPP)

<$1.25 $1.25–$2 $2–$4 $4–$6 $6–$10 $10–$20 >$20
Farm	labor 7.7 6.9 6.2 6.4 2.8 4.0 5.0
Ordinary	worker 3.6 3.9 6.0 8.5 9.8 5.0 0.0
Skilled	worker 1.1 1.9 2.4 2.3 3.5 4.0 0.0
Professional	or	technical	worker 0.4 1.4 1.5 2.0 1.3 3.0 0.0
Owner	or	manager	of	enterprise 0.1 0.2 0.2 1.1 1.8 6.0 0.0
Village	and	production	team/brigade	cadre 3.5 5.7 7.9 11.6 13.5 20.0 30.0
Village	and	town	cadre 0.1 0.4 0.4 0.7 1.0 0.0 5.0
Official	of	party	or	government	office	or	institution	(county	or	higher	level) 0.2 0.0 0.4 0.2 1.0 0.0 0.0
Ordinary	cadre	in	an	enterprise 0.0 0.1 0.3 0.9 1.5 5.0 5.0
Temporary	or	short-term	contract	worker 12.0 12.3 12.5 9.3 8.0 6.0 0.0
Non-farm	individual	enterprise	owner	(such	as	retailer,	driver,	etc.) 2.9 4.8 6.9 9.8 11.8 16.0 35.0
Employee	in	non-farm	individual	enterprise 7.0 5.7 4.9 4.2 5.8 1.0 0.0
Agriculture/self-employed 48.8 44.0 38.6 34.2 27.0 22.0 15.0
Other 11.7 11.7 10.7 7.8 10.0 8.0 5.0
Unemployed 0.9 1.0 1.2 1.0 1.5 0.0 0.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source:	 Staff	estimates	based	on	CHIP	survey	2002.

Table	3.5	 Household Distribution (%) by Industry of Household Head and Per Capita Expenditure Class, Indonesia (2009)

Per capita 
expenditure 
class (2005 

PPP $)

Industry of household head

Agriculture
Mining and 
quarrying Manufactured

Electricity, 
Gas Constructions Trade Transportation Finance Service Total

<$1.25 59.5 1.3 6.0 0.1 5.0 6.5 4.1 0.3 17.2 100.0
$1.25–$2 45.2 1.2 7.3 0.2 6.3 12.2 5.4 0.6 21.5 100.0
$2–$4 25.6 1.2 9.6 0.6 5.2 17.7 6.9 1.7 31.4 100.0
$4–$6 10.7 1.7 10.9 0.8 3.8 19.9 5.7 3.7 42.8 100.0
$6–$10 7.3 1.9 9.2 0.9 3.5 19.7 5.3 5.4 46.9 100.0
$10–$20 4.6 3.0 8.2 1.1 2.4 21.2 4.5 6.6 48.3 100.0
>$20 6.0 5.7 6.5 1.9 2.2 17.0 7.3 10.5 43.0 100.0

Source:	 Staff	estimates	based	on	the	2009	SUSENAS.
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B.	 Middle-Class	Values

What personal values do middle class individuals 
espouse? Are the middle class more likely to value, market 
competition, notions of gender equality, providing rewards 
for hard work, trust in others, political activism, and the role 
of science and technology, than the poor or the rich? This 
section addresses these questions using the latest available 
wave of the WVS data for 80 countries worldwide.

We created six indices, documented in Appendix 
3, to represent values comprised of responses to a series 
of questions along the different dimensions. Table 3.6 
shows the estimates of progressivity of the lower class 
and upper class versus the middle class (omitted) based 
on self-reported class designations, after controlling for 
country differences, inequality levels represented by a 
country’s Gini and log per capita GDP, and weighting by 
a country’s population in 2008. That both the Gini and the 
log per capita GDP generally had significant coefficient 
estimates with all of the indices, reflects that a country’s 
average income level and the shape of the distribution 
are highly important determinants of the average values 
of individuals. However, even after accounting for these 
different country level aspects, the middle class is found 
to hold significantly more progressive views in terms of 
openness to market competition, gender equality, upward 
mobility, trust, political activism, and technology than the 
lower class.

While the middle class remains less progressive 
than the upper class, in terms of market competition, 
gender equality, trust, and perceptions of upward mobility, 
achieving middle class status still appears to have highly 
beneficial effects correlated with values that contribute to 
economic growth and development. In particular, greater 
support for market competition and perceiving significant 
prospects for upward mobility create incentives for 
entrepreneurship and increased productivity through hard 
work. Moreover, less discrimination toward certain gender 
roles and biases allows females to make similar human 

Note: PRC = People’s Republic of China
Source: Staff estimates from unit record data of various rounds of the World Values Survey.

Figure 3.3  Occupation and Sector of Employment of the Middle Class (2001–07)
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Figure 3.4  Education of the Self-identified Middle Class (2001–07)
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capital investments independent of their ascribed position 
in society.22

To examine how middle class values differ across 
different regions and in comparison to other classes 
within regions we regressed region dummies interacted 
with values of self-reported social class status, log GDP, 
and Gini coefficients. The predicted values for different 
indexes for each region are shown in Figure 3.5. It is 
observed that there are substantial differences in values 

22	 These	 results	 were	 robust	 to	 different	 definitions	 of	 middle	 class	
based	on	the	self-reported	middle	60%	of	 the	 income	distribution	
and	a	more	objective	measure	based	on	the	criteria	of	occupation,	
education,	and	self-reported	income	distribution	quintile.

across regions and classes In general, East Asia appears 
highly supportive of market competition and perceives 
greater prospects for upward mobility that is correlated 
with its higher income class status. South Asia is less 
supportive of market competition than East Asia, which 
may be related to lower perceptions of upward mobility. 
While those in East Asia participate in relatively little 
political activism, South Asia’s middle class appears to 
have the greatest participation in political activities. In 
general, the figure shows that East Asia has generally 
more progressive views, which may explain some of the 
higher rates of growth in the region compared to South and 
Central Asia. (See Box 4 on sex ratios and middle class 
values.)

Table	3.6  Class Progressivity in Values Regressions

Variables Market competition Gender equality Upward mobility Trust in others Political activism Technology
Lower	Class -0.018*** -0.022*** -0.032*** -0.017*** -0.046*** -0.041***

[0.005] [0.004] [0.003] [0.004] [0.004] [0.003]
Upper	Class 0.045** 0.064*** 0.064*** 0.025* -0.038** -0.011

[0.022] [0.018] [0.014] [0.015] [0.017] [0.013]
Gini 0 0.004*** -0.002*** -0.010*** -0.008*** -0.002***

[0.001] [0.001] [0.000] [0.001] [0.000] [0.001]
Log(Per	Capita	GDP) 0.027*** 0.078*** -0.031*** 0.107*** 0.011*** -0.033***

[0.002] [0.003] [0.003] [0.005] [0.004] [0.003]
Constant 0.180*** -0.117*** 0.986*** -0.147** 0.492*** 1.077***

[0.031] [0.045] [0.031] [0.070] [0.042] [0.040]
Country	fixed	effects Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 60,040 60,262 60,878 60,415 60,957 60,881
R-squared 0.093 0.204 0.151 0.148 0.186 0.29

Notes:	 Robust	standard	errors	in	brackets.
		 ***	p<0.01,	**	p<0.05,	*	p<0.1
		 Data	for	80	countries,	individuals	25–55	years	old.
Source:	 Staff	estimates	based	on	the	World	Values	Survey	(WVS),	3rd–5th	waves.

Box 4  The Middle Class and Sex Ratios at Birth

While the middle class generally holds more progressive social and 
economic values than the lower class, there are exceptions. The 
phenomenon of sex ratios at birth (the ratio of male to female births) 
in some countries is one such example. 

More boys than girls are born in most societies to compensate for 
the biological frailty of male infants. However in some countries, such 
as the People’s Republic of China, India and, recently, Viet Nam, 
the sex ratio at birth is higher than the 1.05 rate normally expected.  
This rate has been rising, skewed by sex-selective abortion and 
infanticide, which reflect a strong cultural preference for sons over 
daughters in these societies. Some estimates put the number of 
“missing females” (i.e., unborn girls) in Asia as high as 100 million 
(Sen 1990).

What is disconcerting is that the sex selection seems to rise with 
living standards. In India, it is higher in urban than in rural areas 
and typically rises with household living standards, female literacy, 
and education of mothers—all factors associated with a middle class 
(Dasgupta and Bhat 1997, Jha et al. 2006, Borooah and Iyer 2005, 
Deolalikar et al. 2009). 

Indeed, Basu (1999) has noted that the core level of son preference 
in India may actually be strengthened by modernization. The positive 
effect of female literacy and affluence on sex ratios at birth is likely 
mediated through fertility; as living standards and female literacy 
improve, there is a strong parental preference for fewer children, 

which, when combined with the traditional preference for sons (over 
daughters), leads to a skewed sex ratio at birth. If parents want to 
have only one or two children, they may ensure that one or both 
of them are boys. In addition, of course, middle-class households 
in urban areas have easier access to prenatal sex-determination 
technologies, such as ultrasound and amniocentesis.

Skewed sex ratios at birth are not unique to lower-income countries. 
They have also been observed in some highly-developed, middle-
class dominated economies like Taipei,China and the Republic of 
Korea (Park 1983, Park and Cho 1995, Croll 2002). Indeed, recent 
research has found evidence of skewed sex ratios at birth among 
Asian immigrant communities in the United States and the United 
Kingdom (Almond and Edlund 2008, Dubuc 2007).

This is a matter of grave policy concern, not merely because it violates 
the human rights of unborn and infant girls, but also because it 
deprives countries of the potential economic and social contribution 
of these ‘missing’ women.

The recent experience of Korea in reversing high sex ratios at birth 
is instructive. Beginning in the mid-1990s, Korea launched a public 
awareness campaign against the practice and also began strict 
enforcement of laws forbidding the use of sex-selection technologies. 
This has resulted in a gradual reduction of the sex ratio at birth from 
1.16 in 1998 to 1.1 in 2004 (Liu and Zhang 2009).
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Note: See appendix 3.
Source: Staff estimates from regression estimates of unit record data in 80 developing countries of World Values Survey.

Figure 3.5  Differences in Values by Class Across Regions
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