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Catching up with the West: The Emergence of China's 

Prosperous Middle Class 

China’s recent development strategy calls for the pursuit of ‘common prosperity’ and 
envisions the future expansion of a prosperous, consumption-oriented middle class that 
will be a key driver of sustained economic growth. In fact, how large is China’s 
prosperous middle class and how rapidly has it grown? What are its characteristics and 
its potential for future expansion? Can it support consumption-led economic growth? In 
this talk Sicular discusses these questions using estimates based on household survey 
data from 2002 through 2018 and defining ‘prosperous middle class’ as having 
household income per person that is neither poor nor rich relative to EU income levels. 

Terry Sicular is Professor of Economics at Western University (Canada). She is a 
specialist on the Chinese economy. Her research combines economic analysis with 
knowledge of China’s history, political economy and institutions, and makes use of 
evidence from fieldwork, survey data collection, and primary Chinese source materials. 
Recent publications include a contributed volume and articles on inequality, poverty, 
and the middle class in China. She is a two-time recipient of the Sun Yefang Prize in 
Economic Science. Since 2000 she has been a lead member of the China Household 
Survey Project (CHIP), an international collaborative survey research project. She has 
served as consultant to governmental and international organizations such as the 
World Bank, United Nations, and Asian Development Bank. Prior to joining Western 
University, she was an assistant professor at Stanford University and associate 
professor at Harvard University. She is an alumna of Pomona College and received her 
doctorate in economics from Yale University. 
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