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Preface and Acknowledgments

Perception (from the Latin percipere) is the organisation, identification, and 
interpretation of sensory information in order to represent and understand 
an environment. 

How people perceive their lives may be more important than how well they are 
actually living, as measured by commonplace objective metrics. Perceptions are 
linked to sentiments. Sentiments drive voting behaviour, among other things. 
This is an election year.

The Asian Urban-Wellbeing Indicators, as a concept, is the brainchild of Christine 
Loh, co-founder of Civic Exchange. The development of the tool, the execution of 
the survey and the analysis are the achievements of Professor Michael DeGolyer, 
Civic Exchange Fellow and Carine Lai, Project Manager of Civic Exchange. Initially 
launched in 2012, this project was supported by a number of local engagement 
partners in its pilot phase: Chee Anne Roño of Clean Air Asia (Manila), Stuart 
MacDonald of Penang Institute (Penang), Subhash Agrawal of India Focus (Delhi), 
Zhang Junzuo (Chengdu & Shanghai), Ni Huan Helen (Shanghai), Penny Low (Singa-
pore), and Michele Weldon (Delhi). To these partners, we are deeply grateful. We 
would also like to thank our technical partners for their fieldwork contribution and 
advice: Raymond Sun and Alfred Chan of Consumer Search Group, and Channey 
KY Chan of the Centre for the Advancement of Social Sciences Research of Baptist 
University. We are also indebted to Pooja Pradhan for her Hindi translation work 
and to Evan Auyang for his advice and supplementary data analysis. Last but not 
least, we would like to express our appreciation to RS Group Asia and WYNG Foun-
dation who provided funding support to make our Asian Urban-Wellbeing project 
possible.

We hope policy makers and society can take a good look at the survey results 
and ask the question:

“Why do our people feel the way they do?”

A lot more work can be done to come up with the answer(s). A responsible gov-
ernment should not lose time in digging deep into the areas of greatest deficien-
cy as shown up in our survey results. Civic Exchange will make our survey data 
open to anyone interested. By sharing our data, we welcome everyone to join in 
this conversation. People deserve better answers and better results.

Maura Wong
CEO, Civic Exchange
7 June 2016
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Executive Summary:  Key Comparative Findings 
 
The City Surveys:  Most people in the world live in cities, but national data and objective 
data dominate research.  The Urban Wellbeing Indicators research addresses this gap.  
The Introduction to this report details why and how we targeted the urban level and 
resident's subjective perceptions. 
 

 
 
A key measure of wellbeing is whether residents of a city want to live there.  Hong Kong 
has the highest percentage of respondents who would move elsewhere if they could, 
42%.  Only one in five in Singapore and 17% of Shanghai respondents would move 
elsewhere.  In Shanghai, most of those who would leave were migrants wanting to go 
home or residents with close relatives living overseas wanting to join them. 
 
An overwhelming majority of Hong Kong respondents say Hong Kong has become a 
worse place to live (70%).  The younger the age group, the more they tend to say Hong 
Kong has gotten worse.  Only 11% in Shanghai say the same, and just 9% in Singapore.  
Youth are not more likely to think life has worsened in those two cities.  In Singapore, 
non-citizens almost universally think Singapore has improved.  Two thirds of Hong 
Kong respondents said Hong Kong was "not so good" or "not good at all" as a place for 
children to grow up.  About 17% of Shanghai and 12% of Singapore respondents held 
the same view of their city.  About 61% of Hong Kong respondents said Hong Kong was 
not so good or not good at all for retirees versus 39% for Singapore and 37% for 
Shanghai. 
 
On a scale of zero to ten, with zero being the worst possible life and 10 the best possible 
life (and 5 being a neutral score), Hong Kong respondents on average rated their life as 
whole at 5.8 on the scale.  Singapore was at 7.1 and Shanghai at 7.4. 
 
Hong Kong shows the biggest "gap" between the level of satisfaction with a domain and 
caring about that domain (that is, the percentage who say they are satisfied or very 
satisfied is smaller than the percentage who say they care or care a lot about that same 
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domain).  The greatest gaps in Hong Kong are with housing, quality of government, 
education and environmental protection, with the smallest in public safety and crime 
control.  In Shanghai, the biggest gap is with housing, but it is much smaller than that in 
Hong Kong.  In Singapore satisfaction often exceeds the levels of caring with only 
housing showing a comparatively small gap, most of which comes from non-citizens 
who are migrant workers in Singapore. 
 
Housing is by far the top concern in Hong Kong.  Shanghai sees a close division for top 
concern amongst housing, medical care and education.  Singapore has medical care as 
the top concern among the 10 domains surveyed.   
 
Hong Kong's housing is predominantly driven by private ownership and government 
subsidized rental/ownership.  Singapore is predominantly government subsidized 
ownership and private ownership.  Only in Singapore does employer provided housing 
play a meaningful role.  Shanghai is predominantly private ownership and private 
rental.  In all three cities housing is one of the major domains respondents want the 
government to prioritize for action. 
 
Each city report goes into much greater depth and detail on each of these findings.  
There is some additional detail in the comparative report on each of these findings.  The 
database of survey results is rich, complex and open for further research both for 
research focused on a particular city or for comparative research.  Academics, NGOs, 
firms and governments are invited to query Civic Exchange for details on how to access 
the databases for their specific purposes.  The findings reported here are comparative 
and indicative, but by no means exhaustive.  All numbers, unless otherwise indicated, 
refer to percentages. 
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Introduction:  How to read and use this comparative report 

Why we chose cities as the level of analysis 
We live in an age of cities.  During this past decade, for the first time in human existence, 
more human beings live in urban than rural areas.1 In all previous eras more humans 
lived on the land than in cities.  But today, more people earn their living not in direct 
contact with the land than ever.  Occupations of extractive industries such as mining or 
extractive related industries such as steel making from ore and land dependent 
occupations such as farming make up less of the workforce than in any previous era.   
 
Many of the major problems of our time, such as global climate change and cyber 
attacks, are unprecedented problems posed to governments, yet they are crucial 
challenges particularly to cities with their concentrations of population and 
infrastructure.  Most of the world's major cities are ports and face particular threats 
with climate change, for example.  All three of the cities in this report are ports; two 
cities, Shanghai and Singapore, are low lying port cities whose very existence in future 
appears to be under dire threat from climate change driven sea rise.  Yet in only one, 
Shanghai, is environmental protection ranked highly as an area of government priority 
by at least 10% of those surveyed.  In Hong Kong and Singapore, only 4% of the 
respondents wanted their city government to make environmental protection a top 
priority.  In this case, why do cities equally at threat respond differently?  And how do 
these differences affect the priorities and policies of the respective cities and, where 
relevant, their national priorities and policies?  The choices reflected in these surveys 
may help us better understand the dynamics of major city versus national level 
prioritization of policies.2 
 
The domain of warfare has even shifted from land and sea to the internet.  Conflicts no 
longer take place just at the borders or over patches of land.  Yet city governance is 
often relegated well below other levels of governance in most nations, and their 
priorities and needs are less studied and appreciated than their significance warrants.  
City level polling is, for example, less frequent than national or state/province level 
polling.  While national level data appears in OECD and UN databases, city level data, 
particularly comparative data, is much harder to come by.  Yet cities have also 
increasingly become concentrations of populations which have far more interaction 
with populations living in cities elsewhere, often in other countries, than ever before.  
The cosmopolitan nature of most urban populations distinguishes city folk from rural 
inhabitants, and reference points of comparison and competition among city people 
often varies widely from the reference points of their country brethren.  What drives 
support or opposition for policy among urban inhabitants is not the same as that which 
drives support or opposition among non-urban inhabitants.  Nor does the population 
size of a city alone determine such dynamics.  Cities cannot be studied just in isolation, 
or considered just as national agglomerations of populations indistinguishable from 
other inhabitants of the nation.   
 
                                                        
1 2007 UNDP 2014  Asia is forecast to go from 48% urban in 2014 to 65% urban by 2050.  According to a McKinsey 
report in 2011, 600 cities produce 60% of global GDP.  Cities are clearly the environment and engine for global 
growth and human habitation.  See Appendix for methodology and positioning of this study. 
2 See Luis Bettencourt & Geoffrey West, “A unified theory of urban living” Nature 467, 912-913 (21 Oct 2010) and 
Leo Hollis, (2013) Cities are Good for You:  The Genius of the Metropolis, Bloomsbury Publishing, p. 29 
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Today, the soft power of communication and commerce, largely conducted city to city, 
rather than nation to nation, dominates.  The phenomenon of world cities recognizes 
that competition between urban agglomerations has risen above the national level of 
rivalry.  Today citizens of New York or Hong Kong are nearly as familiar with London, 
Paris, Beijing, Singapore, Tokyo and Sydney as they are with their own cities, or other 
cities within their own nations.  Business, family and personal ties abound amongst 
these urban populations so much so that national identities have become almost 
secondary to urban identity, and personal networks spanning continents have taken on 
greater significance than ties to the rural hinterlands of these cities.  Yet in this age of 
cities, city level analysis of policy making and implementation, and particularly of the 
components and characteristics of these populations and how they think about policy 
priorities, are less common than they should be.  Cities, however, have far more in 
common in terms of policy challenges than states do.  City comparisons could be a far 
more effective means of targeting aid and comparing effective policy making and 
implementation than national level comparisons.  With more in common amongst 
themselves, city officials should be, and have been found to be, more open to city to city 
comparisons and exchanges of experiences with policy than at the national level.3  
Hence, this study uses city or urban regions as its unit of analysis.   

Why wellbeing is particularly suited to city level comparisons 
Most studies of comparative wellbeing focus on objective cross-national comparisons or 
comparisons of particular sub-populations (women, minorities, elderly).  National 
comparisons are particularly problematic since developmental, cultural, economic and 
social characteristics and related policy priorities can vary widely within nations.  To 
take an "average" of all such aspects and compare them with the "average" of other 
states to determine comparative wellbeing may be less than optimal, especially to 
policymaking and implementing officials of the regions and sub-units of such states 
which may or may not see the same priorities and needs for action on a policy set at the 
national level, based on international comparisons.  Healthcare outcomes in the United 
States, for example, fare relatively poorly when compared to other nations, particularly 
in cost terms.  But these outcomes vary widely from within the US, and are greatly 
affected by state level policy priorities and implementation.  Differences in healthcare 
between cities and rural regions are particularly acute in the US, as is the case even 
more so in many nations such as China which also have expansive rural regions with 
relatively poor distribution of services.  In the case of Hong Kong or Singapore, which 
are regional cities (all urban), rural-urban differences do not apply at all.   
 
The Human Development Index (HDI) is extremely useful in setting international aid 
priorities for aid between states.  It is useful in comparing sub-populations within states 
to the national average and international average.  The HDI is not necessarily an 
effective tool to use as a policy making guide, particularly at the level of cities.  It helps 
little in determining why policies that worked in one city get a different outcome or 
different public reception in another.  Cities also do not always have readily available 

                                                        
3 The "sister city" practice during the cold war era of partnering cities in Russia and the US, for example, 
led to real trust building.  The city-to-city process attempted to match cities of broadly similar size and 
characteristics, and worked extremely well in laying a basis for local populations to support national 
policies of tension reduction and international cooperation.  These involved exchanges of officials, 
leaders, business people and youth who had more in common from the start to compare their shared 
experiences living in cities with more in common. 
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data allowing comparisons among cities, even though cities are the more comparable 
units.  This survey series is an attempt to open up new areas of research for more 
effective means of measuring and changing policy priorities and practices at the urban 
level, the level that dominates our era. 
 

How to interpret survey results 
In terms of the wellbeing domains, some questions inside the domain sections get very 
low or no response rates (see the Recreation and personal time section below for 
example).  Some of the domains such as community and belonging drop well down as a 
“top concern” personally, and in some cities some domains even score little or nothing 
as a concern for government to address (see Table below).  This does not mean such 
issues should be neglected or ignored.  Quite to the contrary since, as may be seen in the 
table below, domains of wellbeing with very low or zero scores may be taken as areas 
which are not problematic or even as areas in which public policy has done well (such 
as transport and utilities in Hong Kong).   
 
Nor should lack of scores in an area be necessarily taken as an indicator of successful 
policy.  A pilot study on wellbeing which included Delhi in India for example, like Hong 
Kong, found low scores of concern about utilities such as sewage.  For reasons of history 
and culture and possibly conflict with what were felt to be more pressing priorities, 
public support for sewage projects was lower than expected since much of the 
population of Delhi do not have adequate toilet facilities or sewage treatment. Delhi’s 
toilet facilities are certainly not to the level of Hong Kong or Singapore or other cities of 
similar international repute and national function.  This indicates that any international 
aid oriented toward implementing comprehensive sewage treatment might not get the 
public support necessary to make it a success in Delhi, while it might work well in a city 
elsewhere of comparable development and size.  Officials in Delhi would have to spend 
more funds building public support for transport disruptions, for example, due to 
sewage works, or tie sewage and transport projects more closely together than 
elsewhere.  Transport concerns far outweighed concern with sewage and indoor toilets 
in Delhi.  This means "successful" policies in one city are not readily transferable to 
another city.  Aid officials and policymaking theorists cannot assume policies that 
worked in city A will work the same in city B simply because they are "similar" as urban 
areas.   
 

The potential and significance of these surveys 
The intent of these surveys is to explore public perceptions among urban populations.  
Understanding how the public perceives its own needs and concerns may identify and 
support successful policy.   When the survey results are compared, they may indicate 
why policy that worked elsewhere or was met elsewhere with public support does not 
work as successfully or receive as strong public support as in a seemingly comparable 
city.  In studies on development and aid, one of the major puzzles has been why a 
development or aid program that worked in one instance fails in another, seemingly 
comparable instance.4  The comparative report and the separately reported city focused 

                                                        
4 See Prokopijevic, Miroslav, Why Foreign Aid Fails (2006). Available at SSRN: 
http://ssrn.com/abstract=945354 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.945354  and compare to: Eric 
Neumayer (2003) The Pattern of Aid Giving: The impact of good governance on development assistance  
Routledge. 

http://ssrn.com/abstract=945354
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.945354


 7 

surveys may be used as a tool of understanding what the public thinks, but it can also be 
used as a tool of guidance to policy makers and aid or program proponents as to when 
one urban area is "ready" to proceed with policies that worked in another city.  When 
objective and subjective factors align, or as policies are adopted to bring them into a 
similar alignment as to the alignment they had when they worked in another city, more 
successful policy adoption or adaptation should take place.  This is similar to what is 
seen by the manifest learning of nations in hastening and directing development cycles.  
That Japan went from pre-industrialization to a post-industrial, information and high-
tech economy in just 125 years, whereas it took the US and UK over 200 years to 
achieve the original breakthroughs to industrialization and then to post-industrial 
economies, has been attributed to Japan's leaders deliberately learning from the 
experience of other states.  South Korea seems to even be bettering Japan's record by 
making the same transition in about 75 years. While development is never the same, 
there are similarities which have clearly aided states to make transitions more rapidly 
than their predecessors, which were working with fewer or even no comparable 
examples to learn from.5  This project should also grow in usefulness as more cities are 
added and as previously sampled cities are resampled.  
 
The single city in-depth reports lay out felt priorities and concerns in detail.  The single 
city reports provide guidance to government, business and third sector entities (non-
profits and social services entities such as universities and welfare agencies working 
closely with government and business) in a single city.  The single city reports also 
present opportunities to build instruments able to provide clearer, useful policy 
guidance of concern to local officials in areas where the indicators show that more work 
or understanding is needed to fully clarify the variables before proceeding.  This may be 
done by tracking changes over time in public priorities and perceptions as policies are 
made and implemented, and as facts change on the ground.   
 
The demographic characteristics of such populations may be compared and may be 
useful for such timing of policies.  For example, it may be possible over time for these 
surveys to indicate that major public transport works gain or lose public support 
depending on their effects on other aspects of wellbeing, such as improved business and 
work opportunities or negative impacts on the environment and effects on health, or it 
may be that successful projects require a percentage of the population to be at a 
common ratio above the poverty level.  A city dominated by middle income groups 

                                                        
5 For the most thorough assessment of the history and theory of the original processes of development, 
see Jerry F. Hough and Robin Greer (2014) The Long Process of Development: Building Markets and States 
in Pre-Industrial England, Spain and their colonies  Cambridge University Press.  In one of the most widely 
used texts on development economics, James M. Cypher's (2014, 4th ed.) The Process of Economic 
Development  Routledge, Cypher notes in his new edition's Introduction:  "Investments in infrastructure, 
in education, in technology, in environmental sustainability, in diversification of the economic base, and 
in machinery and equipment are some of the areas that must receive support from both the public and 
private sectors if the economic surplus (from commodity production) is to be harnessed and put to use.  
Too little of such efforts can be traced; not for a lack of funding but for a lack of will and perspective."  
These surveys intend to assist the development of perspective by providing a comparative, open database 
of how residents of cities view their own wellbeing.  A very recent publication reviewing the 60 years of 
experience in aid development by Japan also highlights the issues of inclusive growth and human 
security, issues directly addressed in these wellbeing studies.  See Hiroshi Kato, John Page and Yasutami 
Shimomura, eds. (2016) Japan's Development Assistance:  Foreign Aid and the Post-2015 Agenda Palgrave 
MacMillan. 
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would likely support different policies, or give different levels of support to the same 
policies, as that of a city dominated by extremes of distribution.  This latter result is only 
visible in comparative as well as longitudinal studies.  Comparative study may, indeed, 
provide a shortcut to adopting policies that super-charge the development and 
competitiveness of one city by showing that other cities with similar characteristics at a 
similar level of development were able to achieve successful outcomes with particular 
policies, and that such policies resulted in desired outcomes (such as growth, or 
reduction in unrest, or changes in city characteristics such as transitioning from 
logistics-dominated economies to information-dominated economies).  Combining 
comparative city surveys and longitudinal surveys of the same as well as other cities 
could make learning from the experiences, mistakes and successes of others as well as 
tracking policy changes and successes and failures locally far more effective tools of 
policy making and implementation.  National development has seen transitions which 
took some nations more than a century to achieve (UK to industrialize, for example) 
shortened dramatically by nations which took the experiences of others as policy 
models to guide their own change (China's industrialization, for example).  The same 
approach, in a more systematic, scientifically executed manner should assist the 
dominating feature of our time, cities, to do the same. 
 
In order to permit comparative as well as very detailed analysis, the questionnaire uses 
a filtering process (described in the Methodology appendix) to assess the relative rank 
of wellbeing domain issues in each city and among the cities.  Each city report compares 
demographic profiles in detail (for detailed demographic details see each individual city 
report; such details are not included in this comparative report).  Successful 
policymaking and implementation should see changes in felt priorities over time, just as 
failures would see current non-issues rise in concern, signaling an area or areas that 
may have been neglected.  Changes in demographic composition should also have 
effects on policy priorities.  
 
We also expect priorities of wellbeing to shift over time, based on such classic studies as 
Maslow's hierarchy of needs or the world values survey, which show both a cultural and 
developmental aspect of shifts in values and hence policy priorities.  This should happen 
as distributions of income and education and other opportunities change.  Cities which 
are transitioning from primarily regional to national and particularly international 
urban areas (becoming "world cities") should see cultural as well as developmental 
values shifts as local populations change characteristics.  These surveys look at such 
population compositions and take particular efforts to gather that data, data not always 
a priority for other studies or for city officials in the cities concerned, but certainly of 
effect on those cities.  These surveys, just like the HDI studies, gain value as they are 
repeated and other urban areas are added.  Clearly issues of top priority for government 
in one city are not always of similar levels of priority in another city, as the table below 
clearly shows.  Analyzing what these variations in ranking means for the people and 
governments concerned is the objective of this comparative report. 
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Table 1 Ranked issues of “what is number 1 issue government should address”  
 

 “CARE A LOT” issues, ranked by respondents 

as to government priority 

 Hong Kong Singapore Shanghai 

1) Medical care  15 20 19 

2) Housing 33 15 20 

3) Transport and utilities  3 6 6 
4) Environmental protection 4 4 12 

5) Work and business opportunities  5 16 9 

6) Education 16 13 18 

7) Community and belonging  1 4 1 

8) Recreation and personal time 1 3 2 
9) Public safety and crime control 6 10 10 

10) Quality of government   16 10 3 

 
*All numbers are rounded to the nearest whole number, following WAPOR and AAPOR guidelines. 

 
For more discussion of this chart and related comparative demographic characteristics 
of respondents in each city, see Comparative Domain Choices section of this report. 
The bottom line for each city is whether it is an attractive to city to its own population 
and to persons elsewhere.  This is one of the key aspects of these comparative surveys.  
If a significant portion of a city's population would leave if they could, depending on the 
demographic and economic profile of that portion, city officials could and should be 
concerned if their aim is to attract and/or retain that demographic/economic profile 
population.  It is clear that cities, more than countries, compete for brains and talent.  
More than one nation has had to introduce incentives to persuade immigrants to live in 
places where the state deems they are needed, rather than in the places, usually key 
cities, attractive to them.  Some cities dominantly rely on retirees to thrive, some rely on 
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innovation, some rely on certain industries.  Metrics and policies need to align to 
promote the health of those sectors and bring in or develop locally the talents, skills and 
numbers needed.  These comparative surveys can help policy makers more accurately 
identify cities with profiles similar to their own, or similar to ones they wish to achieve, 
and thus focus their research efforts more effectively. 
 
We also expect firms and NGOs to be able to use this data for similar purposes.  Cities 
with significant portions of the population wanting action taken in areas of interest to 
firms and NGOs could be identified.  Firms and NGOs could then move assets more 
efficiently into cities that are ready for their type of services, organization and 
leadership.  They might also find populations ready to support such firms and NGOs in 
their initiatives.  Firms and NGOs can also use the data to identify demographic groups 
more supportive or friendly to them (such as students in Shanghai being more 
concerned about climate change than other demographic groups) and thus make their 
efforts more targeted and therefore more efficient.  The interests, concerns and needs of 
certain groups, and the priorities they want government to take, should be clear 
indicators of demand for goods and services.  These surveys could help gauge and track 
these for interested groups, and city officials could either draw firms and NGOs 
attention to these results, or conversely, the firms and NGOs with interests in those 
areas could use the survey results to document the interests and concerns of parts of 
the population and draw city officials' attention to those concerns and what these firms 
and NGOs could do to help meet those expressed needs and concerns.  As a non-
interested survey with a common method and instrument, the results should have more 
credibility as indicators than interested, purely market surveys or partisan surveys.  
Since these surveys are broader than normal surveys in terms of subject, and wider in 
being across national borders, they provide context and comparison beyond the usual 
local surveys.  And since these surveys are conducted in more than one city and at more 
than one time, those cities, firms and NGOs that discover how to effectively use the 
results to achieve desired results will provide a path for other cities, firms and NGOs to 
follow suit.  
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Glossary, Abbreviations and Notes 
CR   Citizens and Residency rights holders of Singapore 
CSR   Corporate Social Responsibility (Usually programs by firms  
   oriented toward increasing goodwill toward the firm in the  
   community.  May involve firm expenditures and volunteers.) 
Domestic (FDH) Foreign Domestic Helper.  Work visa holders normally not  
   permitted to establish residency rights or take jobs outside  
   domestic service 
Mainlander  Those in Hong Kong under the Admission Scheme for Mainland 
   talents and professionals, one way (family reunification) permit 
   and those in Hong Kong for less than 7 years. 
NGO   Non-governmental Organization 
NR   Those without residency rights (Shanghai and Singapore) 
Numbers  All numbers are percentages unless otherwise noted 
R Resident of Shanghai with rights to services and to vote in 

Neighbourhood Committee (local area) elections 
Residency rights Visa holders of most types who reside in Singapore may earn the 
   right to land/live in Singapore after a set term of residency.  Only 
   citizens of Singapore may vote.  In Hong Kong, Permanent  
   Residents as well as those born in Hong Kong may vote.  In  
   Shanghai, residency rights are restricted. 
 
NOTES 
All numbers are percentages unless otherwise noted.   
All numbers are rounded off to the nearest whole number, unless otherwise indicated.  
-- indicates response cases are less than .5; 0 indicates no responses for that response 
category. 
N = number of responses.  No listing of N means whole sample has been polled, or that 
the domain area number of cases has been previously indicated.  Each domain indicates 
the percentage of the whole who chose that domain to prioritize. 
 
Rounding to the nearest whole number is recommended practice for all statistical 
reports in which the statistical range of error for the sample size at the 95% confidence 
interval is greater than 1 point +/-, according the World Association of Public Opinion 
Researchers and American Association of Public Opinion Research guidelines.   
 
Cities are assessed in the comparative reports by alphabetical order. 
 
 
 



 14 

Comparative Demographics: Key Similarities and Differences6 
 

Having or not having residency rights showed significant differences in domain choices 
and in survey question responses in Shanghai and Singapore.  In both those cities the 
migrant population has significant impact on the economic functioning of the city across 
a wide array of employment categories, and in both cities, getting residency rights 
(Shanghai) or citizenship (Singapore) can be a complicated process.7  In Hong Kong, the 
survey got only 1% of respondents who did not have permanent residency rights.  But 
in Hong Kong getting permanent residency for most is just a matter of seven years 
continuous residence and a routine application.  The only category of work explicitly 
excluded from obtaining permanent residency rights are domestic helpers.  The impact 
of "migrant workers" per se in Hong Kong is more limited in economic scope.  That is, 
the category of workers deliberately excluded from residency rights or citizenship 
rights in Hong Kong is much narrower compared to the other two cities.  However, 
greater efforts need to be made in Hong Kong to interview a census-representative 
sample of non-permanent residents.  Generally, the comparative report focuses on the 
general responses of all respondents surveyed in each city since this represents the 
whole population of the city.  But note will be taken of citizen and residency right 
differences. 
 
Education 
The characteristics of each city's economy and relationship to its regional function 
appears to be reflected in the educational profile of its population.  Singapore has 
deliberately sought to balance its economy, pursuing high tech manufacturing even 
while maintaining its role as a major transshipment center and reflecting the growth of 
the services sector.  The significant proportion of the population with technical degrees 
in Singapore (and also seen in Shanghai) likely reflects the high tech manufacturing that 
can be found in both cities to a much greater degree than in Hong Kong, where high tech 
manufacture is virtually absent.  Hong Kong, like Singapore, has an economically 
disadvantaged sector "left behind" by globalization but essentially trapped in a city-
state entity.8  These tend to be older and less educated persons.  Hong Kong's economic, 
social and political integration with the China mainland has also been a significant 
factor in its development since the early 1980s.  Much of the Hong Kong population 
appears reluctant to shift from regarding Hong Kong as a place origin and identity to 
being just another urban center among many in China.  In this sense, permanent 
residency in Hong Kong is more like citizenship in Singapore, with similar tensions 
between those born in the city and those who have emigrated there from elsewhere, 

                                                        
6 For full demographic details see reports by city.  Each survey conducted in the fourth quarter of 2015. 
Hong Kong had 1508 total cases, 1493 permanent residents and 15 non-residents contacted by random 
phone calls.  Shanghai had 1518 cases, 855 residents and 663 non-residents.  By phone, 918 cases were 
completed (63 "migrant" or non-resident cases were completed by phone).  By street intercept, 600 cases, 
all of migrants or non-residents, were completed.  In Singapore out of 1500 total cases, 1,037 are citizens, 
163 have residency rights, 85 were domestic helpers and 215 had various work permits. 
7 See, for example, Li Limei, Li Si-ming and Chen Yingfang, "Better city, better life, but for whom?: The 
hukou and resident card system and consequential citizenship stratification in Shanghai," in City, Culture 
and Society Vol. 1 Issue 3, Sept. 2010, 145-154 for discussion of Shanghai, or Gavin W. Jones, "Population 
Policy in a Prosperous City-State: Dilemmas for Singapore," Population and Development Review Vol 38, 
Issue 2, June 2012, 311-336. 
8 See for example Lee Kim-ming, Hung Wong and Law Kam-yee, "Social Polarisation and Poverty in the 
Global City," China Report Vol 43, No. 1, January 2007, 1-30. 
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except in the case of Hong Kong this includes fellow citizens of China.  Shanghai has 
been reported to be a draw for university graduates across China, and the educational 
profile supports those reports, with a very high proportion of university graduates.9  
Higher education may play a role in gaining residency rights, as Table 2 shows.10  
Shanghai is also clearly a major cultural and media center for China, as the comparative 
occupational table (Table 4) below indicates. 

Table 1 What level of education did you finish?  (ALL) 
Group Hong Kong  Shanghai Singapore 

Primary or less 5 3 12 

Secondary 38 26 33 

Vocational, technical or Associate degree 12 18 28 
University degree 35 49 21 

Post-graduate 11 4 5 

Refuse to say -- 1 1 

 
*Refuse dropped 

 

Table 2 Education Level BY Residency (Shanghai) 
  Non-Residents Residents ALL 
Primary or less 5 1 3 

Secondary 34 19 26 

Vocational, technical or Associate degree 30 9 18 

University degree 30 64 49 

Post-graduate 1 6 4 
Total 100 100 100 

table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  247.1 with 5 df  p ≤ 0.0001   

                                                        
9 The Shanghai survey oversampled more highly educated people, despite great effort to ensure a 
representative sample of migrants who tend to be somewhat less educated (see Table 2 above).  Quotas 
for more than age, gender and residency tend to greatly increase costs and time requirements for surveys.  
Results of later meta-analysis of the various city databases could be weighted for other variables to 
reproduce census profiles exactly.  This first run report is to compare the results of the methods 
employed as well as to compare responses, hence no weighting is employed in the initial reports.  See 
Methodology Appendix. 
10 Higher education level also receives points in many country's immigration processes.  Hong Kong has 
had explicit discussion of the "quality" of immigrants stemming from its family reunification program 
which allows mainland migrants residency rights in Hong Kong based on family rather than educational 
or other qualifications. 
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Table 3 Education Level BY Citizenship (Singapore) 
  Non-citizens Citizens ALL 

Primary or less 12 11 12 

Secondary 43 29 34 

Vocational, technical or Associate degree 24 31 28 

University degree 16 24 21 
Post-graduate 5 5 5 

Total 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  30.44 with 4 df  p ≤ 0.0001   
 

 
Table 4 shows professional occupations make up a similar proportion of each city.  
Shanghai is clearly a cultural center, with 4% of those surveyed (65 persons) giving 
their occupations as related to arts, entertainment and other performance related jobs 
while neither Hong Kong (1 person) nor Singapore (6 persons) had enough to round up 
to 1%.11  Shanghai had much higher refusal rates on occupation, and the smallest 
proportion of students and homemakers.  Singapore had considerably more persons 
classified as being in elementary occupations, which may reflect flaws in how migrants 
and non-citizens were targeted or classified for the survey conducted there.12  One 
suspects many of those in elementary occupations are actually serving as clerks and 
warehouse personnel in the large transshipment sector of Singapore's economy.   
 
Despite the large proportion of technical and vocational degrees in Singapore, the sector 
these tend to show up in (technicians and associate professionals) appears smaller than 
in Hong Kong or Shanghai, which is unlikely.  The business orientation of Hong Kong 
and Singapore are reflected in their similar proportion of managers and administrators 
(largely a business category), while Shanghai's is significantly smaller.  Each individual 
city report compares the survey results to available census data, and while the results 
are tied to the census in terms of gender, age (18-65) and in the case of Shanghai and 
Singapore, residency, there is no reweighting of the other demographic factors to reflect 
census results (chart next page.)  Some occupational categories had to be collapsed due 
to small number of respondents.  Where possible, the major International Labour 
Organization (ILO) occupational groupings are retained.  The ILO occupational 

                                                        
11 In over 125 surveys conducted in Hong Kong between 1993 and 2015, there were never enough "artist 
and performer" occupations reported to round up to 1%.  This is despite very strong government efforts 
to support the creative arts, including a heavily culture and arts development project called the West 
Kowloon Cultural District.  See http://www.westkowloon.hk/en/the-authority.  Recent urban studies of 
development have cited the creative arts as crucial to many aspects of urban living, including several of 
the wellbeing domains covered in this report.  See the many works by Richard Florida, particularly his 
The Rise of the Creative Class: Revisited (2014) and Who's Your City?  How the Creative Economy is Making 
Where to Live the Most Important Decision of Your Life (2009). 
12 See the ISCO (International Standard Classification of Occupations) ISCO-08 (2008) by the ILO 
(International Labour Organization).  The survey attempts to get greater granularity of occupations than 
just the 10 major groups recognized by the ILO (hence the breakout of artists and performers for 
Shanghai).  Results often have to be recoded into a recognized major group, or major groups have to be 
collapsed when there are not enough respondents.  For example, only 1 person in Hong Kong indicated an 
"armed forces occupation" though that is one of the 10 major ILO occupational groupings.  The Singapore 
migrant worker quota was restricted to those on temporary work permits which are specifically for "low 
skilled" occupations.  Some should very likely have been classified as factory or service workers, but were 
not due to various factors ranging from interviewer training to language-related issues, and hence were 
lumped together as elementary workers. 
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groupings are the international standard for census and other international data 
reporting and analysis. 

Table 4 What is your main occupation?  (ALL) 
Group Hong Kong Shanghai Singapore 

Managers & Administrators 10 5 12 

Professionals 13 12 12 

Artists & performers 0 4 0 
Technicians, associate professionals 10 10 4 

Clerks & secretaries 14 13 5 

Service & shop 10 17 10 

Agriculture & fisheries 0 0 0 

Craft 3 2 0 
Plant & machine operators 2 5 1 

Elementary occupations 2 3 23 

Armed forces 0 -- 0 

Homemaker 11 3 11 

Retired 8 5 3 
Unemployed 3 3 5 

Student 11 5 9 

Other (including part time) 0 5 2 

Refuse to say 4 9 3 
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One other aspect of interest comparatively is the relative weighting of each city's 
occupations by gender balance: note students and professionals particularly.  Note also 
that not all recoded categories are the same for each city due to differences such as 
Shanghai having enough artists to code while neither Singapore or Hong Kong did. 
 

Table 5 Occupation BY Gender (Hong Kong) 
 Male  Female Total 

Managers & Administrators 61 39 100 

Professionals 60 40 100 

*Artists, craft, machine workers, other 79 21 100 

Technicians, associate professionals 48 52 100 

Clerks & secretaries 27 73 100 

Service & shop 51 49 100 

Homemaker 2 98 100 

Retired 47 53 100 

Unemployed 57 43 100 

Student 40 60 100 

Total 45 55 100 
table contents: Percent of Row Total 

Chi-square =  242.0 with 9 df p ≤ 0.0001 
*Collapsed groupings due to lack of sufficient number of respondents   
 

Table 6  Occupation BY Gender and Residency (Shanghai)*   
 Male (R) Female (R) Total Male (NR) Female (NR) 

Managers & Admin 67 33 100 73 27 

Professionals 47 53 100 62 38 

*Artists 66 34 100 • • 

Tech, associate professionals 53 47 100 69 31 

Clerks & secretaries 44 56 100 33 67 

Service & shop 44 56 100 59 41 

Plant & mach, craft 77 23 100 74 26 

Elementary, other 67 33 100 55 45 

Homemaker 5 95 100 0 100 

Retired 50 50 100 29 71 

Unemployed 48 52 100 50 50 

Student 27 74 100 56 44 

Total 50 50 100 54 46 

table contents:  Percent of Row Total 
Chi-square =  56.64 with 11 df  p ≤ 0.0001  
*Sum to 100 from both left and right sides of table.   No artists recorded among non-residents   
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Table 7  Occupation BY Gender (Singapore CR)*   

 Male  Female Total 
Managers & Administrators 62 38 100 

Professionals 52 48 100 

Artists, craft, machine workers, other 44 56 100 

Technicians, associate professionals 86 15 100 

Clerks & secretaries 35 65 100 

Service & shop 53 47 100 

Elementary occupations 32 68 100 

Homemaker 2 98 100 

Retired 71 29 100 

Unemployed 49 52 100 

Student 67 33 100 

Total 49 51 100 
table contents: Percent of Row Total 
Chi-square =  228.8 with 10 df p ≤ 0.0001   
*All non-residency holding migrants were classified as elementary occupations 

 
 
Only in the case of Singapore did religious affiliation show significant statistical effect 
across multiple variables.  It showed no effect in Shanghai and little effect in Hong Kong.  
See the city reports for details. 
 
As might be expected, both Hong Kong and Singapore with their long-time capitalist 
economies showed higher levels of home ownership than Shanghai, even including non-
citizens in the case of Singapore.  But on excluding non-residents in the case of 
Shanghai, the rate rises from 42% of all respondents owning a home to 61% of 
respondents, a rate comparable to the almost completely permanent resident sample of 
Hong Kong.  When non-citizens are excluded from the Singapore results, home 
ownership becomes nearly universal among citizens, with 92% of respondents saying 
they and/or their household members own the home where they live the most days of 
the month. 
 

Table 8  If you have more than one home, please answer based on the place where you 
live for the most days of the month.  Do you and your household members own your 
home, rent it, or live there rent free?  

Group Hong 
Kong 

Shanghai 
ALL 

Shanghai 
Residents 

Singapore 
ALL 

Singapore 
Citizens 

Own 65 42 61 72 92 

Rent 30 43 21 11 4 

Rent free 4 14 18 16 3 

Don't 
Know/Refuse 

2 -- 
0 
 
 

1 1 

*Don't Know and Refuse excluded from chart 
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In Singapore, 63%, the lion's share of home purchases, are subsidized, whereas in Hong 
Kong only 28% are subsidized.  Despite these significant differences in means of home 
ownership and in the rates seen above, housing was a top priority for significant 
proportions in all three cities.  See below, "Comparative Domain Choices". 
 

Table 9 Was you home purchased on the private market, or through a government 
subsidized ownership scheme?  (Of those who replied "own" their home) 

Group Hong Kong Shanghai Singapore 
Private 71 85 29 

Gov subsidized  28 13 63 

Refuse 1 1 8 
 
 
Similarly, the renting proportion of each city's inhabitants found Shanghai dominated 
by private sector renting with 91%, followed rather distantly by Singapore at 65% and 
Hong Kong a very distant third with only 36% of rentals being private sector.  Hong 
Kong had 63% of its rentals being government rentals. 
 
Asked of those who responded "rent" above. 

Table 10 Do you rent from a private landlord, the government or another source? 

Group Hong Kong Shanghai Singapore 
Private 36 91 65 

Government 63 5 19 
Refuse -- 1 2 

Other source 1 2 14 
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When all types of housing are recombined for all inhabitants of all three cities, Hong 
Kong regains its position as having the highest percentage of private ownership, but it 
also clearly leads in government subsidized rentals.  Singapore's and Shanghai's dorm 
systems provided by employers house a significantly larger share of the population than 
Hong Kong, with Singapore's share clearly the largest.  Singapore also leads by far in 
government subsidized home ownership.  In terms of overall size of private sector, 
unsubsidized ownership and rental, Shanghai leads among the three cities with 76% of 
inhabitants in private ownership or rental, Hong Kong second with 57% and Singapore 
a distant third with 31% of housing provided by unsubsidized private sector sources. 
 
Hong Kong's housing is predominantly driven by private ownership and government 
subsidized rental/ownership.  Singapore is predominantly government subsidized 
ownership and private ownership.  Only in Singapore does employer provided housing 
play a meaningful role.  Shanghai is predominantly private ownership and private 
rental. 

Table 11 Housing Type Recombined (ALL) 

Housing type Hong Kong Shanghai Singapore 

Private ownership 46 36 23 
Private rental 11 40 8 

Government-subsidized ownership 18 6 45 

Government-subsidized rental 19 5 2 
Employer-provided housing 1 5 14 

Other -- 4 2 
Don’t know/Refuse 5 4 6 

Total 100 100 100 

 
 
Concern about housing and expenditure on housing is an important aspect to track  .  
According to development economists, the ratio of investment in residency stock to GNP 
increases when the level of economic development is low, reaches a peak when the 
economy attains a "moderate" level of development, and falls once an economy reaches 
maturity.  A 1993 World Bank study showed that in the 1960s-70s "the share of housing 
investment in GNP was 2-4 percent when the GNP per capita was below US$2000, then 
the figure rose steadily to around 8 percent with GNP per capita increasing to $8000, 
and began to decline and kept at a stable level of 3-5 percent when GNP per capita 
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continued growing."  Food takes up a large part of household expenditure at low levels 
of development, but as development takes place, households spend more on housing.  
This increased expenditure has a myriad of broader, beyond-the-city impacts as well as 
effects in urban areas.  "The increased expenditure on housing implies improvements in 
interior space, quality, access to infrastructure and better equipment. When economic 
development enters into a stable situation at a higher level, the majority of households 
are housed.  Filling up a gap caused by accumulated under-supply of housing is then no 
longer an urgent necessity, and demand for additional dwellings may thus decline and 
kept at a stable level.  However, even though the demand for more dwellings to meet 
basic needs may decline, the aspiration for more luxurious dwellings such as better and 
bigger dwellings, or holiday homes, may still generate large demand in affluent 
countries.  And the more other commodities people buy due to increased purchasing 
power, the more floor space they need to accommodate all these items."13   
 
Jin Xue, the author of the quote above, also notes that growing wealth gaps result in the 
richer residents dominating much more space, both directly in occupancy and indirectly 
by buying flats for investment (and not necessarily renting them out).  "Growing wealth 
gaps have made the wealthy capable of occupying excessive spaces while the least well-
off people can only afford small dwellings.  Affected by the increased land prices and in 
order to cater to the needs of the less well-off, there is a trend to build more small 
dwellings.  Hence, a halt to the growth in the volume of the housing stock will probably 
meet resistance from people who live in inadequate housing."  Jin Xue also notes the 
connection between housing demand by both lower and upper income sectors, urban 
imports of goods and services, and how policies meant to control housing demand by 
shifting consumption demand toward arts and performance consumption may not 
lessen environmental impact.  "For a family, money saved from reduced expenditure on 
dwellings might, for example, be spent on tourism, visiting restaurants, entertainment 
or doing "conspicuous consumption" for status, like luxury cars.  The environmental 
impact of a dollar spent on these items is not necessarily less than a dollar spent on 
housing."   
 
Expenditure of 40% of income or more indicates a very high housing burden. One in five 
in Hong Kong, 19% in Shanghai and 16% in Singapore say they spend 40% and up on 
housing.  Attempts in Hong Kong, for example, to shift economic development and 
expenditure toward arts and culture (see note on the West Kowloon Cultural District) 
may be pushing up against the cost and small size of most housing in Hong Kong.  
Demands for basic housing, as Jin Xue observed, have tended to come from the less well 
off, resulting in more and smaller flats being constructed.  But demands for bigger and 
better housing running head on into price rises and competition from wealthy buyers 
from outside Hong Kong, which appears to have frustrated many.  Singapore has more 
successfully addressed housing (in terms of closing the gap between satisfaction and 
caring about the issue), but housing appears to continue to be a source of some 
dissatisfaction there also.  (See Comparative Charts 13 below.) 

                                                        
13 Jin Xue (2014) Economic Growth and Sustainable Housing: An uneasy relationship Routledge  
See Chapter 4. 
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Table 12 To your best guess, about what percentage of your household's income do you 
spend on housing, including mortgage or rent, maintenance, management fees, and 
utilities? 

Percentage Hong 
Kong 

Shanghai 
NR 

Shanghai 
R 

Shanghai 
ALL 

Singapore 
Non-
Citizen 

Singapore 
Citizen 

Singapore 
ALL 

0-10 17 9 21 16 52 11 24 

10-20 23 19 26 23 24 20 21 

20-40 29 50 30 38 8 24 19 

40-60 15 16 14 15 3 11 9 

Over 60 6 1 6 4 5 7 7 

Don't 
Know/Refuse 

10 
5 2 4 8 27 

21 

Total  100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
 
 
If family connections to other countries are considered as one measure of globalization, 
Singapore clearly leads with nearly two out of five respondents having relatives living 
overseas currently.14  Excluding the very large migrant and expatriate population (many 

                                                        
14 There are many studies linking immigration, family connections and trade.  One of the more relevant to 
the Asian cities compared here is Keith Head and John Ries, "Immigration and Trade Creation: 
Econometric Evidence from Canada," The Canadian Journal of Economics Vol 31, No. 1 (Feb. 1998) 47-62.  
See also Kenny Zhang and Michael E. DeGolyer (2011) Hong Kong: Canada's Largest City in Asia, Asia-
Pacific Foundation.  Available: 
http://www.asiapacific.ca/sites/default/files/filefield/hk_survey_feb2011_v8.pdf  The survey found that 
a conservative estimate of the total number of Canadian citizens living in Hong Kong was 295,000, with 
67% born in Hong Kong, 16% in Canada and 17% born elsewhere.  The impact of having foreign relatives 
living abroad is readily apparent in both Vancouver and Hong Kong.  The study cited above found that "a 
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with residency rights), Singapore and Hong Kong have about one fourth of their 
residents/citizens with relatives abroad.  Hong Kong also has many non-permanent 
residents from abroad, but it also has more mainland Chinese family and work visa 
inhabitants, so the proportions reported here of 24% need to consider the under-count 
of non-permanent residents in the Hong Kong survey.15  Shanghai comes in well below 
the other cities in terms of overseas familial connections.  Singapore and Hong Kong 
have both benefitted greatly from their extensive overseas connections, but Singapore 
has clearly outpaced the other two cities if all respondents are considered.16 

Table 13 Do you have any parents, children, brothers, sisters or a spouse living overseas 
right now?   

Group Hong Kong Shanghai (ALL) Singapore (ALL) Singapore (Citizens) 
Yes 24 7 42 24 

No 75 92 58 75 

Refuse 1 1 -- 1 

 
 
If all Singapore citizens are polled (excluding guest workers and permanent residents 
originally from abroad), all three cities show remarkably similar percentages 
contributing part of their personal income to parents or parents in law.  Since the Hong 
Kong numbers largely exclude migrants, the actual percentage of the population 
remitting monies to family is likely higher in Hong Kong than shown here.  In Singapore, 
the non-citizen rate is 86% giving part of their personal income to parents, and that rate 
is likely closer to what the domestic helpers and other migrant workers in Hong Kong 
are remitting.17 

Table 14 Do you contribute part of your personal income to your parents or parents in 
law? 

Group Hong Kong Shanghai (ALL) Singapore (Citizen) Singapore (ALL) 

Yes 63 63 54 64 
No 35 36 44 34 

Refuse 3 1 2 2 
 
 
Comparing income levels is much more complicated since it involves three currencies, 
the Hong Kong dollar, Singapore dollar, and RMB.  The percentage at the lowest and 

                                                        
10 percent increase in immigrants is associated with a 1 percent increase in Canadian exports to the 
immigrant's home country and a 3 percent increase in imports." 
15 1% of the respondents reported themselves to be non-permanent residents. 
16 The Hong Kong Transition Project found Hong Kong permanent residents averaged about 40% 
reporting having close relatives living abroad, outside China, from surveys conducted from the mid-1990s 
until 2013.  See the reports at http://www.hktp.org . 
17 Residents very likely have different bases for satisfaction with their living and income conditions than 
non-residents or non-citizens.  The surveys clearly show they have differences in concerns and levels of 
satisfaction.  Family relations and remittances to relatives could be key distinctives between 
residents/citizens and non-residents and non-citizens who have moved to a city seeking to integrate into 
the populations on a permanent basis and those who have come to a city as a means to support a family 
back home or to accumulate income in order to achieve a goal upon return (such as starting a business, 
getting married or building a home). 
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highest levels of income for permanent residents of Hong Kong and residents of 
Shanghai appears roughly comparable.  Singapore has about 11% of citizens in the 
upper two bands (roughly equivalent to the upper band for Hong Kong and Shanghai), 
somewhat less than the proportions in the upper bands for those two cities though its 
proportion of citizens in the lowest band falls between Shanghai's residents and Hong 
Kong's PRs.  While PPP is a relatively accepted means of determining equivalent 
effective income levels, no conversion is attempted in this initial report.18 The refusal 
rates are also very interesting to compare, with Singapore's refusal rate far higher than 
in Hong Kong or Shanghai. 

Table 15 Total Household income, added up by interviewer (all sources)19 
Hong Kong ALL Singapore Citizen ALL Shanghai NR R ALL 

Below 9,999 
HKD 

5 
Below 2000 S 

8 22 
Below 6,000 
RMB 

17 9 12 

10,000-19,999 13 2000-3999 17 15 6,000-7,999* 12 4 8 

20,000-29,999 15 4000-6999 15 14 8,000-11,999 32 20 25 

30,000-49,999* 19 7000-9999 8 7 12,000-19,999 23 15 19 
50,000+ HKD 

35 
10000-
13999 

7 6 
20,000+ RMB 11 38 27 

  14000+ S 4 3     
Refuse 13 Refuse 42 34 Refuse 5 13 10 

 
 

Comparative Responses: Core Question Summaries20 
 

If one aspect of competition among cities is to attract people to want to live there, 
Shanghai and Singapore are clearly more attractive than Hong Kong.  Nearly twice as 
many say they would leave Hong Kong than either of the other cities.  In Singapore, for 
example, only 1 person said they would move to Hong Kong whereas in Hong Kong 27 
persons said they would move to Singapore.  In Shanghai 3 persons said they would 
move to Hong Kong, 5 to Singapore.  Singapore had only 3 who would move anywhere 
in mainland China.  In contrast, Australia, Canada, Europe and US are popular 
destinations in all three cities for those saying they would leave.  Australia saw 15 from 
Shanghai, 67 from Singapore and 107 from Hong Kong who would move there if they 
could.  Canada was attractive to 5 from Shanghai, 24 from Singapore, 64 from Hong 

                                                        
18Readers can convert these numbers to PPP at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/PA.NUS.PPP  The 
World Bank PPP calculations are one of a number of ways to calculate PPP.  PPP seems a more effective 
way to compare incomes, particularly in regard to subjective wellbeing.  Nominal exchange rates may be 

more appropriate to international trade.  These figures are amounts reported by the respondents, and do 
not necessarily correspond to figures reported by or to government.  As a subjective study on wellbeing, it 
should be realized that reported levels of income may be as much indicative of states of mind as of actual 
income.  Several book length studies could be done of the relationship of the reported income data with 
the other variables, and those survey-based results could be compared with more objective and census 
based reports of reported income levels.  The data reported here is to indicate that the information is 
available in the databases and is discussed in more detail, but by no means exhaustively, in each of the 
city reports. 
19 In the first round of city surveys, these income bands are based roughly on quintiles of census reported 
income distributions. 
20 For analysis of core questions responses by various demographic groups, see next section. 
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Kong.  European countries drew 25 from Shanghai, 30 from Singapore (half to UK), 141 
from Hong Kong (a third to UK).  US was top choice for 22 from Shanghai, 20 from 
Singapore, 45 from Hong Kong.21   
 
Many respondents who said they would leave tended to name just a city or a city then 
country.  This phenomena of frequently naming cities as destinations arguably supports 
a focus on global cities as points of competition and attraction rather than nations.  Most 
immigration studies tend to focus on country to country immigration rather than city to 
city immigration.  As an aspirational survey, the Urban Wellbeing Indicators should 
shed light on this.22 

Table 1 If you could freely choose to live anywhere in the world, would you 

Group Hong Kong Shanghai Singapore 

Stay in  55 81 74 

Move away 42 17 20 

Don't Know 3 2 6 

 
 
Chart of Table 2 and comments below. 

Table 2 Since you started living in X, overall, has it become a better or worse place to live? 
 Hong 

Kong 
 Shanghai 

NR 
R ALL  Singapore Non-

Citizen 
Sing 
Citizen 

ALL 

Much 
better 

2 
 6 30 20 28 25 26 

Better 5  46 20 31 46 39 41 

Same 22  41 35 38 23 24 23 

Worse 47  5 7 6 3 10 8 

Much 
worse 

23 
 2 7 5 -- 2 1 

Don't 
Know 

1 
 -- -- -- -- 2 1 

Total 100  100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

                                                        
21 For full list of destination countries, see separate reports. 
22  See Marie Price and Lisa Benton-Short, "Immigrants and world cities:  from the hyper-diverse to the 
bypassed," GeoJournal (May 2007) 68:103-117.  Available at:  
http://www.nypublicradio.org/media/resources/2013/May/28/Price_and_Benton-Short_2007_2.pdf   
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Results of Hong Kong's Permanent Residents on Hong Kong becoming better or worse 
place to live stand in clear contrast to the other cities.  Singapore's non-citizens seem 
the most positive about the city they live in.  Singapore has a very high proportion of its 
population being migrants and expatriates.  Hong Kongers are also more negative about 
Hong Kong as a place for children to grow up (Table 3). 
 
Table 2 Chart: Since you started living in X, overall, has it become a better or 
worse place to live? 

 

Table 3 In your view, is X a good place for children to grow up or not? 
 Hong Kong Shanghai NR R ALL  Singapore Non-Citizen Citizen ALL 

Very good 1 8 26 18 43 21 28 

Good 31 80 53 65 51 62 59 

Not so good 52 10 19 15 5 14 11 

Not good at all 14 1 2 2 -- 2 1 

Don't Know 2 1 -- 1 1 2 2 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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Views about their cities as good places for retirees to live are clearly more negative in 
Shanghai and Singapore than they were considered as good places for children.  Hong 
Kong viewpoints, while negative, are actually less negative about Hong Kong as a place 
for retirees than they are as a place for children to grow up.  Citizens of Singapore (46% 
not so good or no good at all) and Hong Kong permanent residents (61%) are much 
closer in their negative views about their respective cities as good for retirees.  Both 
Shanghai non-residents and Singapore non-citizens are more positive than residents 
and citizens respectively about the city as a good place for retirees, but all groups show 
higher negatives than the question posed for children.  All three entities have well 
known issues with low birthrates, and have adopted pro-natal policies to varying 
degrees .  However, all three cities have an aging problem as well. 

Table 4 In your view, is X a good place for retirees to live or not? 
 Hong Kong Shanghai NR R ALL  Singapore Non-Citizen Citizen ALL 

Very good 2 8 17 13 24 8 13 

Good 36 57 44 49 45 43 44 

Not so good 46 29 34 32 22 34 30 

Not good at all 15 4 5 5 3 12 9 

Don't Know 1 2 0 1 6 4 4 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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Majorities of all cities score their lives more positively (6-10) than negatively (0-4).  
Residents of Shanghai are particularly positive and non-citizens of Singapore are 
particularly positive. 
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Table 5 On a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 representing the worst possible life for you and 10 
representing the best possible life for you, what score would you give to your life as a 
whole BY Residency 

0 Worst to Best 
10 

Hong 
Kong 

 Shanghai 
NR 

R ALL  Singapore Non-
Citizen 

Citizen ALL 

0 1 0 0 0 -- 0 -- 

1 1 1 -- -- -- -- -- 

2 1 -- -- -- 0 1 1 

3 6 1 -- 1 -- 1 1 

4 9 2 1 1 -- 3 2 

5 22 12 3 7 12 14 13 

6 21 35 9 20 12 17 15 

7 24 28 15 21 18 31 27 

8 12 16 27 22 29 22 24 

9 1 3 33 20 12 4 6 

10 2 3 12 8 17 8 11 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
 
 
 
Table 6 uses the same scale as the question above to get respondents to look forward 
five years.  This measures their optimism or pessimism about their future.  Shanghai 
residents and non-residents are even more positive about the future than the present.  
Hong Kong permanent residents are somewhat more pessimistic about the future than 
they are about the present.  But a majority are still optimistic, scoring their lives five 
years from now at 6+ on the scale. 
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Table 6 On the same scale what score would you give to your life in 5 years BY Residency 
0 Worst to 10 Best 
Possible Life in 5 years  

Hong 
Kong 

 Shanghai 
NR 

R ALL  Singapore  
Non-Citizen 

Citizen ALL 

0 1 0 0 0 0 -- -- 

1 1 -- -- -- 0 -- -- 

2 3 0 -- -- 0 1 1 

3 8 1 1 1 -- 2 2 

4 10 -- -- -- 1 4 3 

5 20 2 3 2 8 16 14 

6 18 5 6 5 10 15 14 

7 21 20 9 14 17 24 22 

8 14 43 22 32 31 24 26 

9 2 20 31 26 16 5 8 

10 2 9 27 19 17 8 11 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
 
 
In Table 7 the question is a general one that tests social concern, followed immediately 
by another question, in Table 8, that tests personal concern levels.  This difference 
between social concern, or concern for the welfare of others or concern for the welfare 
of the city as a whole and personal concern bears careful assessment and comparison.  
The bases of the very terms "citizen" and "citizenship" go deeply into history.  That 
history of concern and sacrifice for the wellbeing of one's city long pre-dated the rise of 
nations and nationalism.  Civic clubs and civic boosterism, as compared to nationalism, 
offer intriguing areas for further research.  The Asian Urban Wellbeing Indicators may 
offer innovative ways to explore these issues.  There are advantages and disadvantages 
to government in these different patterns of greater or lesser concern for the welfare of 
others than for oneself and one's family.  They can indicate a sense of social priorities or 
the needs of the whole over the worries of oneself.  These different patterns of concerns 
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may show up in the assessment of which domain respondents want government to 
prioritize for action.   

Table 7 How worried are you about poverty in X? 
 Hong 

Kong  
Shanghai 
NR 

R ALL Singapore Non-
Citizen 

Citizen ALL 

Very worried 17 5 14 10 7 16 14 

Worried 51 9 25 18 23 37 33 

Not so worried 27 56 39 46 40 36 37 

Not worried at 
all 

4 28 22 25 
26 10 15 

Don't Know  -- 2 0 1 4 1 2 

TTotal 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
 
 
Clearly Table 7 shows Hong Kong permanent residents and Singapore citizens with 
majorities being concerned about poverty in their cities.  Shanghai residents are clearly 
also more concerned about poverty in Shanghai than non-residents.  Table 8, however, 
shows Singapore citizens as concerned about providing for their own families as they 
are about poverty in Singapore, but Hong Kong residents show lower levels of worry 
about providing for their families than they show for generalized poverty in Hong Kong.  
Shanghai residents possibly show a pattern similar to that in Hong Kong.  The pattern of 
responses to the two questions in Singapore differs in a manner that varies from the 
other two cities, and that might reward more study in more detail as to why.  Singapore 
citizens and non-citizens, as well as Hong Kongers show higher levels of being very 
worried and/or worried about providing for their family than respondents in Shanghai, 
despite having higher income levels than Shanghai. 
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Table 8 How worried are you about being able to provide for you and your family's daily 
needs? 

Group Hong 
Kong 

Shanghai 
NR 

R ALL Singapore Non-
Citizen 

Citizen ALL 

Very worried 12 6 9 7 13 23 20 

Worried 36 31 25 28 32 33 33 

Not so worried 44 44 45 44 45 34 38 

Not worried at 
all 

8 18 22 21 
9 9 9 

Don't Know  -- 0 0 0 1 1 1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
 
The next page shows the comparative charts on a bank of questions asking about 
satisfaction with each of the 10 domains plus their lives in general, and the following 
page charts how much respondents in each city care about these domains.23  Hong Kong 
respondents showed majorities dissatisfied with 4 domains, quality and cost of housing, 
quality of government, education and environmental protection.  Shanghai respondents 
had only one domain of majority dissatisfaction, housing cost and quality.  This 
dissatisfaction primarily resided in non-residents.  Singapore respondents had no 
domain with a majority dissatisfied.  In Hong Kong one domain, public safety and crime 
control, had more than 80% satisfied.  Two, transport and utilities and medical care 
showed over 70% satisfied.  In Shanghai all but one domain marked at least two thirds 
satisfied and six marked 80% to 90% satisfaction.  In Singapore only housing and work 
and business opportunities scored below 80% satisfaction, much of the dissatisfaction 
in both areas came from non-citizens (see full reports by city).  In terms of caring about 
issues, both Singapore and Shanghai gave more care a lot responses than Hong Kong. 
  

                                                        
23 Where tables not shown with charts the test shows Chi-square ≤ 0.0001 or 0.0000. 
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Comparative Charts 9: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with:  (Ranked by Very satisfied) 
 

Hong Kong  

 
 
Shanghai (ALL) 

 
 
Singapore (ALL)
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Comparative Charts 10:  I'm going to read out 10 issues again, but this time I want you to tell me 
how much you personally care about each issue: How much do you personally care about 
(ranked): 
 

Hong Kong  

 
 

Shanghai (ALL) 

 
 
Singapore (ALL) 
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As a follow up, the interviewer reads out ONLY the issues respondents said they cared 
"a lot" about in the question above.  If the respondent did not care a lot about any issue, 
then those they said they cared "some" about were read.  If there were no issues they 
responded "some" then those they said "not much" were read.  The question is an 
attempt to get respondents to indicate the issue of greatest concern to them.  Each of the 
charts below shows the ranked responses.  The top four issues in Hong Kong were 
housing, government, medical care and education.  Quality of government, which 
ranked fourth in the "care a lot" responses chart above, moved up in rank to second.  
The top four "care a lot" in Shanghai shifted, with work and business opportunities 
moving up to bump public safety and crime control out of the top four of care most 
about (see next page for Shanghai chart).  In Singapore, work and business 
opportunities, which was well down the chart above, moved to second rank in the care 
most chart (next page).  Quality of government, fifth above in care a lot responses, 
bumped education right out of the top four domains in the care most chart below.24 
 

Comparative Charts 11: You said you cared (a lot) about (insert issues).  Which issue did 
you care about the most?  I will repeat your choices (interviewer read out choices) 
 
Hong Kong* 

 
 
*Where tables not shown with charts the test shows Chi-square ≤ 0.0001 or 0.0000. 

                                                        
24 Note that the ranking question (which issue did you care about the most, then down the scale to not at 
all) forces more ambivalent people to choose a priority.  Almost everyone in all three cities had at least 
one "care a lot" response to one of the ten domains. 
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Shanghai 

 
 
Singapore 
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In Hong Kong 99% were permanent residents, so non-resident responses were too few 
to separate out.  But in Shanghai residents and in Singapore citizens responded quite 
differently to the care about most responses of non-residents and non-citizens.  Non-
residents in Shanghai are clearly more concerned about housing than residents.  
Education and public safety are significantly of greater concern to residents than non-
residents.  In Singapore, work and business opportunity clearly dominates among non-
citizens.  Medical care and quality of government are greater concern to citizens than 
non-citizens. 
 

Comparative Charts 12:  Shanghai and Singapore care most BY Residency/Citizenship 
 

Shanghai 

 
 
 
Singapore 
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In the first set of spidergraphs satisfaction in all 10 domains is charted against caring 
about the same domains.  Hong Kong shows the widest gaps between caring and 
satisfaction being with housing versus the smallest being with public safety.   Shanghai 
is similar, but overall most gaps are smaller than Hong Kong.  Singapore maps 
satisfaction and care consistently close to one another, with satisfaction often exceeding 
caring about a domain.  Hong Kong shows no satisfaction higher than caring. 

Comparative Charts 13:  Satisfaction vs. Care About Spidergraphs 
Hong Kong  

 
Shanghai 

 
Singapore 
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Comparative Charts 14 maps the extremes of response in terms of very satisfied about a 
domain responses against care a lot about the domain responses.  There is an 
interesting similarity between the size of the gap between very satisfied and care a lot 
and choice of domains for government to prioritize (see below). 
 

Comparative Charts 14:  Very Satisfied vs. Care a lot About Spidergraphs 
Hong Kong  

 
Shanghai 

 
Singapore 
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In comparative charts 15 all 3 cities are compared in terms of satisfaction. Generally, 
Singapore and Shanghai show higher levels of satisfaction than Hong Kong except in the 
case of transport and utilities, public safety and crime control and medical care, where 
Hong Kong and Shanghai are closely aligned behind Singapore. 

Comparative Charts 15: Satisfaction ALL 3 Cities Spidergraphs 
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Comparative Charts 16:  Care about ALL 3 cities Spidergraphs 
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The final set of charts in this section asks not for personal priority, as in the charts 
above, but in terms of what issues the respondent cared a lot about that now the 
respondents want government to make a priority.  This is a question about domains the 
respondents want as a focus of government.  The top domain by far in Hong Kong was 
housing.  In Shanghai housing narrowly bumped medical care for top domain for 
government action.  In Singapore medical care and work and business opportunities 
pushed housing to third.  And in the follow up charts, residency in Shanghai and 
citizenship in Singapore showed clear differences as to what domain respondents 
wanted government to prioritize.  
 
 

Comparative Charts 17: Out of your care a lot about choices, what is the number 1 issue 
that the government should address? 
Hong Kong  
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Shanghai 

 
 
Singapore 
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Chart 18: Shanghai, Number 1 issue government should address BY Residency 

 
 
 
 
 

Chart 19: Singapore, Number 1 issue government should address BY Citizenship 

 
 
 
The next section examines selected key demographic cross-tabulations from each city 
for some of the core questions.  
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Comparative Demographic Cross-Tabulations: Core Questions 
One of the key aspects of comparison is whether the people who live in a city think it 
has become a better or worse place to live over the time they have lived there.  This is a 
measure of attraction to a city, and thus of competition among cities for everything from 
businesses and desirable residents moving there to tourist arrivals and even sports 
teams staying or moving there and so on.  It is no accident that most major cities have 
various booster organizations to promote civic pride and help "sell" life in the city to 
these kinds of clienteles.  This aspect also may be a measure of whether policy has been 
effective in addressing the needs and concerns of residents and non-residents alike. 
 
In the below two key demographic variables, age and occupation, are selected for more 
detailed comparison.  Youth and the core working and productive ages of 30-60 are key 
aspects to examine in terms of age when it comes to both the future and the socio-
economic flourishing of a community.  In terms of occupations, those occupations that 
represent the future of a city are of most interest.  Thus managers and administrators, 
professionals, technical and associate professionals, and students may be of most 
interest.  But in an aging city, or a city with many younger children, the attitudes of 
retirees or homemakers may be of just as much interest, particularly to governments 
dealing with demographic related challenges.  Some cities which want to target 
attracting retirees or young people (or other occupations and age groups) may find the 
age and occupation cross-tabs a particularly useful tool, and with more open access to 
the wellbeing databases for each city, much more can be done to develop useful insights 
into the data than can possibly be presented in this report. 
 
In the case of age group comparisons, the first city (in alphabetical order) is Hong Kong.  
In Hong Kong, majorities among all age groups, but particularly younger groups, feel 
Hong Kong has become a worse place to live since they started living there. 

Table 1 Hong Kong better or worse place to live BY Age 
 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-65  Total 

Better 3 6 6 13 12 8 

Same 18 18 23 26 27 22 

Worse 57 49 44 40 47 47 

Much worse 22 28 27 21 14 24 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  59.20 with 12 df  p ≤ 0.0001     
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This is not the case with Shanghai. 

Table 2 Shanghai better or worse place to live BY Age (R) 

 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-65 Total 
Much Better 28 22 26 33 38 29 
Better 25 20 19 20 20 21 
Same 35 44 39 31 34 36 
Worse 12 14 16 17 9 14 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  19.58 with 12 df  p = 0.0754     

 
 

Table 3 Shanghai better or worse place to live BY Age (NR) 

 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-65 Total 
Much Better 6 5 5 7 0 6 
Better 39 56 51 44 90 48 
Same 52 33 34 39 10 41 
Worse 4 6 10 9 0 6 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  30.74 with 12 df  p = 0.0022     
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In Singapore citizens and residents show majorities of all age groups deeming 
Singapore as becoming a better place to live since they started living there.  Among non-
citizens (and who do not have residency rights), almost no one thinks life has become 
worse and differences by age are very weak to non-existent statistically. 

Table 4 Singapore better or worse place to live BY Age (CR) 

 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-65 Total 
Better 58 59 64 77 81 66 

Same 33 28 18 17 13 23 
Worse 9 12 18 6 6 11 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  63.46 with 8 df  p ≤ 0.0001     

 
  

Table 5 Singapore better or worse place to live BY Age (NR) 

 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 Total 

Better 68 82 68 60 73 

Same 32 17 32 40 26 

Worse 1 1 0 0 1 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 

table contents: Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  9.226 with 6 df  p = 0.1613 (No/Weak Association)    

 
 
In Hong Kong the occupations with the highest negatives on Hong Kong becoming 
better or worse are the professionals, technical and associate professionals and 
students.  Highest positives are among retirees, homemakers, service and 
craft/bluecollar workers.  But no occupational group records a majority who think life 
in Hong Kong has gotten better.  In Shanghai, almost every occupation shows a majority 
who think life has gotten better in the city since they started living there.  Only about 
one in ten of every occupation but the unemployed think life has gotten worse.  In 
Singapore, though like in Shanghai about one in ten respondents think life has gotten 
worse, every occupational group, even the unemployed, shows a clear majority who 
think life has gotten better or much better.   
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Table 6  Hong Kong better or worse place to live BY Occupation 
 M&Adm Pro Crft Tech Clerk Service Home Ret UnEm Stu ALL 

Better 10 7 12 4 3 12 8 10 2 6 7 

Same 16 14 30 17 26 26 28 30 23 17 22 

Worse 49 46 41 49 46 48 38 43 50 61 47 

Much worse 26 33 18 30 24 14 25 17 25 16 23 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  76.65 with 27 df  p ≤ 0.0001     

 
 

Table 7 Shanghai better or worse place to live BY Occupation 
 M&Adm Pro Art Tech Clerk Service Plant Elem Home Ret UnEm Stu ALL 

Much Better 13 28 34 23 18 12 11 20 16 33 17 17 19 

Better 37 27 19 36 36 34 37 30 38 26 27 31 32 

Same 37 34 34 31 37 46 41 39 42 30 37 43 38 

Worse 13 11 13 10 9 9 10 12 4 11 19 10 11 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  63.40 with 33 df  p = 0.0011     

 

Table 8 Singapore Better or worse place to live BY Occupation 
 M&Adm Pro Other Tech Clerk Service Elem Home Ret UnEm Stu ALL 
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Much Better 20 21 33 16 33 32 29 35 33 27 13 26 

Better 38 40 38 50 32 38 46 38 44 35 50 42 

Same 24 28 19 21 23 22 24 15 15 27 33 24 

Worse 18 12 10 13 12 8 1 12 8 12 4 9 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  99.80 with 30 df  p ≤ 0.0001     

 
 
Table 9 removes Don't Knows from all responses shown in the previous section for responses to 
the city's suitability for children for further comparison below. 

Table 9 In your view, is X a good place for children to grow up or not? 
 Hong Kong Shanghai NR R Total Singapore Non-Citizen Citizens ALL 

Very good 1 8 26 18 44 21 28 

Good 31 81 53 64 52 63 60 

Not so good 53 11 20 16 5 14 11 

Not good at all 15 -- 1 2  2 1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 
 

Cross-tabulations of whether a city has become a better or worse place to live with whether 
respondents think the city is a good or not good place to grow up shows a strong association 
between the two variables in Hong Kong, but weak association in Shanghai and Singapore. 

Comparative Charts 10:  X good place for children BY X better or worse place to live 
Hong Kong*  
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Shanghai 

 
 

Singapore 

 
 

*Much worse place to live responses so few in Shanghai and Singapore that cross tabs of extremes of the scale not 
reliable.  Where tables not shown with charts the test shows Chi-square ≤ 0.0001 or 0.0000. 
 

We take the question whether X is a good place for retirees to live or not and perform the same cross-
tabulation as above with whether the city has become a better or worse place to live.  Association is 
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stronger in Hong Kong and in Singapore but fairly weak in Shanghai.  Overall the two questions of 
children and retirees appear to affect some of the judgments about better or worse place to live, but the 
retiree question is a weaker explanation than children for such judgments, and weakest in Shanghai. 

Comparative Charts 11:  X good place for retirees BY X better or worse place to live 
Hong Kong  

 
Shanghai 

 
Singapore 

 
In each city retirees themselves seemed somewhat more positive about the city being good for 
retirees than other occupational groups, especially in the case of Hong Kong.  In Hong Kong 
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retirees rated the city as good for retirees by 21 points above the average for all occupations.  In 
Shanghai the gap was only 5 points and in Singapore 4 points, too small to be statistically 
significant.  Students in Hong Kong showed the biggest gap to the negative about life for retirees 
there by 10 points lower than the average for all occupations.  In Shanghai students were 1 
point more positive than the average and in Singapore 12 points more positive. 

Comparative Charts 12 X good for retirees BY Occupation 
Hong Kong  

 
 
 
 
Shanghai* 

 
*Chi-square = = 0.0018  Where tables not shown with charts the test shows Chi-square ≤ 0.0001 or 0.0000 unless 
otherwise noted. 

Singapore 
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Follow up questions to the questions above asked respondents first, "on a scale of 0 to 
10, with 0 representing the worst possible life for you and 10 representing the best 
possible life for you, what score would you give your life as a whole?"  The second 
follow up question was "using the same scale, how do you see your life 5 years from 
now?  In an attempt to make the comparison among the three cities clearer, the scale for 
the results are recoded into 0-2 (worst possible)  3-4 worse, 5 neutral, 6-8 better and 9-
10 for best possible. 
 
Only one person under 30 in Hong Kong scored their lives in the 9-10 best possible 
range.  Among Shanghai residents it was almost the polar opposite, with no one scoring 
their lives as 0, the worst possible, only 4 from 1-2 and 38% of those under 30 scoring 
their lives from 9-10.  In Singapore citizens and residents had only 4 persons under 30 
scoring their lives 0-2 but just 8% under 30 scored their lives as being from 9-10.   
 
In each city the oldest age cohort of 60-65 tended to score their lives higher.  That age 
group in Hong Kong had 8% scoring lives at the highest marks.  No other cohort came 
close.  In Shanghai the same age group showed a majority, indeed, two thirds, marking 
their lives in the highest range.  In Singapore nearly one out of four awarded their lives 
in Singapore the highest marks. 
 
Despite the Hong Kong results being markedly lower, with a mean of 5.7 on a scale of 0-
10, that is still above the neutral mark of 5 and in contrast to the negative views of 
majorities on many of the questions asked.  Shanghai's mean was 7.4 and Singapore 7.1, 
both means well above the neutral mark.  (Charts next page.)  The same question with 
marks by occupation appears on the page following the question by age groups. 
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Comparative Charts 13: Score lives from best possible (10) to worst (0) BY Age 
Hong Kong (Residents) 

 
 
Shanghai (Residents) 

 
 
Singapore (Citizens and Residents) 
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Comparative Charts 14: Score lives from best possible (10) to worst (0) BY Occupation 
Hong Kong  

 
 

Shanghai 

 
 

Singapore 
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Comparative Domain Choices 
The top choice of largest number of respondents is highlighted in yellow.  The second most 
common choice for making a domain top government priority is highlighted in green.  Each city 
has domain response patterns that stand out from the other two.  While housing is a major issue 
in all, only Hong Kong had a significantly large number of choices for quality of government as a 
domain for priority.  Singapore's 10% of respondents for quality of government ranks as tied for 
fifth place while in Shanghai the issue is 7th (3rd from bottom) out of 10 domains.  Hong Kong 
has two issues, education and quality of government tied for second place.  Housing came very 
close to a tie for second with work and business opportunities in Singapore while education 
came close to medical care as second choice in Shanghai. Education garners significant 
responses from all three cities, but work and business opportunities obviously is a major issue 
in Singapore that significantly outweighs those who chose the same domain in the other two 
cities.  Similarly, environmental protection as a domain choice stands out in Shanghai over the 
other two cities, with about three times as many respondents in Shanghai choosing the issue as 
a priority.  Community and belonging, although ranked first by only 4% of respondents, also 
appears to be more of an issue in Singapore than in the other two cities. 

Table 1 Ranked issues of “what is number 1 issue government should address” 
 

 “CARE A LOT” issues, ranked by respondents as to 

government priority 

 Hong Kong Singapore Shanghai 

1) Medical care  15 20 19 

2) Housing 33 15 20 

3) Transport and utilities  3 6 6 

4) Environmental protection 4 4 12 

5) Work and business opportunities  5 16 9 

6) Education 16 13 18 

7) Community and belonging  1 4 1 

8) Recreation and personal time 1 3 2 

9) Public safety and crime control 6 10 10 

10) Quality of government   16 10 3 
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Comparative Demographic Cross-Tabulations: Top Domain Choices 
 

Table 1 shows that only one occupation, retirees, had a larger proportion of respondents for a 
domain other than housing.  Table 2 shows that despite the preponderance of retirees 
concerned about medical care, it ranked only 4th in the top 4 domains.  Two  of the top domains, 
education and quality of government, had no single occupation where a plurality of respondents 
preferred it over other domains, but many occupations showed it as second choice or third 
choice. 

Table 1 Hong Kong Number 1 issue for government to address BY Occupation 
 M&Adm Pro Crft Tech Clerk Service Home Ret UnEm Stu Total 

Medical care 8 12 25 8 18 14 23 33 2 7 15 

Housing 29 33 31 38 41 35 28 22 32 37 33 

Transport & 
utilities 

2 1 3 3 2 4 4 4 2 2 3 

Environmental 
protection 

3 6 5 5 3 2 3 3 7 6 4 

Work & business 
opportunities 

8 6 5 5 3 6 3 3 2 4 5 

Education 23 17 13 14 15 14 16 9 32 16 16 

Community & 
belonging 

3 2 0 1 0 1 1 3 0 1 1 

Recreation & 
personal time 

0 1 0 1 -- 3 1 0 0 2 1 

Public safety & 
crime control 

6 4 9 6 6 5 8 9 11 4 6 

Quality of 
government 

18 20 10 19 12 15 13 14 11 22 16 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  163.0 with 81 df  p ≤ 0.0001     

Table 2 Hong Kong Major Domains Number 1 issue for government to address BY Occupation 
 M&Adm Pro Crft Tech Clerk Service Home Ret UnEm Stu Total 

Housing 29 33 31 38 41 35 28 22 32 37 33 

Education 23 17 13 14 15 14 16 9 32 16 16 

Quality of 
government 

18 20 10 19 12 15 13 14 11 22 16 

Medical care 8 12 25 8 18 14 23 33 2 7 15 
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In Shanghai the occupations showed less cohesion in top choices, though housing was the choice 
of most (6).  Medical and Education each showed pluralities among 3 occupations.  Students' top 
choice by plurality was environmental protection, though arts and performance had the second 
largest plurality of its occupational respondents for the environment. 

Table 3 Shanghai Number 1 issue for government to address BY Occupation (ALL) 
 M&Ad

m 
Pr
o 

Art Tec
h 

Cler
k 

Servic
e 

Plan
t 

Ele
m 

Hom
e 

Ret UnE
m 

Stu Tota
l 

Medical care 20 20 15 21 18 17 24 19 13 43 17 14 20 

Housing 30 13 12 21 23 30 21 22 22 14 21 9 21 

Transport & 
utilities 

4 8 5 5 12 5 11 8 4 4 6 1 7 

Environmenta
l protection 

9 14 20 11 10 9 14 9 11 11 10 20 12 

Work & 
business 
opportunities 

4 5 8 9 8 12 6 12 4 3 6 19 9 

Education 20 22 25 17 18 12 18 19 24 8 12 15 17 

Community & 
belonging 

0 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 4 0 0 0 1 

Recreation & 
personal time 

6 2 3 0 3 2 1 1 2 1 10 3 2 

Public safety 
& crime 
control 

6 12 11 12 5 13 5 8 9 14 10 16 10 

Quality of 
government 

0 3 2 5 3 2 0 2 4 3 10 3 3 

Total 100 10
0 

10
0 

100 100 100 100 100 100 10
0 

100 10
0 

100 

table contents:   Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  201.9 with 99 df  p ≤ 0.0001  

Table 4 Shanghai Major Domains Number 1 issue for government to address BY Occupation (ALL) 
 M&Adm Pro Art Tech Clerk Service Plant Elem Home Ret UnEm Stu Total 

Housing 30 13 12 21 23 30 21 22 22 14 21 9 21 

Medical 
care 

20 20 15 21 18 17 24 19 13 43 17 14 20 

Education 20 22 25 17 18 12 18 19 24 8 12 15 17 

Environ- 
ment 

9 14 20 11 10 9 14 9 11 11 10 20 12 
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In Singapore two occupations split evenly for plurality of respondents.  Homemakers split 
evenly between medical care and education.  Students did so with work and business 
opportunities and housing.  Medical care dominated most among the occupations, with 8 
occupations showing it the top choice for a plurality. 

 
Singapore 

Table 5 Singapore Number 1 issue for government to address BY Occupation (ALL) 
 M&Adm Pro Other Tech Clerk Service Elem Home Ret UnEm Stu Total 

Medical care 27 17 28 34 28 23 10 24 41 24 6 20 

Housing 23 14 6 18 15 17 13 11 4 11 20 15 

Transport & 
utilities 

7 7 6 10 12 4 4 5 4 5 5 6 

Environmental 
protection 

4 5 6 2 1 3 5 4 8 5 4 4 

Work & 
business 
opportunities 

13 10 11 6 6 5 36 10 2 11 20 16 

Education 10 19 9 11 6 14 6 24 4 15 14 12 

Community & 
belonging 

2 2 6 5 4 2 3 3 0 3 8 3 

Recreation & 
personal time 

3 6 2 2 0 1 4 0 0 3 6 3 

Public safety & 
crime control 

4 16 14 3 19 15 6 8 18 11 10 10 

Quality of 
government 

8 4 11 10 9 14 12 11 18 14 8 10 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

table contents:  Percent of Column Total 
Chi-square =  337.2 with 90 df  p ≤ 0.0001     

Table 6 Singapore Major Domains Number 1 issue for government to address BY Occupation (ALL) 
 M&Adm Pro Other Tech Clerk Service Elem Home Ret UnEm Stu Total 

Medical care 27 17 28 34 28 23 10 24 41 24 6 20 
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Work & business 
opportunities 

13 10 11 6 6 5 36 10 2 11 20 16 

Housing 23 14 6 18 15 17 13 11 4 11 20 15 

Education 10 19 9 11 6 14 6 24 4 15 14 12 

 
That an occupational group showed a plurality for a domain may help governments, 
academics, NGOs and firms better target their information and research campaigns 
toward those groups showing significant amounts of interest or concern for a domain.  
On the other hand, groups working in a domain area, such as education, could use these 
results and greater detail in each separate city report to help identify occupations with 
significant proportions of interest.  Of course, the level and type of education (primary 
to university, vocational, continuing, technical, etc) of concern to each occupational 
group differs.  These are specific concerns the individual city reports have data for, but 
further detailed surveys and more detailed analysis of the specific city survey databases 
would need to be done than can be accomplished in the general city survey reports or in 
this comparative overview. 
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Survey Analysis, Administration and Design 
All Figures are in percentages unless otherwise stated.  All figures are rounded to the nearest whole 
number following public opinion guidelines of the WAPOR (World Association for Public Opinion 
Research) and the AAPOR (American Association of Public Opinion Research).  See: 
http://www.aapor.org/Best_Practices1.htm    
 
Analysis and writing of this report: Michael E. DeGolyer, Professor (ret.) Hong Kong Baptist  
     University, Government & International Studies Department 
     Fellow, Civic Exchange 
     Carine Lai, Appendix 1: Methodology 
Project Manager:   Carine Lai 
Survey Design:    Carine Lai and Yanyan Yip of Civic Exchange in consultation 
     with Michael E. DeGolyer.  
Survey Administration   Raymond Sun, Consumer Search Group 
     5/F., Island Place Tower, 510 King's Road, Hong Kong; and 

Centre for the Advancement of Social Sciences Research,  
(CASR) Hong Kong Baptist University 

 
 
 
 
This is projected to be an open database with few restrictions on use other than 
acknowledgement of source and sharing of results with Civic Exchange generated by 
use of the database.  Those who are interested in accessing the database for use please 
contact Ms Carine Lai at Civic Exchange in Hong Kong.  (See the Civic-Exchange website 
for contact details).  Currently the wellbeing indicators project is focused on Asian 
cities, but use of the instrument for cities on other continents and regions is welcome, 
so if readers are interested in bringing the survey to their city and can identify funding 
sources to do so, please contact Civic Exchange.  Academics, government officials, Chief 
Executives of firms or NGOs interested in meta-analysis of the database or in 
administering the survey to another city and comparing it to cities in our database 
please contact Civic Exchange for details on collaboration and data sharing. 

  

http://www.aapor.org/Best_Practices1.htm
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Appendix 1:  Methodology 
 
First wave, 2015 – Shanghai, Singapore and Hong Kong 
 
Survey administration period 
The first full wave of the survey was carried out between September 2015 and January 2016 
in Hong Kong, Shanghai and Singapore.  
 

Singapore: 17 September to 11 November 2015 
 

Shanghai: 17 September to 5 November 2015 
 

Hong Kong: 23 October to January 6 2016 
 
Sample size 
A sample size of 1,500 respondents was surveyed in each city. The total sample has a 
statstical range of error of 2.5 points +/- at the 95% confidence interval. A somewhat larger 
sample size than the typical poll (usually 1,000 respondents) was chosen due to the 
branching structure of the survey. This was intended to ensure large enough domain 
subsamples for meaningful analysis. 
 
Survey mode 
This survey tested a new approach to comparative studies by using the “best available 
means” of ensuring random administration of the survey in each city. Due to large variations 
in telephone penetration, housing arrangements and social norms in the 3 Asian cities 
surveyed and the 5 cities which participated in the pilot study (see below), a uniform survey 
mode would not have produced a representative sample in all cities.  
For example, the residential fixed line penetration rate in Hong Kong is 100.38%25 (i.e. 
100.38 telephones per 100 households, and in Singapore, it is 99%.26 Randomised telephone 
surveys were therefore deemed most appropriate for those cities. However, in Delhi, 
household landline telephone penetration rates were only 5.1% in 2011 (the most recent 
available figures), and while 85.6% of households possessed a mobile phone,27 calling 
mobile phones within a specific geographical area was not feasible because mobile phone 
numbers in India are not based on area codes. Therefore in the Delhi pilot test, door-to-
door survey based on randomised routes were deemed the most appropriate method. 
Manila was in a similar situation. Door-to-door interviews would not have been effective in 
Hong Kong as it would have have omitted residents of large private residential complexes 
due to strict security measures.  

                                                        
25 Office of Communications the Authority, HKSAR Government (2015), “Key Communications Statistics”, 
http://www.ofca.gov.hk/en/media_focus/data_statistics/key_stat/, (accessed 13 August 2015).  
26 InfoComm Development Authority of Singapore, Government of Singapore (2014), “Statistics on 
Telecomm Services for 2014 (Jan - Jun)”  http://www.ida.gov.sg/Tech-Scene-News/Facts-and-
Figures/Telecommunications/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services-for-2014-
Jan-Jun (accessed 12 August 2015).  
27 Office of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, Government of India, (2011), “Percentage of 
Households to Total Households by Amenities and Assets – NCT of Delhi”, 
http://www.censusindia.gov.in/2011census/hlo/Houselisting-housing-PCA.html (accessed 20 May 
2016).   

http://www.ofca.gov.hk/en/media_focus/data_statistics/key_stat/
http://www.ida.gov.sg/Tech-Scene-News/Facts-and-Figures/Telecommunications/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services-for-2014-Jan-Jun
http://www.ida.gov.sg/Tech-Scene-News/Facts-and-Figures/Telecommunications/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services-for-2014-Jan-Jun
http://www.ida.gov.sg/Tech-Scene-News/Facts-and-Figures/Telecommunications/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services/Statistics-on-Telecom-Services-for-2014-Jan-Jun
http://www.censusindia.gov.in/2011census/hlo/Houselisting-housing-PCA.html
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In Shanghai the official household landline penetration rate was 90.9% in 2014,28 but this 
figure must have been lower in reality as the reported statistics only included registered 
resident households and not the floating population which makes up 44% of Shanghai’s 
population. The mobile phone penetration rate is much higher, at 135.7 mobile phone 
subscriptions per 100 residents (including the floating population). Mobile phones can be 
isolated by area code in Shanghai. Therefore, randomised telephone survey including 
mobile phones was deemed the most suitable survey mode for Shanghai.   
 
Surveying migrant workers 
Some of the cities where the pilot study and the full survey were conducted had known 
large populations of migrant workers, defined as migrants who are denied full residency or 
citizenship rights and benefits. They are usually (but not always) employed in low-wage 
service, manufacturing and elementary occupations. Although viewed as transients and 
frequently accorded a low priority by policymakers, they make up a large proportion of the 
workforce in many Asian cities, and their lack of integration or mistreatment can become a 
problem of social stability.  
 
As the scope of the Asian Cities Wellbeing Indicators is to track the views of all urban 
denizens and not only those with residency or citizenship rights, the eligible population was 
defined to be all adults who had lived in the city full time for 1 year or more. Special 
arrangements were made to survey migrant workers in cities with large known populations 
They are often omitted from political or market research surveys due to their perceived lack 
of political or economic significance. They are also difficult to survey by traditional methods 
because of their lack of access to landline telephones or their residence in employer-
provided dormitory housing.  
 
Although migrant workers usually have mobile phones, they are unlikely participate in 
telephone surveys perhaps due to long working hours or restrictive working conditions. This 
was found to be the case in Shanghai. Out of 873 telephone respondents, only 51 were 
without Shanghai household registrations.  
 
Therefore migrant workers were interverviewed through street-intercept using computer 
assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). Interviewers were stationed at randomly chosen 
urban locations and approached every third person to cross a virtual line. Between 20 and 
50 interviews were collected at each location.  The  location of the intercept interviews are 
listed: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
28 http://www.stats-sh.gov.cn/tjnj/nje14.htm?d1=2014tjnje/E1517.htm. Shanghai data for household 
landlines was derived by dividing the number of installed household telephone lines by the number of 
registered household. This excludes the “floating population”.  

http://www.stats-sh.gov.cn/tjnj/nje14.htm?d1=2014tjnje/E1517.htm
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Shanghai street intercept locations Singapore street intercept locations 

Huangpu District (Note: including Nanshi 
District and Luwan District) 

Gelyang 

Xuhui District Kallang 

Changning District Jurong Point 

Jingan District Jurong East 

Putuo District Lucky Plaza 

Zhabei District Chinatown 

Hongkou District Little India 

Yangpu District Golden Mile 

Minhang District Tekka Mall 

Baoshan District  

Jiading District  

Pudong New District (Including Nanhui 
District) 

 

 
Quotas were set for migrant workers based on the best available official government data. 
The quota for migrants in Shanghai was set at 43% for the adult population aged 18-65 
based on the 2010 census. In Singapore, the quota was estimated at 20% of the adult 
population based on 2014 data from the Ministry of Manpower and the National Population 
and Talent Division.29 The quota was limited to foreign workers on temporary visas for 
“unskilled” work, i.e. Work Permits as this group was thought to have the most problematic 
access to telephones.  
 
Although Hong Kong has a population of foreign domestic helpers, they were not separately 
surveyed as they make up about 4% of the general population. In a sample of 1,500 
respondents, this would yield a subsample of 60 respondents, barely large enough for 
meaningful analysis. It was considered too cost-ineffective to conduct a separate CAPI 
survey for such a small subsample.  
 
Sampling method 
Respondents aged 18-65 were targeted. As the NGO partners and the fieldwork company 
advised that standard within-household respondent randomisation techniques were 
infeasible, respondent selection was done through convenience sampling within age and 
gender quotas.  
 

                                                        
29 National Population and Talent Division, Prime Minister’s Office; Singapore Department of Statistics, 
Ministry of Home Affairs and Immigration and Checkpoints Authority, Government of Singapore, (2014), 
“2014 Population in brief”, September 2014, http://www.nptd.gov.sg/portals/0/news/population-in-
brief-2014.pdf (accessed 23 May 2016). Also see Ministry of Manpower, Government of Singapore (2014), 

“Foreign workforce numbers”, http://www.mom.gov.sg/documents-and-
publications/foreign-workforce-numbers  (accessed 1 September 2015). Precise figures for the 
foreign population aged 18-65 were not available as there is no age breakdown available for foreigners 
living in Singapore. An assumption was made that half of foreigners in Singapore on dependant visas 

were minors.  
 

http://www.nptd.gov.sg/portals/0/news/population-in-brief-2014.pdf
http://www.nptd.gov.sg/portals/0/news/population-in-brief-2014.pdf
http://www.mom.gov.sg/documents-and-publications/foreign-workforce-numbers
http://www.mom.gov.sg/documents-and-publications/foreign-workforce-numbers
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Kish tables, which require potential respondents to diclose the number of household 
members were too intrusive, given widespread concern about telephone scams in Hong 
Kong and Mainland China. It was also too costly for door-to-door surveys if household 
members not currently at home were included and interviewers were required to revisit 
homes. 
 
The “next birthday” or “most recent birthday” method frequently produces distortions due 
to respondent satisficing – people’s tendency not to seek out the household member with 
the appropriate birthday and simply handing the telephone to the most available household 
member. In Hong Kong, this is usually results in an oversampling of women.30 Additionally, 
the next birthday method would not be feasible in countrie ssuch as India where older and 
less educated residents often do not know their own birthdays. The Troldahl-Carter method 
and its derivatives (“oldest/youngest man or woman”) is widely used in North America and 
Europe where household sizes are generally small,31 however it is ineffective for 
multigenerational households, where adults in middle age ranges will always be skipped.  
 
Stratified sampling for age and gender based on the most recently available census data was 
found to be the most feasible option. Interlocking quotas for gender and age groups 18-39 
and 40-65 were based on the most recent available census data in each city. While the 
quality of census data varies from country to country, it is the best available, adheres to 
internationally reported standards, and used as the basis for policymaking. Non-interlocking 
quotas for decadal age bands were also set.  
 
Languages 
During the pilot testing phase, the questionnaire was translated into seven Asian languages 
and dialects, including Mainland Chinese Putonghua, Malay Mandarin, Cantonese, Tagalog, 
Hindi, Bahasa Malay and Tamil. As part of the review process, the intitial translations were 
back-translated into English in order to ensure that the meaning was not misinterpreted. 
NGO partners in the other four pilot cities reviewed and finalised the translations.  
During the first survey wave, Cantonese, English and Putonghua were used in Hong Kong, 
Putonghua in Shanghai, and Malay Mandarin, English, Hindi and Tagalog were used in 
Singapore.  
 
Geographical coverage 
All of Hong Kong and Singapore, which are respectively a special administrative region and a 
city-state, were included in the survey. For the Shanghai survey, the boundaries were 
effectively determined by the telephone area code for Shanghai municipality, which 
coincides with Shanghai’s administrative boundaries.  
 
As Shanghai is one of China’s biggest and most heavily urbanised cities – only one of its 
districts is classified as “rural”, including the entire area code was acceptable. However, if 
the survey is expanded to other Chinese cities, many of which include considerable rural 

                                                        
30 DeGolyer, M. (2012). Personal communication, 10 August 2012.  
31 Gaziano, C. (2005), “Comparative analysis of within-household respondent selection techniques”, Public 
Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 69, No. 1, Spring 2005, pp. 124–15 
http://www.irss.unc.edu/content/pdf/S2%20GazianoPOQ2005.pdf (accessed 23 May 2016). 

http://www.irss.unc.edu/content/pdf/S2%20GazianoPOQ2005.pdf
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territory within their administrative boundaries, district-based screening will be needed to 
limit survey coverage to urbanised areas.  
If the Asian Urban-Wellbeing Indicators survey is carried out in cities like Manila which span 
many administrative units, the survey will need to cover those units which comprise the 
city’s built-up metropolitan area.  
 
Limitations 
While efforts were made to obtain the most representative samples in the cities surveyed, 
there were some significant limitations in the sampling due to cost and time constraints.  

- It was not possible to include residents over age 65 due to the additional man hours 

needed to administer surveys with elderly respondents, who in most Asian cities are 

also significantly less educated. It is often the case that elderly respondents in Asia, 

especially women, take more time to answer multiple choice survey format, are less 

willing to speak with strangers especially to intervieweres of the opposite sex, and 

are less willing to give an opinion. It is hoped that in future survey waves, more 

resources will be available so that older respondents can be included.  

- Due to high costs in Singapore, there were limitations on the number of languages 

that were used. A major shortcoming was that Malay was not used in the telephone 

survey, limiting ethnically Malay respondents to those able to understand English. 

Additionally, there were insufficient resources to provide additional translations in 

languages such as Vietnamese, Burmese and Thai, as significant numbers of migrant 

workers also come from these countries.  

- While street intercept is the most feasible way of reaching migrant workers, it still 

has some limitations. Due to long travel times it was not cost-effective to send 

interviewers to distant exurban locations. As a result, the sample pool is biased 

towards migrants working or living close to the city center or in the inner suburbs. 

The sample may be biased towards certain occupations, such as service workers, 

who are more likely to be encountered in such locations. Factory workers who live 

and work in outer industrial districts and who work long hours were less likely to be 

interviewed. 

- As noted above, mobile phones were included in Shanghai as official landline 

penetration rates were misleading as many households refused to answer or did not 

have a phone plugged in to their landlines. While reported landline penetration rates 

in Hong Kong and Singapore are still high enough to justify landline telephone 

surveys, they are declining. The use of landlines there may have contributed towards 

the oversampling of more educated and highly skilled respondents. These cities are 

reaching the tipping point where including mobile phones outweighs the 

disadvantage of more dropped calls and lower response rates.  

-  

Contact, Response and Completion rates 
 

Hong Kong: CATI (landline) 
Eligible Respondents:  All adult (18-65) contacts who live in the metro year round for more 
than one year.  After the age and gender quotas were filled, only those who match one of 
the open criteria are considered eligible. 
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CATI: 
Total number of persons contacted:   30118 
Number determined to be eligible:  2279 
Number who agreed to be surveyed:  1617 
Partially completed survey:   109 
Completed survey:    1508 
 
Contact Rate:  71% 
Completion Rate: 93% 
 
Shanghai:  CATI (landline and mobile) and by street intercept 
Eligible Respondents:  All adult (18-65) contacts who live in the metro year round for more 
than one year.  After the age and gender quotas were filled, only those who match one of 
the open criteria are considered eligible. 
CATI: 
Total number of persons contacted:   88195 
Number determined to be eligible:  12256 
Number who agreed to be surveyed:  3256 
Partially completed survey:   2344 
Completed survey:    912 
 
Contact Rate:  26.5% 
Completion Rate: 28% 
 
Street Intercept: 
Eligible Respondents:  Migrant worker who has lived in the metro for at least one year 
 
Total Number approached:   9675 
Number determined to be eligible:  1233 
Number who agreed to be surveyed:  769 
Partially completed survey:   169 
Completed survey:    600 
 
Contact Rate:  62% 
Completion Rate: 78% 
 
Singapore: CATI (landline) and by Computer Aided Personal Interviewing (CAPI) 
Eligible Respondents:  All adult (18-65) contacts who live in the metro year round for more 
than one year.  After the age and gender quotas were filled, only those who match one of 
the open criteria are considered eligible. 
CATI: 
Total number of persons contacted:   13080 
Number determined to be eligible:  5921 
Number who agreed to be surveyed:  4943 
Partially completed survey:   3743 
Completed survey:    1200 



 69 

 
Contact Rate:  83.%% 
Completion Rate: 24% 
 
CAPI: 
Eligible Respondents:  Migrant worker who has lived in the metro for at least one year 
 
Total Number approached:   774 
Number determined to be eligible:  471 
Number who agreed to be surveyed:  351 
Partially completed survey:   51 
Completed survey:    300 
 
Contact Rate:  74.5% 
Completion Rate: 85% 
 
 

Background on Design of the Asian Cities Wellbeing Indicators 
The Asian Cities Wellbeing Indicators is a public opinion poll that is intended to be carried 
out every 3-5 years. It explores respondents’ life satisfaction, perceptions of life in their 
cities, and their satisfaction with and priorities among 10 policy domains: Housing, 
education, medical care, environmental protection, transport and utilities, work and 
business opportunities, community and belonging, recreation and personal time, public 
safety and crime control, and quality of government. 
 
 The survey methodology was developed in 2012-13 through a pilot test and focus group 
process in five participating cities, Chengdu, Delhi, Hong Kong, Manila and Penang. This 
enabled the survey methodology to be rigorously critiqued and tested in Asian cities with 
different languages, cultures, and stages of economic development.  
 
Cultural Relevance and Local Applicability 
In order to ensure the relevance and applicability of the survey across different Asian 
countries and cultures, Civic Exchange developed the questionnaire in collaboration with 
NGOs from four other Asian cities in addition to Hong Kong: Chengdu, Penang, Manila and 
Delhi.  
 
The survey was developed by Civic Exchange in close consultation with NGOs from five Asian 
cities in order to ensure the cultural sensitivity and relevance of the questions. Domain 
selection and naming, terminology, question wording were discussed.   
The collaborating organisations in city held a focus group composed of NGO representatives 
in order to obtain feedback on an early survey draft in English. Following revisions, the 
survey was translated into local languages and dialects. Back-translation was used to ensure 
quality. Pilot tests were then conducted with 100 randomly selected respondents in each 
city. 
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This collaborative approach was valuable as most international surveys are developed in a 
western context and later translated into other languages. This may result in culturally 
inappropriate question.  
For example, the Gallup World Poll asks whether respondents have confidence in various 
institutions. This question format may not work as well with East Asian respondents due to 
a higher propensity for certain kinds of socially desirable responding.32 In collectivist 
societies, respondents tend to give answers which make them appear more cooperative or 
pro-social. Question phrasings that might encourage such response styles were avoided in 
favour of more neutral phrasings such as “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with X”, and 
“How much do the following statements reflect your views?”  
 
Survey structure 
The Asian Urban-Wellbeing Indicators survey is structured so that all respondents answer a 
set of core questions about perceptions of life in their city and their overall level of concern 
and satisfaction with ten domains: housing, education, medical care, environmental 
protection, transport and utilities, work and business opportunities, community and 
belonging, recreation and personal time, public safety and crime control, and quality of 
government. Respondents are then branched off into separate domains based on which 
domain they think the government should prioritise. After answering a set of domain-
specific questions, all respondents answer the same set of demographic questions. The 
branching structure enables the survey to probe more deeply into residents’ views in the 
areas they are concerned about while keeping the overall length of the survey to 20 minutes 
or less. The questionnaire contains over 160 questions in total but respondents will on 
average answer about 45 of them.  
The Asian Urban-Wellbeing Indicators survey is designed to compare domain importance 
and domain satisfaction. Respondents are asked “How much do you care about [name of 
domain? – A lot, some, not much, or not at all?”, and “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you 
with [name of domain?] – Very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied?” Gaps 
between concern and satisfaction levels can be used to highlight underperforming areas.  

                                                        
32 Lalwani, A. K., Shavitt, S, and Johnson, T. (2006), “What Is the Relation Between 
Cultural Orientation and Socially Desirable Responding?” Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, Vol. 90, No. 1, 165–178, DOI: 10.1037/0022-3514.90.1.165.  
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Figure 1: The questionnaire’s branching structure 

 
The questionnaire also asks respondents to select the domain which they want to see the 
government address the most, producing a priority ranking of domains for the city, which 
can be tracked over time as the survey is repeated and as conditions in a city change.  
While many social surveys ask about domain satisfaction, relatively few ask about domain 
importance. The dataset will be useful for further academic explorations into the 
relationship between domain importance, satisfaction, and overall life satisfaction. For 
example, Tiefenbach and Kohlbacher found that domain satisfaction does not produce 
equal impact on life satisfaction for everyone; it is moderated by the importance people 
assign to the domain, and the effects are different for different domains.33  
 
To measure overall life satisfaction, the questionnaire uses a modified version of Cantril’s 
ladder as this is the question used in the Gallup World Poll, which gives the broadest basis 
for international comparison with existing country-level data.34 “On a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 
representing the worst possible life for you and 10 representing the best possible life for 
you, what score would you give to life as a whole?” A follow-up question, “Using the same 
scale, how do you see your life 5 years from now?” is also asked. 
 

                                                        
33 Tiefenbach, T. & Kohlbacher, F (2015), “Individual differences in the relationship between domain 
satisfaction and happiness: The moderating role of domain importance”, Personality and Individual 
Differences, vol. 86, November 2015, pp.82-87. 
34 Gallup (2008), “Understanding How Gallup Uses the Cantril Scale”, 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/122453/understanding-gallup-uses-cantril-scale.aspx (accessed 23 May 
2016).  

http://www.gallup.com/poll/122453/understanding-gallup-uses-cantril-scale.aspx
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The question modified from the original wording of the question, which asks respondents to 
visualise the 0-10 scale as steps on a ladder, and is usually administered in person by Gallup 
with the help of visual aids. During focus group testing simulating telephone interviews, 
some respondents found question too wordy and confusing in the absence of visual aids.  
The modified Cantril Ladder question will enable researchers to analyse the relationship 
between overall life satisfaction, perceptions of liveability, and domain satisfaction. This 
could inform policymakers about the relative impact of different domains on residents’ 
happiness.  
 


