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New research conducted by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs and The
Carter Center offers a rare window into the attitudes of everyday Chinese
citizens on international affairs. Fielded April 25 to June 16, 2025, the survey
results show that despite the challenges of US-China economic competition, a
real estate slump. and slowed consumer spending, the Chinese public is
generally upbeat about China’s current economic conditions and believes the
economy will continue to improve. This extends to their own personal
economic situation. Additionally, the Chinese public broadly embraces
international free trade as good for their standard of living, job creation, and
the Chinese economy, despite US President Donald Trump’s “Liberation Day”
tariffs and Chinese countermeasures which were in effect at the start of this
survey. Though demographic factors like age and education affect
perceptions somewhat, the data paint an overall picture of a Chinese public
with economic confidence and strong support for global trade.

There are numerous challenges in conducting surveys in China, including
designing a representative sample, a closed media environment, and the
potential for self-censorship. While treating these results with a degree of
skepticism is healthy, previous and repeated surveys conducted by other
organizations have found similar patterns among Chinese public opinion on
international issues.



https://www.economicsobservatory.com/how-is-chinas-economy-faring
https://www.economicsobservatory.com/how-is-chinas-economy-faring
https://www.csis.org/analysis/liberation-day-tariffs-explained
https://www.csis.org/analysis/liberation-day-tariffs-explained
https://www.hklaw.com/en/insights/publications/2025/04/chinas-comprehensive-retaliation-against-us-tariffs
https://www.csis.org/analysis/public-opinion-china-liberal-silent-majority
https://chinadatalab.ucsd.edu/viz-blog/china-from-the-ground-up-what-16-waves-of-public-opinion-surveys-tell-us-about-china-and-chinese-views/

Key Findings

A large majority (84%) believe China’s economy is doing well overall,
and more than half feel comfortable with their own personal financial
conditions, with a majority saying they have disposable income after
taking care of necessities (56%).

For the minority who think economic conditions are currently bad (16%),
the top concerns are youth unemployment (33%) and capital flight
(24%).

Sizable majorities believe trade is good for China’s overall economy
(73%), domestic job creation (76%), consumers like themselves (70%),
and their own standard of living (73%).

Most prefer a policy of global free trade (60%), with the remainder split
between advocating for a trade bloc of friends and partner countries
(21%) or less commerce and more self-reliance (18%).

Educational attainment is a key factor in Chinese citizens’ personal
economic situations, their opinions about the future of China’s
economy, and their views of international trade.

Broad Optimism about China’s Economic Present and Future

Despite economic challenges, Chinese citizens express broad optimism about
the national economy. A large majority (84%) assess China’s current
economic conditions as either very good (21%) or somewhat good (63%). As
the figure below demonstrates, positive economic assessments extend across
age and educational cohorts.



Broadly Positive Views of China’s Economic Conditions

How would you assess current economic conditions for China overall? (%)
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Additionally, respondents are upbeat when evaluating changes in China’s
economy over the past year. A majority (61%) feel the economy has gotten

better over the last 12 months, with close to half (46%) saying conditions have
improved somewhat and 16 percent reporting a lot of improvement. Almost a
quarter (23%) see no significant change, while relatively few think things have
worsened somewhat (13%) or a lot (2%). Projections for the next year follow a
similar pattern. Around one in five (23%) predict China’s economic conditions
will stay roughly the same. But roughly half (48%) expect the economy to get

somewhat better, and a fifth (21%) expect a lot of improvement.



China’s Economic Situation, Past and Future

Compared to 12 months ago, has
the economic situation for China
improved a lot, improved
somewhat, stayed the same,
worsened somewhat, or worsened

And in the next 12 months, do you
think China’s overall economic
situation will improve a lot, improve
somewhat, stay the same, worsen
somewhat, or worsen a lot?
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Most, Especially the Higher Educated, Believe Household Finances Are
Decent and Getting Better

In addition to favorable ratings for the health of the national economy, most
Chinese seem to feel pretty comfortable with their living standards. Almost six
in 10 (56%) feel they can at least keep themselves afloat and treat themselves
on occasion. This includes a plurality (47%) who say they can afford a few
extras after taking care of the basics, while another nine percent say they can
afford expensive things. On the other end of the spectrum, 11 percent report
struggling to buy necessities, while a third (33%) say they can afford
necessities but not much more.



Personal Economic Situation

Which description of how people are getting by best suits your situation? (%)
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A demographic breakdown shows just how much education matters for
perceived financial well-being. Just 36 percent of Chinese without a high
school diploma can afford more than necessities, and fully a quarter (26%) are
struggling to get by. Meanwhile, a majority of Chinese with a college degree
or more (63%) are able to afford more than just necessities, with one in 10
saying they can afford expensive things (11%).

Higher education has only recently become widely available in China. As of
2024, 60.8 percent of China’s college-aged population are enrolled in a
university, including vocational and technical tertiary education. But that
number was just 5 percent in the early 1990s and did not reach 50 percent
until 2019. As a result, only 15.5 percent of China’s total population completed
college as of the most recent census in 2020.



https://www.cee.edu.cn/n171/n459/n472/c804898/content.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-06/06/c_138121621.htm
http://en.moe.gov.cn/documents/reports/202102/t20210209_513095.html
https://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202105/t20210510_1817191.html%22%20/l%20%22:~:text=Among%20the%20national%20population%5B2,down%20from%2026779%20to%2024767.

Education a Key Factor in Personal Economic Situation

Which description of how people are getting by best suits your situation? (%)
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When invited to speculate about what the next year will bring for their
personal finances, most anticipate stability or improvement in living
standards. While half believe they will be roughly in the same boat as today

(49%), four in 10 Chinese believe they will be better off in a year (43%). Just 8

percent believe they will be worse off financially after 12 months.
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Great Expectations for Economic Improvement

Twelve months from now, do you expect to be economically worse off, better off, or about
the same? (%)
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As with other economic indicators, optimism for economic growth also varies
by educational attainment. Those with more formal schooling are more likely
to say they will be better off in the future. Just 27 percent who have not
completed high school are optimistic their economic situation will improve in
the next year, compared to four in 10 or more of those with at least a high
school degree (see figure, above).

At the same time, however, those Chinese with a college degree are slightly
less optimistic than those who have a non-BA post-high-school educational
credential (41% vs. 48%). This may reflect the boom in undergraduate and
postgraduate education and a lack of commensurate job growth. Over the
past two decades, Chinese universities have rapidly expanded postgraduate
enrolment. Some 1.3 million students received grad-school acceptances in the
2023 academic year, double the figure for 2011 (560,000). Amid an explosion
of masters degrees and PhDs, those Chinese with a college education may be
keenly aware they are facing educational credential competition in the job
market.



https://instituteofgeoeconomics.org/en/research/2025041502/
https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/chinese-news-69417409
https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/chinese-news-69417409

Perceived Threats Loom over Economic Outlook; Private Investment Least
Significant

When asked what factors are contributing most to China’s current economic
conditions, Chinese split most sharply by their initial perceptions of their
country’s economy. Economic optimists (those who view China’s economy as
very or somewhat good) are much more likely than pessimists (those who
view China’s economy as very or somewhat bad) to focus on America’s role in
China’s economy, suggesting they see external factors playing a critical role.
A plurality of those who believe China’s economy is either somewhat or very
good (23%) point to US restrictions as the top factor in China’s economic
outlook. Just a tenth (10%) of pessimists agree. By contrast, economic
pessimists are twice as likely as optimists to point to more-domestic factors.
A third (33%) name youth unemployment as the greatest factor contributing
to China’s economic outlook (vs. 16% among optimists). In recent years, youth
unemployment has risen so quickly that China’s statistical bureau suspended
data reporting in 2023 before revising the metric to exclude students. But
even the massaged figure remains depressingly high. As entry-level corporate
jobs evaporate and cuts loom over the most-vaunted sectors, first-time
jobseekers brace for extreme competition while millennials make memes
about mid-career layoffs. And perhaps unsurprisingly, youth unemployment is
seen as the greatest factor in China’s economic outlook for Chinese under age
45 (22%) and for those Chinese with at least a college degree (25%).

Greatest Factor in Economic Outlook

In your view, what has contributed most to China’s economic outlook? (%)
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https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/econographics/youth-unemployment-in-china-new-metric-same-mess/#:~:text=After%20a%20six%2Dmonth%20absence,quandary%20facing%20young%20people%20there.
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/econographics/youth-unemployment-in-china-new-metric-same-mess/#:~:text=After%20a%20six%2Dmonth%20absence,quandary%20facing%20young%20people%20there.
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3315028/chinas-youth-unemployment-stays-stubbornly-high-ahead-crunch-summer
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3312261/china-already-had-graduate-jobs-crisis-trade-war-making-it-worse
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/27/business/china-unemployment-jobs.html
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3312261/china-already-had-graduate-jobs-crisis-trade-war-making-it-worse
https://www.ft.com/content/5cf306ad-3a39-4357-b7b3-1d2644bb13a7

Another critical issue: capital flight, which a quarter of pessimists (24%) point
to as the top factor shaping China’s economic outlook (vs. 15% of optimists).
Capital leaving the country has cast a pall over China’s economy as flagging
demand and geopolitics drive foreign businesses to reconsider their
investments in the country. To maintain stability, Beijing has ramped up
enforcement of capital controls and vigorously defended the yuan. But while
these measures may help, Chinese economists nevertheless expect capital
flight to persist.

Majorities View Trade Favorably, Support Global Free Trade

Chinese citizens take kindly to international trade. When asked about its
overall impact on the economy, three quarters (73%) offer a positive
evaluation. In terms of the labor market, 76 percent say trade helps create
jobs in China. Most (70%) feel they benefit from China’s commercial ties with
the outside world as consumers, and 73 percent of Chinese believe foreign
trade is good for their own standards of living. As is true for other economic
issues, better-educated Chinese are more likely to view international trade as
good.


https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/foreign-capital-exodus-from-china-accelerates/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/china-steps-up-scrutiny-capital-flows-yuan-depreciates-2025-02-27/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/china-steps-up-scrutiny-capital-flows-yuan-depreciates-2025-02-27/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-central-bank-asks-state-lenders-reduce-dollar-purchases-sources-say-2025-04-09/
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3304476/china-may-face-sustained-capital-outflow-pressure-top-economists-warn
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3304476/china-may-face-sustained-capital-outflow-pressure-top-economists-warn

Widespread View of International Trade as Good

Overall, do you think international trade is good or bad for the following (% good)
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On a broader level, a majority of Chinese (60%) also advocate for a policy of
global free trade. In contrast, one in five (21%) support the creation of
exclusive trading blocs that shut out certain countries. And just 18 percent
wish to pull back from world markets and seek greater self-sufficiency. While
at least half of all educational cohorts favor pursuing global free trade, those
Chinese with at least a bachelor’s degree are the most likely to back a free
trade policy (67%).
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Chinese Public Favors Global Free Trade

Should China pursue a policy of global free trade, create a trade bloc of friends and
partners while excluding other nations, or reduce international trade and seek greater self-

sufficiency in all areas? (%)
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Conclusion

Chinese public opinion paints a picture of cautious optimism: People generally
feel secure in their financial footing and hopeful about the future, even amid
structural challenges. Confidence in the national economy is widespread, and
support for open, global trade remains strong. Yet this optimism is tempered
by demographic divides, with less-educated citizens particularly more likely to
feel vulnerable to job market instability and less connected to the benefits of
globalization.

The data also highlight general trends for young adults in China, who have
high expectations but also confront historic levels of youth unemployment.
The highest educated, who tend to be younger on average, face a similar
tension: Their ability to realize their ambitions requires the job market to
absorb their skills, a tall order owing to the structural mismatch between labor
supply and demand.

Methodology

This analysis is based on data from a poll conducted by NORC from April 25
through June 16, 2025, using a random digit dialing (RDD) CATI telephone
methodology among mainland China’s adult population. The final poll includes
1,002 completed surveys with adults 18 and older, excluding 52 test cases. The
design effect is 1.77 with an overall margin of sampling error of +4.12
percentage points at the 95 percent confidence level.

The RDD sample frame was created using the national numbering plan
provided by the Chinese Ministry of Industry and Information Technology. The
sample included only mobile phone numbers used for residential services and
excluded those for commercial services. The sample frame excluded Hong
Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.

The sampling frame of active mobile phone numbers was drawn from the four
government-owned mobile service networks, which total more than 1.75
billion subscriptions. The numbers were prescreened to include working
nonbusiness numbers. The sample frame included 91,806 numbers stratified
by the proportion of each network. The following mobile service networks
were used:

* CBN: 1.83%
* China Mobile: 56.59%
¢ China Telecom: 22.86%

12



¢ China Unicom: 18.72%

There was no within-household sampling, so any adult 18 or older who picked
up the call was eligible to take the survey. There was a maximum of eight
attempts to reach an adult for each number.

The fieldwork was conducted by a NORC-trained, phone-data-collection firm
using live interviewers. Interviewers were at least 20 years old, mostly women.
Interviews were conducted in Mandarin, however the field staff included
interviewers with sufficient fluency in major Chinese dialects (such as
Cantonese or Shanghainese) to conduct interviews with respondents who use
a dialect other than Mandarin. Only interviewers who were born in mainland
China were hired for the project, to avoid the potential impact of
language/dialect on respondent cooperation.
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About the Chicago Council on Global Affairs

The Chicago Council on Global Affairs is an independent, nonpartisan
membership organization that provides insight—and influences the public
discourse—on critical global issues. We convene leading global voices,
conduct independent research, and engage the public to explore ideas that
will shape our global future. The Council is committed to bringing clarity and
offering solutions to issues that transcend borders and transform how people,
business, and governments engage the world. Learn more at globalaffairs.org
and follow us on Bluesky.

About the Lester Crown Center on US Foreign Policy

Established in 2018 with a transformative gift from the Crown Family, the
Lester Crown Center on US Foreign Policy is driven by the belief that the
public plays a critical role in determining the direction of US foreign policy
and that an informed and engaged public is critical for effective policymaking.
The centerpiece of the Lester Crown Center is its annual survey of American
public opinion and US foreign policy, the Chicago Council Survey, which has
been conducted since 1974.

About The Carter Center
Waging Peace. Fighting Disease. Building Hope.

A not-for-profit, nongovernmental organization, The Carter Center has helped
to improve life for people in over 80 countries by resolving conflicts;
advancing democracy, human rights, and economic opportunity; preventing
diseases; and improving mental health care. The Carter Center was founded in
1982 by former US President Jimmy Carter and former First Lady Rosalynn
Carter, in partnership with Emory University, to advance peace and health
worldwide.

About The Carter Center’s China Focus

The Carter Center’s China Focus initiative is an independent, nonpartisan
organization committed to improving the US-China relationship through a
sober assessment of the international records of both countries. We convene
leading Chinese and American policy professionals and academics, support
next-generation foreign policy experts, publish research-backed opinion, and
conduct independent research. Our goal is to contribute to lasting
international peace, which is the foundation for solving the biggest problems
facing humanity today. Follow our newsletter or go to chinafocus.info to learn
more.
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