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Asian cities are experiencing 
growth in middle-class popula-
tions, including Metro Manila in 
the Philippines.
What characterizes Filipino mid-
dle-class families and processes of 
becoming middle class? And does 
migration matter for families’ so-
cial mobility?

•	Being and becoming middle class in 
Metro Manila is perceived as connected 
to having a job, owning a business and 
being hardworking. 

•	Internal migration to Metro Manila as 
a destination city is large-scale – many 
urban residents or their parents have 
come from elsewhere.

•	International migration features in 
many families’ histories, as evidenced 
by overseas Filipino workers who have 
lived or passed through Metro Manila 
and moved abroad. 

•	This city brief offers insights from the 
ERC-funded project, Migration Rhythms 
in Trajectories of Upward Social Mobil-
ity in Asia. 
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Urban Middleclassness

Asian cities are witnessing growth in 
middle-class or middle-income popula-
tions amid rapid urbanization. Knowing 
more about the expanding middle class-
es in Asia can help us understand how 
individuals and families strive for and 
achieve upward social mobility. Both 
increased living standards and people’s 
hopes for a better life matter.

Metro Manila is considered one of the 
fastest-growing cities in Asia and glob-
ally, with urbanization extending to 
nearby provinces. There is no univer-
sally applicable definition of ‘middle 
class,’ or what it means to be middle 
class (‘middleclassness’). Researchers in 
the Philippines have investigated factors 
that characterize Filipino middle class-
es, including income and consumption, 
as well as employment, occupation and 
education. Different combinations of 
these factors matter for understanding 
social mobility and questions surround-
ing development and urban life – in 
Metro Manila and beyond. 

But how do the residents of Metro 
Manila who define themselves as mid-
dle class perceive what it means to be 

middle class? And what is viewed as im-
portant to ensuring a family’s improved 
socio-economic standing? We explore 
these questions, and whether migration 
also matters in this context. 

Migration Rhythms Data

To better understand how Manila resi-
dents perceive Filipino middle classes, 
and how migration might matter, the 
MigrationRhythms project conducted 
a household-based survey with middle-
class residents (N=501) in three cities in 
Metro Manila (Quezon City, Marikina 
City and Pasig City) in 2023. The survey 
is representative of middle-class resi-
dents in the selected areas.

The project also included family history 
interviews with 27 participants in Metro 
Manila who shared their family’s expe-
riences of being and becoming middle 
class, and any migration histories.

Perceptions of Middleclassness 

What do Filipino residents in Metro 
Manila think about being middle class in 
the city? Respondents’ perceptions offer 
an insider snapshot of what being middle 
class may look like in an urban context. 

Among our survey respondents (47% 
women, 53% men), most were 35–69 years 
old. They had different occupational and 
educational backgrounds (5% had com-
pleted high school and 25% had completed 
college education). 

The survey asked respondents to agree 
or disagree with statements about 
middleclassness. As we see in Fig. 1, for 
all three questions – access to private 
school, use of motorbike and air condi-
tioning – a large share agrees, while an-
other sizeable share disagrees with each 
statement. Perceptions of the key mark-
ers of middleclassness are thus diverse.

Meanwhile, 60% of respondents report 
that they think that if you are middle 
class in the city, you are likely to own a 
motorbike. 

Perceptions concerning home air condi-
tioners are similarly split, about six out of 
ten agree that this would be typical of a 
middle-class household.

For half of the respondents, the percep-
tion is that middle-class families would 
tend to send their children to private 
school, while for the other half, this is 
not the case. The importance and value 
of education is emphasized in our data. 
The half-and-half split in perceptions 
about whether middle-class families 
would typically send children to private 
school points to different views of private 
and public schools across contexts.

Perceptions about what constitutes middle-
classness can thus also encompass socio-
cultural markers in relation to specific 
urban contexts. These complement studies 
in the Philippines that have explored cat-
egorizations of middle class according to 
income, occupation and other indicators. 

The survey also aimed to capture percep-
tions about ‘becoming’ middle class, or 
what the respondents consider as impor-
tant to improve one’s living standards in 
Metro Manila. 

Figure 1: Perceptions about being middle class. Source: MigrationRhythms survey 
(2023).
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As Fig. 2 shows, a majority of respon-
dents consider having a salaried job and 
owning a business as important factors 
in becoming middle class, followed 
by one’s values and priorities in life. 
Strikingly, almost all respondents agreed 
that ‘all you need to do is work hard’. 

About half of respondents agreed that you 
need to be ‘well educated’, whereas 4 out of 
10 felt that having the right connections is 
necessary. These responses suggest a het-
erogeneity of middleclassness, where edu-
cation is a key pathway for some but not all, 
and dependent on the type of schooling. 
Similarly, having the ‘right connections’ 
appears necessary, but only for some.

Meanwhile, about a third of respondents 
consider receiving money from abroad 
(including remittances) as crucial to im-
proving one’s living standards. This under-
scores perceptions of the role of remittanc-
es sent home by Filipino migrants abroad, 
in processes of becoming middle class. 

Plural Middle Classes

These responses resonate with findings 
from our interviews with Filipino mid-
dle-class families, who reflected on dif-
ferences and diversity within and across 
middle-class strata in Metro Manila. In 

one interview, for example, a 30-year-
old male participant compared upper-
middle and lower-middle-class families 
in the city:

“Usually, either you have a successful 
small business or your job is good… 
it’s a bit upper-middle for me when 
you have your own land in addition to 
a house. Although it’s still middle when 
you have an apartment or condo as a 
family… Then… a house, a car, and 
you have an option because you want 
to send your children to a good school. 
You seem to have the freedom to go 
shopping if you’re moving house, like 
that, or if the school is a bit far, of 
course you have ah, service.”

Another respondent, a 32-year-old 
woman living in Tondo, distinguishes 
Manila middle classes in relation to 
spending habits: 

“Perhaps the lower middle[-class fami-
lies] … when there’s something they 
want to buy, they will think first if they 
can afford it. Meanwhile, the middle-
middle would probably think ‘I can af-
ford this because I will have my salary 
in the upcoming week. I’ll just spend 
my extra [money] here.’”

The interviews also suggest that many 
participants recognize that their current 
middle-class lifestyles are made pos-
sible not only by their jobs, education 
and skills, but also by the roles played 
by relatives – parents, siblings and chil-
dren – who became breadwinners, to 
aunts and uncles who provide additional 
support. Interviewees also discussed the 
importance of values such as budgeting 
and saving, hard work and prioritizing 
college education. 

Moving, Leaving and Staying: 
Does Migration Matter? 

Our data shows that many respondents 
have some history of moving, both in 
their personal biographies, and in their 
family histories. While recognizing that 
the Philippines is a major source country 
of international migrants, especially of 
overseas Filipino workers, the survey 
sought to capture different instances of 
internal and international movement.

46% of respondents were born in Metro 
Manila, while 54% were born elsewhere 
in the Philippines. Of the latter, origins 
were diverse, from rural and urban areas 
across the country’s three major island 
groups (Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao). 

Figure 2: Perceptions of becoming middle class. Source: MigrationRhythms survey (2023). 
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education are seen as important for 
becoming and remaining middle class. 
Values and work ethic also appear sig-
nificant. Meanwhile, migration can play 
various roles in how families in Asia 
become middle class, often as part of 
longer histories of rural-to-urban mi-
gration. Furthermore, hopes of staying 
or migrating intersect with different 
priorities and choices central to fami-
lies’ striving towards, or maintaining, ‘a 
good life’, now and in the future.     
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Of the respondents, 73 per cent did not 
expect to move out of Metro Manila, 
while 27 per cent saw themselves mov-
ing elsewhere in the next five years. 
This included returning to places of 
previous residence, or moving elsewhere 
within the Philippines, as well as moving 
abroad, either within Asia or beyond. 

Our family history interviewees also re-
flected on their future aspirations of mov-
ing, staying and leaving, such as those 
shared by a 34-year-old manager living 
in Quezon City her whole life, supported 
by her breadwinning father, a seafarer: 

“To me, we’re lucky because [my hus-
band] and I benefited from the efforts 
of previous generations, that we’ve 
found good jobs here that can somehow, 
you know – we don’t need to necessarily 
work abroad. I mean we can… But like 
now, in the words [my husband], ‘Why 
leave if you have a good life here? A 
privileged life here?’”

Meanwhile, in the case of another inter-
viewee, a 62-year-old woman who has 
never lived outside of Metro Manila, the 
aspiration to move abroad is directed 
towards her daughter: 

“For [my daughter] to finish her work 
and I even suggested that maybe 
she can apply in the government in 
Canada… Then for her to also apply for 
[permanent residency] and stay there.” 

Our findings show how factors like 
income, consumption, occupation and 

We find that Metro Manila is both a 
destination for internal migrants, and 
a place people either pass through or 
return to, in conjunction with interna-
tional migration. It is also a city where 
people have lived long-term or never 
moved from, though some have relatives 
who were internal migrants – notably 
parents and grandparents from rural 
areas in Luzon, and slightly less fre-
quently from rural areas in the Visayas 
and Mindanao, further away.

These backgrounds suggest that mov-
ing, staying and leaving are potentially 
significant factors in understanding the 
changing living standards and socio-
economic characteristics of Filipino 
middle-class families in Metro Manila. 

Previous research has shown that a 
large portion of overseas Filipino work-
ers are from middle-class families. 
Our survey findings complement these 
earlier studies by showing how Filipino 
middle-class families in Metro Manila 
can have varied histories of moving and 
staying. This includes international mi-
gration, but also internal migration to 
Metro Manila, return movements to the 
provinces, and moving or staying in dif-
ferent locations. 

Aspiring to Move or to Stay?

Moving and staying can also figure in the 
future aspirations of middle-class families 
in Metro Manila. The survey did not ask 
about aspirations in general, but whether 
respondents expected to migrate elsewhere 
in the next five years. 


