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Just as Americans have Halloween,
the Chinese have the month-long
Hungry Ghost Festival, which is
also known as Zhong Yuan Jie, that
fallsin the seventh month of the
Chinese lunar calendar.

Based on Taoist beliefs, the gates
separating the realm ofhelland the
realm of the living will open during
the Hungry Ghost month.

Ghosts and spirits of deceased
ancestors come out from the lower
realm to visit the living. The
seventh month thisyear falls from
Aug14 to Sept12 of the Western
calendar. Some Chinese families
who follow this tradition make
offerings by placing food and
burningjosssticks, candles, paper
monies, paper houses and paper
clothes at designated spaces in
housing estates.

Thelocal authorities, including
town councils, will provide large
custom-made metal bins for
residents who want to burn their
offerings during this period.

According to traditional beliefs,
the burnt paper moniesand
offerings will be received by their
deceasedancestors for theirusein
the afterlife. Wandering ghostsand
spirits that are well appeased with
food and offerings during this
period will not disturb or cause
mischief to houses and workplaces.

Chinese Taoists observe certain
taboos during the Hungry Ghost
month, such as minimising
activitieslike swimming or going
outatnight. Some also believe that

(Ghost month’
effect on housing

: itisinauspicious to buy, renovate,
: ormove houses during the month.

This then leads to the question of

¢ whether buying properties during
: the Hungry Ghost month brings

: badluck. The causal effectsare

: hardto establish scientifically; and
: economists call the unexplained

: behaviour of individuals

: “superstition”.

Understanding how superstition

: influences the decision-making of
. theindividual in daily activities

: hasintrigued researchersin

: different fields.

There are many real-world

: examples of how superstitions
¢ influence people’s behaviour.

For example, car owners pay

: higher prices for car-plates having
: the number eight. The numeral

i eightis pronounced “ba”in

: Chinese. It soundslike “fa”, which
: means prosper in Chinese, and is

: believed to be auspicious.

House buyers were also found to

: have paida premium for houses
: with unit numbers or addresses
: endingwith the number eight. This :
. isprevalentinplaceswithalarge
: Chinese population, suchas

: Vancouver, Singapore, Hong Kong,
: andalso China.

Inhousing, the issue thenis

: whether superstition surrounding
: theseventh monthleadsto people
: putting offhome purchases, and

: whether there isa corresponding

: fallinprices when transactions

. take place.

Together with Dr Choi Hyun-Soo

¢ of Singapore Management

: Universityand Dr He Jie, who

: obtainedherPhD inreal estateand :
: urbaneconomics from the National :
: University of Singapore, we studied :
: thebuying behaviour of Chinese
: home-buyersand non-Chinese

: buyers during the Hungry Ghost

: month, using data of 82,001

¢ non-landed private housing

. transactionsin Singapore from
: 2000t02009.

NOSIGNIFICANT DIP IN SALES

: Contrary to the prediction by

: marketanalysts that buyers’

. interestis dampened during the

¢ seventh lunar month, we found

: that the cumulative seventh-month
: transactions over the 10-year

: sample period have been relatively
: strong. Onaverage, the lunar

i seventhmonthrecorded sales of

. slightly above 850 units (see chart).

The fifth, sixth and seventh lunar

: monthswere the most active in

: terms of the number of

¢ transactions, followed by quite a

¢ sharp fallin the eighth through to
i the10th month. The strongsales
i during the Hungry Ghost month

¢ may have beenshored up by

: non-superstitious buyers

¢ (including non-superstitious

: Chinese buyers), who found plenty
: of good bargains during a period

: Buyerswhodo not find

: ittaboo tobuyhouses

: during the Hungry Ghost

: monthare taking the

. opportunity to visit

: developers'show-flatsand
: tonegotiate good

: discounts, when other

: superstitiousChinese

. buyers shun the market.
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When we plot the distributions

¢ forhousing pricesin the seventh

i lunar monthrelative to other

: months, we observed significant

i price discounts for houses

¢ transacted then, in the price range
. ofbetween $4,000 per sqm (psm)
i and $8,000 psm.

Wenextran an empirical model,

: controlling for housing attributes

i (suchassize, floorlevel, tenure and
. housing type), time variations

i (market cycles) and the effects of

i location on prices.

Our results show that prices for

: homesare 7.43 per cent lower for

i Chinese buyerswhen the purchase
¢ ismade during the Hungry Ghost

i monthrelative to other months.

Chinese house buyers who are

above 50 years of age are more
¢ likely toavoid buying houses
¢ during the Hungry Ghost month.

In the event that these buyers

. purchased aproperty during the :
¢ Hungry Ghost month, they enjoyed :
i anevenhigher discountof 8.45per :
. cent,compared to houses boughtin :
i othermonths. i

Chinese buyers enjoyeda

: discount 0f10.89 per centin the

. resale marketrelative to other

: months, if the purchase is made

¢ during the seventh lunar month.

i The discountsare lower -

. estimatedat 8.09 per cent - in the
¢ developer sales market.

when superstitious Chinese buyers HOWTOTESTFORBAD LUCK?

¢ stayedaway. ¢ One wayto test whether buying

: : houses during the Hungry Ghost

: monthbringsbadluck tothe

: buyersistolookat court records of

. caraccident cases.

We found that Chinese buyers

* who bought houses in the Hungry
: Ghostmonths did nothave a

: higher probability of gettinginto

: caraccidents.

The high sales volume in

: thelunar seventh month over

¢ thel0-year period 0of2000 to

: 2009 may indicate that

: non-superstitious buyers have
: beenable to arbitrage forlower
: pricesinnon-landed private

: housing markets during the

* Hungry Ghost month.

It seems to suggest that buyers

¢ who donot find it taboo to buy

: houses during the Hungry Ghost

: monthare taking the opportunity

: tovisit developers’show-flats and

¢ tonegotiate good discounts, when
: other superstitious Chinese buyers

shun the market.
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