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Chapter 6 

Returning to China to get a Job: 

Are Chinese “Sea Turtles” Becoming “Seaweed?”1 

 

For most of the years of China’s open door on education, the state focused on drawing back the 

very accomplished, people who had a PhD or who were deeply engaged in scientific research. 

Programs established by the Ministries of Education or Science, or the Chinese Academy of 

Science, all offered incentives to a continually narrowing scope of people who were going abroad. 

Many of these people were “self-paying,” and since the state had spent limited funds to train them 

at home or fund them abroad, it largely ignored their situation.  

 Among the 1.91 million Chinese students studying abroad from 2000 to 2011, more than 91% 

of them were self-paying. In 2011, the rate reached 92.7%.2 According to information from China's 

Ministry of Education, at the end of 2012, 416,500 former students or scholars were employed 

overseas.  The exact number could be larger.3 

Compared with the previous generation of Chinese overseas students who were mainly funded 

by the government, this new self-paying generation is generally regarded as less capable.4 In 

foreign countries, some do a one-year MA in low quality universities which barely enhances their 

human capital. Given that they have brought back little that it new or in short supply in China, they 

have more difficulty than high quality PhDs finding work and salaries are not very high, leading the 

media and public to reconsider the concept of “returnees.”5  

Chinese colloquialism responded to these difficulties: as we know, returnees from overseas 

with advanced education are called “hai gui,” literally “returnees from overseas.” But a homonym 

for hai gui in Chinese means “sea turtles,” i.e., turtles returning home. Similarly, people returning 

from "overseas" (hai) who are "waiting" (dai) for employment can be called “hai dai,” for which 

there is a homonym meaning “seaweed.” In other words, (or in “other sounds”), China’s once 

glorious “sea turtles” are morphing into inglorious “seaweed.” 

                                                        
1 The authors express deep gratitude to our colleagues in Beijing at the Chinese Service Center for 

Scholarly Exchange (CSCSE), Dr. Shao Wei, Che Weimin, and Ms. Zhang Ying, who supervised 

the data collection and survey, and Liu Bilan, Director of the Southern China Overseas Human 

Resource Center (SCOHR), who shared her data on returnees in Guangzhou and her insights about 

the difficulties of job search for young returnees. We recognize financial support from the 

Asia-Pacific Foundation, Vancouver, and the Japan External Trade Office (JETRO), Hong Kong. 
2 “Zhongguo liuxue jiaoyu zou xiang pingmin hua” [The overseas education becomes common in 

China], Xinhua Net, (December 02, 2012), available at 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/abroad/2012-12/04/c_124043322.htm.  
3 Personal communication with Cong Cao. 
4 “Haigui yi si” [The ‘sea turtles’ have died], Wangyi News, available at 

http://news.163.com/11/1226/10/7M6OT5EL00012Q9L.html.  
5 “Chuguo liuxue re yingfa haigui jiuye nanti” [Overseas study fever leads to unemployment 

problem among overseas returnees], People’s Daily (Overseas Edition), (December 15, 2007), p. 5; 

“More than 35% returnees have difficulties in finding jobs”, Youth Times [Qingnian Shibao], 

(August 12, 2010), available at http://edu.qq.com/a/20100812/000008.htm; “The current status of 

returnees: two thirds of them have annual wages below sixty thousand yuan” [Haigui zhong sheng 

xiang: Baogao cheng 2/3 nianxin bu zu 6 wan yuan], Economic Information [Jingji cankao], 

(December 24, 2012), available at 

http://finance.sina.com.cn/money/zcsh/20121224/072314091734.shtml.  

http://news.xinhuanet.com/abroad/2012-12/04/c_124043322.htm
http://news.163.com/11/1226/10/7M6OT5EL00012Q9L.html
http://edu.qq.com/a/20100812/000008.htm
http://finance.sina.com.cn/money/zcsh/20121224/072314091734.shtml
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Our empirical evidence, however, showed that though this group of “sea turtles” is less valued 

than the original groups, they are not becoming “seaweed;” compared with local counterparts who 

never studied abroad, the returnees still have advantages in the job market and receive a premium in 

terms of salary.  

This chapter is organized in the following way: firstly, I discuss how the outflow and inflow of 

Chinese overseas students may affect the returnees’ difficulties in finding jobs. Then, based on data 

on Chinese returnees from Japan and Canada and their local counterparts, I show empirically that 

returnees still have advantages in the job market.  

 

The Flow Outbound 

The number of people going out jumped three times: in 1992-93, following Deng’s “southern 

trip” and the introduction of the 12-point policy, which guaranteed people the “freedom to come 

and go;” 1998-99, on the eve of China’s entry to the WTO, when many entrepreneurial young 

Chinese recognized that China would soon need enormous numbers of people with global skills, 

such as legal knowledge of international trade; and, in 2005-06, when the central government 

simplified the process for students to go out both for high school and undergraduate degrees, and 

when the U.S. U.S. government decided to ease the rules on studying in the US.6 By 2011, 

successful applications for student visas to the U.S. hit 80% for undergraduates and over 90% for 

graduate students, higher even than for England.7 Linked to this period, many of China’s new 

middle and upper classes could suddenly afford to send their children abroad, if they could not get 

into good schools in China. In fact, since that time, the numbers going abroad have continued to 

increase dramatically.  

*************************************************** 

Figure 1: Number of China’s Students Going Overseas and Returning, 1978-2011 

 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics, China Statistical Abstract, 2012 (Beijing: 

Zhongguo tongji chubanshe, 2012). 

*********************************** 

According to the China Daily, at the end of 2010, China had the largest number of students 

overseas in the world, at 1.27 million. In 2011 alone, 340,000 Chinese students went abroad to 
                                                        
6 In 2005, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice told US consulates worldwide to relax misa 

applications to help reinvigorate overseas student enrollments in the U.S. See Lisong Liu, Chinese 

Student Migration and Selective Citizenship: Mobility, community and identity between China and 

the United States (Routledge, 2016), p.52 
7 Liu, Chinese Student Migration and Selective Citizenship, p. 52. 
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study, up 19. percent over 2009.8 Comparing with the jump of the number of students going out 

since the end of 1990s, the inflow of returning students has a time lag, which jumped in 2007. In 

2011, the number of returning students approached 200,000. According to data from the Ministry of 

Education, the number of students going overseas and returning continued to rise troughout the 

second decade of the millennium. 

******************************************************** 

Figure 2. Number of Chinese outbound students and returnees, 2010-2015 

 

Source: Chinese Ministry of Education, various years. 

******************************************************** 

China is now a giant exporter of international students. However, how special is the growth of 

Chinese overseas students? Is it comparable to the growth of overseas students in other countries 

and the expansion of the size of Chinese domestic students? Figures 3 and 4 offer some insights. 

Figure 3 compares China to the world in terms of the growth of the number of overseas students, 

showing that, since 2000, the growth in the number of Chinese overseas students is significantly 

greater than the growth of international students worldwide since 2000. Similarly, figure 4 shows 

that the growth of Chinese overseas students has exceeded the growth of domestic students—which 

has been quite large—including both undergraduates and MA students since 2005.   

********************************************** 

Figure 3: Overseas Students, China versus the World 

 

                                                        
8 Chen Jia, “Students go overseas in record numbers,” China Daily, 18 April 2011. 
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Source: Number of international students in the world is from OECD Education at a Glance, 

2010; the number of China’s students going abroad is from China Statistical Abstract, 2012. 

 

************************************************* 

Figure 4: Percentage Growth in Enrolling Students Domestically and Overseas, 1996-2011 

 

Source: Chinese Statistical Yearbook, 2012 and the Ministry of Education (at 

http://edu.people.com.cn/GB/116076/10996530.html). The author calculated the growth 

rates.  

************************************************ 

As of for the distribution among undergrads, MAs and PhDs, in 2005, the majority of those 

returning to look for jobs and registering with the Overseas Study Service Centers in Beijing and 

other cities around China (table 1), held an overseas MA (73.4%). The number of undergraduates 

increased from 6.4% to 11.6%, doubling the number of PhDs, which five years earlier had been 

double the number of undergrads.  Reports from 2012 highlight the grown in the number of 

Chinese students pursuing high-school abroad as well.9  

********************************************** 

 

Table 1. Returnees from overseas, by level of education overseas, 2001-05 

Year 

No. of 

Returnees Bachelor Master PhD Post-Doc Total 

No. with 

PhDs 

2001 12,243 6.4 43.2 35.7 14.8 100 4,371 

2002 17,945 11.4 47.1 28.1 13.4 100 5,043 

2003 20,152 13.0 57.2 18.6 11.2 100 3,748 

2004 24,726 11.4 64.2 14.4 10.0 100 3,561 

2005 34,987 11.6 73.4 9.2 5.8 100 3,219 

                                                        
9 Helen Gao, “China’s New Status Symbol: A Diploma From One Of America's Elite Private High 

Schools” (May 7, 2012), Business Insider, available at 

http://www.businessinsider.com/a-look-at-chinas-new-love-affair-with-american-private-schools-20

12-5. 



Authors acknowledge support from a World Bank DGF grant on Job and Development awarded  

to HKUST Institute for Emerging Market Studies. 

 5 

Source: Wei Zuyu, “Dui xin shiqi liuxue ren cai hui guo gongzuo yu wei guo fuwu gongzuo de 

jidian sikao” (Some thoughts in the new period on the work concerning returning overseas talent 

and serving the nation), Chuguo liu xue gongzuo yanjiu (Research on work on overseas studies), No. 

4 (2006): 42-50. 

*********************************************** 

What’s Driving the Trend? 

The increase in the number of overseas students is directly related to the rise of China’s middle 

class whose accumulated wealth makes it easier to pay for their children to study abroad. According 

to the Business Insider, one representative of the new middle class asked rhetorically: "Where else 

should you invest your money? You should invest it in education."10 This phenomenon is 

particularly true for undergraduate students. Among 1,310 students studying in Japan and Canada, 

whom we interviewed in China after returning, parental support was particularly significant for UG 

students (25.5%) as compared to MA (6.1%) and PhD (1.0%). For undergraduates, another 38.6% 

paid shared those expenses with their parents, so that parents’ funds were important for 64.1% of 

UG students. 

The numbers were slightly different for the MA students, as Japanese or Canadian institutions 

were paying for 17.8% of them, while those supported solely by their parents, as mentioned above, 

totaled only 6.1%. MA students depended mostly on their own work, but the category of parent/self 

and spouse comprised 23.4%. So even for MA students, over 30% received some help from their 

parents. Clearly the days had changed when few parents could ever put together the funds to 

support children’s overseas study. 

The rising number of self-paying overseas students is often regarded as a signal of the decline 

of quality of the students sent out. Our 2007 data on returnees from Japan and Canada support the 

point. As shown in table 2, 93.5% of undergraduates relied on self-paying methods (Rows 4 down), 

while 72.8% of MA also relied on private funds. Still, 47.5% of PhDs were not on some kind of 

fellowship, although half of that group depended completely on working, which might have 

involved being a research student. 

************************************************ 

Table 2: Funding Sources of Overseas Education, Japan and Canada, 2007, by Degree 

 Degree 

Funding Source 

Bachelor 

or below MA PhD 

No. and % of 

students in 

each category 

China provides  

Fellowship 

No. 1 15 17 33 

Column % 0.2 1.8 1.3 1.8 

Host country  

provided full scholarship 

No. 18 145 280 443 

Column % 3.6 17.8 50.0 23.6 

Host country provided  

some financial support 

No. 13 63 6 82 

Column % 15.9 7.6 1.1 4.4 

Totally depends  No. 126 51 5 182 

                                                        
10 Helen Gao, “China’s New Status Symbol: A Diploma From One Of America's Elite Private High 

Schools” (May 7, 2012), Business Insider, available at 

http://www.businessinsider.com/a-look-at-chinas-new-love-affair-with-american-private-schools-20

12-5. 
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on parents Column % 25.5 6.1 1.0 9.7 

Totally depends on  

Work/study 

No. 97 229 126 452 

Column % 19.6 27.8 22.6 24.1 

Parents, spouse and  

Self-support 

No. 191 193 19 403 

Column % 38.6 23.4 4.7 21.5 

Parents/self/spouse  

and host 

No. 7 21 3 31 

Column % 1.4 2.5 9.7 1.8 

Mixed 

No. 42 108 101 251 

Column % 8.5 13.1 40.2 13.3 

Total 

No. 495 825 557 1,877 

% of row 26.4 44.0 27.7 100.0 

Note: Pearson Chi-square (14) = 684.9315; Pr = 0.000. Statistics do not include the far 

right column. Row percent is the share of the total row. 

Source: Author’s survey with CSCSE on returnees from Canada and Japan. 

********************************* 

Compared with the earlier generation of Chinese overseas students, who in the 1980s and 

1990s comprised a small distinguished group funded by the state, the new generation of self-paying 

overseas students may not be as talented, even when compared with their domestic peers. Sources 

assert that some students go abroad fearful of the fierce competition in China’s College Entrance 

Examination (gaokao) or because of difficulties finding a job after college.11 Still, almost 20% of 

our undergraduate students relied totally on working overseas, which, according to the research of 

Vanessa Fong on work/study students who went abroad from Dalian, often led to illness and 

failure.12  

 

Education Middlemen as an Explanation 

Middlemen have contributed to the increased number of overseas Chinese students as well. 

The expanding demand to study abroad generated a new service industry which grew rich by 

positioning itself between the Chinese students, their families and overseas colleges, largely 

because while families and students were deeply keen on insuring admission to overseas colleges, 

the vacuum of information needed to be filled. The Internet cannot distinguish quality and some 

information on the web is untrue. According to Altbach, “Agents and recruiters have stepped into 

this environment of information overload and claim to provide a roadmap to the plethora of 

‘information’ currently available on the Internet and elsewhere.”13 These organizations include 

                                                        
11 Interviews in Fuzhou (1 and 3); “Gaokao bu lixiang, chuguo liuxue shi tuilu?” [Not performing 

well at China’s CEE, studying overseas is a back-up option?], Xi’an Daily, (July 05, 2012), 

available at http://edu.qq.com/a/20110708/000264.htm; “Three million students have given up CEE 

in four years” [4 nian chao 300 wan ren fangqi gaokao], Legal Evening News (Fazhi Wanbao), 

(June 6, 2012), available at http://news.sohu.com/20120606/n344880729.shtml.  
12 Vanessa L. Fong, Paradise Redefined: Transnational Chinese Students and the Quest for Flexible 

Citizenship in the Developed World (Stanford University Press, 2011). See also Vanessa L. Fong, 

“The Other Side of the Healthy Immigrant Paradox: Chinese Students in Ireland and Britain Who 

Return to China Due to Personal and Familial Health Crises,” Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry, 

vol. 32, no 4 (2008) 627-41. 
13 Philip G. Altbach, “Agents and Third-Party recruiters in International Higher Education,” 

International Higher Education,” No. 62 (Winter 2011): 11-14.  

http://edu.qq.com/a/20110708/000264.htm
http://news.sohu.com/20120606/n344880729.shtml
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foreign language and TOEFEL training centers, special preparatory schools that proclaim strong 

records of placing their students abroad, exchange specialists or consultants who help students get 

into the right college, as well as a plethora of bogus companies which robbed parents hungry to 

send their children abroad.  

The number of “middlemen” (zhongjie) hit a high around 1999. Working in an unregulated 

sector of the economy, it was easy for them to engage in unethical or questionable behavior. The 

problem arose largely because middlemen were not just providers of information, but actually were 

salesmen who used “any methods” to sell their product, i.e., the school for which they are 

working.14 According to a kinder source, firms were unclear whether their job was to serve society 

or make a profit because most were semi-government units (shiye danwei) which had spun off from 

local education bureaus. Yet, more critical attacks called them “destructive” of people’s interests 

and a “flood overtaking” people’s lives.15 People began to accuse “black middlemen” (hei zhongjie) 

of falsifying documents, stealing money from families, delivering no services and defrauding the 

public. One foreign website in 2004 claimed to have a JV with the MOE, which the MOE denied. 

Some companies validated overseas degrees without the authority to do so, while others set up 

illegal schools for the children of returnees. Still, many middlemen complained that families 

accepted their initial information session but never returned to do business. So in August 1999, the 

MOE, the Public Security Bureau, and the Industrial and Commercial Bureau promulgated two 

regulations to manage what had been a rather under regulated sector.16 The MOE may have been 

concerned that so much funding remained outside its control, but what the Chinese called a “chaotic 

market place” clearly harmed the effort of overseas study and return. 

All these forces facilitating the outflow affected the nature of the return flow. According to 

our 2007 data, 70.3 percent were not PhDs, and among the PhDs, many were not from top 

universities. Some one-year MA students learn little while abroad, so they have little to offer 

prospective employers other than their “overseas” credentials. From the perspective of the 

“shortage goods” theory, their lack of special talents means that they have little comparative 

advantage in the domestic economy relative to top local students trained in excellent universities in 

China. This problem could be particularly acute if they had no overseas work experience. 

Ironically, as these college graduates face difficulties finding jobs, they may turn again to 

employment agencies with links to the same companies that sent them overseas. However, those 

from wealthy families can probably still find a job, despite their incompetence and helps them find 

goods jobs, thus this generation may not necessarily perform worse in finding jobs.17 

 

The Destinations 

Which countries are most popular for Chinese students? According to the Ministry of 

Education, more than 90% of students study in the top 10 destination countries—the US, Australia, 

Japan, the UK, South Korea, Canada, Singapore, France, Germany and Russia.18 Table 3 shows 

that a country’s popularity varied based on the level of study. 

                                                        
14 Altbach, “Agents and Third-Party recruiters.”  
15 Miao, 60 years, p. 406. 
16 Chronicle, p. 55. 
17 One interviewee in China was not motivated to study abroad, so she chose Hong Kong where 

she had relatives. After getting her MA, she returned home but could not find a job. So her mother 

got her a position in the university where she works. (Interview by Kang Siqin). 
18 Chen Jia, “Students go overseas in record numbers,” China Daily, 18 April 2011. 
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Table 3. Overseas Degrees Authenticated in China, 1991-2005 

  Level of Academic 

          Training  % of total 

Top 4 Countries Issuing Degrees 

1 2 3 4 

Ph.D. 9% Japan U.S.A. Germany n.a. 

MAs 72% UK Japan Australia U.S.A. 

Undergrads 19% Russia Japan UK n.a. 

Note: This breakdown is based on the total number of degrees that have been  

Authenticated by the China Service Center for Scholarly Exchange between 1991  

and 2005. That total number as of 2005 was 44,565.  

Source: China Service Center for Studies in Education, Ministry of Education,  

Beijing. 

********************************** 

Chinese Students in the United States 

The U.S is far and above the most popular destination for Chinese students studying abroad. 

From 1999 to 2009, the number of Chinese college students in the US increased 80 percent.19 

According to the 2012 Open Doors Report from the Institute of International Education (IIE), 

China was the no.1 country of origin of international students enrolled at US colleges and 

universities in the 2011-2012 academic year, sending 194,029 students to USA.20  

**************************************************** 

Table 4. Top Five Countries Supplying Students to the U.S., 2010-2012 

 

Place of Origin 

2010-2011 2011-2012 Percent of 

Total in 2012 

Percent 

Change, 2010-12 

1. China 157,558 194,029 25.4 +23.1 

2. India 103,895 100,270 13.1 -3.5 

3. South Korea 73,351 72,295 9.5 -1.4 

4. Saudi Arabia 22,704 34,139 4.5 +50.4 

5. Canada 27,546 26,821 3.5 -2.6 

Source: "Fields of Study for the Top 25 Places of Origin" in Open Doors Report on 

International Educational Exchange for various years from the Institute of 

International Education. Retrieved from http://www.iie.org/opendoors. 

***************************************** 

The US has been the most popular destination for Chinese postgraduate students (MA or PhD). In 

academic year 2011-2012, postgraduate students accounted for 45.6% of the total number of Chinese 

                                                        

19 Vivian Lin, “Chinese Students Pour into the United States” (18 Nov 2010), US-China Today, at 

http://www.uschina.usc.edu/article@usct?chinese_students_pour_into_the_united_states_16091.asp

x.  

20 Tanya Abrams. “Chinese Enrollment Soars as More International Students Attend U.S. 

Colleges” (November 14, 2012), The New York Times, available at 

http://thechoice.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/11/14/open-doors-2012/. 

http://www.iie.org/opendoors
http://www.uschina.usc.edu/article@usct?chinese_students_pour_into_the_united_states_16091.aspx
http://www.uschina.usc.edu/article@usct?chinese_students_pour_into_the_united_states_16091.aspx
http://thechoice.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/11/14/open-doors-2012/
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students in the US, although their share of total students had been 80.6% in 2001. The shift is due to the 

growth of undergraduate students, whose share reached 38.4% in 2011, almost three times what it was in 

2001 (13.7%). A significant number of Chinese students now attend high school in the US, a sign of the 

affluent middle class. According to the U.S. Department Homeland Security, only 65 Chinese students 

studied at American private high schools in 2005-06, but the number grew by a factor of 100, reaching 

6,725 in 2010-11.21 

***************************************** 

Table 5: Academic Levels of Chinese Overseas Students in USA, 2002-2011 

Year of 

Enrollment 

Undergraduate Graduate Other Total 

No. Percentage No. Percentage No. Percentage No. 

2002 9484 14.6% 52235 80.7% 3038 4.7% 64757 

2004 8299 13.3% 49293 78.8% 4931 7.9% 62523 

2006 9988 14.7% 47968 70.8% 9767 14.4% 67723 

2008 26275 26.7% 57452 58.5% 14508 14.8% 98235 

2009 39921 31.3% 66453 52.1% 21254 16.7% 127628 

2010 56976 36.2% 76830 48.8% 23752 15.1% 157558 

2011 74516 38.4% 88429 45.6% 31084 16.0% 194029 

Note: “Other” includes intensive English, non-degree study and students on practical training. 

Source: "International Students by Academic Level and Place of Origin" in Open Doors Report on 

International Educational Exchange for various years Institute for International Education. 

Retrieved from http://www.iie.org/opendoors. 

************************************************* 

Additionally, the majors of Chinese overseas students changed somewhat. Chinese students 

typically studied engineering and hard science, but the new generation majors in business and social 

science.22 Table 6 shows that, in 2011, business or management account for 28.7% of total Chinese 

students. In line with the “shortage theory,” perhaps this new generation of Chinese students wants 

to learn skills that will be most helpful if they return to China.23 

***************************************** 

Table 6: Majors of Chinese Overseas Students in US, 2009-2011 

Majors 2009-2010 2010-2011 2011-2012 

Business/Management 24.3 27.5 28.7 

Education 1.9 2.1 1.7 

Engineering 20.2 19.2 19.6 

Fine/Applied Arts 2.8 3.4 3.8 

Health Professions 2.1 2 1.5 

Humanities 1.1 1.2 1.3 

                                                        

21 Helen Gao, “How China's New Love Affair with U.S. Private Schools Is Changing Them Both” 

(March 18, 2012), The Atlantic, available at 

http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/how-chinas-new-love-affair-with-us-priv

ate-schools-is-changing-them-both/255154/.   

22 Elizabeth Lee, “Number of Chinese Students in US Dramatically Expands” (October 12, 2012), 

Voice of America, available at 

http://www.voanews.com/content/number_of_chinese_students_in_us_dramatically_expands/1525

749.html.  

23 Lee, “Number of Chinese Students in US Dramatically Expands.”  

http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/how-chinas-new-love-affair-with-us-private-schools-is-changing-them-both/255154/
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/how-chinas-new-love-affair-with-us-private-schools-is-changing-them-both/255154/
http://www.voanews.com/content/number_of_chinese_students_in_us_dramatically_expands/1525749.html
http://www.voanews.com/content/number_of_chinese_students_in_us_dramatically_expands/1525749.html
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Intensive English 4.9 4.3 2.8 

Math/Computer Science 10.7 10.6 11.2 

Physical/Life Science 12.6 11.5 9.9 

Social Sciences 6.7 7 7.7 

Other 10.1 8.9 9.6 

Undeclared 2.6 2.3 2.2 

Total 100 100 100 

Note: “Other” includes primarily agriculture communications, law, general 

studies and multi/interdisciplinary studies. 

Source: "Fields of Study for the Top 25 Places of Origin," in Open Doors 

Report on International Educational Exchange, various years, Institute of 

International Education. Retrieved from http://www.iie.org/opendoors. 

****************************************** 

Studying in England 

    A widely held perception among those who study overseas is that not only does the UK (and 

Australia) work hard to sell their education programs to China’s new middle class, but that many 

students in the UK are studying in low quality schools.24 In 2006, when visiting an educational fair 

in Beijing representing many British schools, I discovered that I had never heard of most of them 

schools. Many were colleges that had been upgraded to universities under Tony Blair’s educational 

reform without any additional funds; in fact, many had their subsidies cut, leaving them little choice 

but to market their schools aggressively. Interestingly, our 2007 survey of return job seekers in 

Guangzhou showed that 43% of them went to schools in the UK, far more than any other groups, 

and that a significant proportion of the overall population had gone to lower quality schools.25  

    Despite this massive effort by lower quality schools to recruit Chinese students, the UK 

schools attended by most Chinese students in 2010 were quite respectable. Brian Ramsden, a UK 

scholar of education who writes an annual report on foreign students in the UK, addressed the 

quality of schools attended in the UK by Mainland students in the following manner.26 

The majority were enrolled either in a taught post-graduate degrees (MA programs with no 

research requirement) or in an undergraduate program. Only 6.5% were in a post-graduate research 

program (MPhil or PhD—these students get full funding), while 9.5% were pursuing “other 

undergraduate” courses which tend to be shorter than first degrees and more vocationally oriented.  

**************************************** 

Table 7: Chinese Students in the UK, 2009-2010 

Programs No. % 

Post-grad Research Programs (MPhil and PhD) 3690 6.5% 

Post-grad Taught Programs 23085 40.5% 

                                                        
24 Brendan O’Malley, “British universities ‘poor value for money,’” South China Morning Post, 29 

September 2007, E2. 
25 Over half of the 218 respondents graduated from universities below top 500. See “Guangzhou 

shi nianqing liuxue guiguo renyuan jiuye zhuangkuang diaocha baogao,” (“Guangzhou 

Municipality, Research report on the employment situation of young people who had done abroad 

to study and returned”), Report by the Center on China’s Transnational Relations, 7 November 2007 

(in Chinese). 
26 I contacted him directly and he kindly supplied the following information. 

http://www.iie.org/opendoors
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Other Postgraduate    800 1.4% 

First-degree Undergraduate 23990 42.1% 

Other undergraduate 5425 9.5% 

Total 56990 100.0% 

   Source: Direct communication with Dr. Ramsden. 2007 

*************************************** 

Moreover, if one divides UK higher educational institutions into six groups--five “mission groups” 

and a sixth category of those which do not belong to a specific mission group--these groupings can 

broadly be summarized as follows: 

The Russell group: large research-intensive universities. 

The 1994 group: smaller research-intensive universities. 

The Million+ group: teaching-oriented institutions with some research function. 

The GuildHE group: smaller institutions with a particular role in the creative and performing 

arts. 

The Alliance group: a variety of institutions active in both teaching and research. 

Table 8 shows where, among these groups of institution, Chinese students enrolled, and that they 

were not necessarily enrolled in low quality institutions.  

***************************************** 

Table 8. Distribution of Mainland Students in UK Higher Educational Institutions 2011 

  

Postgraduate 

(research) 

Postgraduate 

(taught) 

First-degree 

Undergraduate 

Other 

undergraduate Total 

Russell group 59% 40% 29% 23% 35% 

1994 group 18% 22% 16% 30% 20% 

Million+ group 5% 11% 20% 17% 15% 

GuildHE group 0% 1% 2% 0% 1% 

Alliance group 5% 11% 16% 20% 13% 

Others 13% 16% 16% 9% 16% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Source: Email message from Brian Ramsden, April 2011. 

************************************************** 

Overall 55% of Chinese students are enrolled in research-intensive institutions. Among research 

students that figure is 77%, and 62% among taught postgraduates . According to Ramsden, these 

are all highly respectable institutions with international reputations, which is equally true for the 

predominantly-teaching Million+ group, which provides 20% of the first degree teaching of 

Chinese students.  

    A similar positive viewpoint emerges if one looks at the most prominent UK universities 

recruiting 100 Mainland students or more: 

***************************************** 

Table 9. Top UK Universities Recruiting Mainland Students by Rank 2012 

Name International Rank 

The University of Manchester 49 

The University of Sheffield 110 

The University of Nottingham 120 
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The University of Southampton 130 

The University of Birmingham 158 

The University of Newcastle-upon-Tyne 180 

The University of Central Lancashire n.a. 

The University of Sunderland n.a. 

The University of Warwick 124 

Imperial College of Science Technology and Medicine 8 

University College London 17 

Source: Email message from Ramsden; Times Higher Education, The World University 

Ranking 2012-2013, available at 

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/world-university-rankings/2012-13/world-ranking. 

**************************************** 

Based on their rank, one must reject the view that Chinese students are generally enrolling in 

low quality institutions: their goals are to obtain good taught first and higher degrees and the 

institutions in which they enroll are suitable for those objectives. Therefore, one cannot explain the 

difficulties Chinese students face in finding jobs after they return on the quality of the British 

schools. Still, among the returned students in Guangzhou who sought government help finding a job, 

many had attended the lowest 15% of schools in the UK. 

 

Overseas Study and Returnees from Japan 

China is the biggest source of international students in Japan. In 2011, 91,000 Chinese were 

studying in Japan. Among international students, Chinese accounted for more than 63%. 

 

Table 10. Top Five Countries sending Students to Japan, 2011 

International Students   Short-term International Students 

Origin No. Percent  Origin No. Percent 

China 87,533 63.4%  China 3,434 37.7% 

South Korea 17,640 12.85  South Korea 1,205 13.2% 

Taiwan 4,571 3.3%  U.S.A. 877 9.6% 

Vietnam 4,033 2.9%  Taiwan 605 6.6% 

Malaysia 2,417 1.8%  Thailand 299 3.3% 

Note: "International students" receive education at a Japanese institute of 

post-secondary education and reside in Japan on a "college student" visa. 

"Short-term international student" study in Japan for one year or less.  

Source: Japan Student Services Organization available at 

http://www.jasso.go.jp/statistics/intl_student/data11_e.html 

********************************************** 

  Many returnees in our 2007 survey (521 or 38%) had earned a PhD in Japan, while 562 (40%) 

had earned an M.A. Among the remaining returnees, 211 (19%) had earned an undergraduate 

degree. The large number of PhDs reflects the fact that many are hands-on PhDs, not doctorates 

based on academic excellence, which is the major difference between Japanese and U.S. PhDs. 

According to my interviews in Dalian’s development zone, Japanese PhDs undergo very practical 

training by working in enterprises before returning. They also bring back smaller, more fundable, 

projects, while returnees from the U.S. bring back highly technical projects that require much 

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/world-university-rankings/2012-13/world-ranking
http://www.jasso.go.jp/statistics/intl_student/data11_e.html
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investment before their product can be brought to market. For this reason, Dalian officials believe 

that returnees from the U.S. fail more often than returnees from Japan when they create start-ups. 

Also, as it is much harder for mainlanders with PhDs to get academic posts in Japan than in 

America, Canada, or Australia, mainland PhDs in Japan are quite likely to return. 

 Table 11 shows their area of specialization and highest degree. Remarkably, 13% specialized 

in medicine, though, as of 2007, Chinese could not work as doctors in Japanese hospitals. So these 

people return. The largest share studied management and marketing (24%), with another large 

group (20%) working in engineering and applied sciences. Among respondents, 12.5% studied 

social sciences 11% studied humanities and arts 11% were trained in natural sciences and 5% 

studied law. Fields of study and degree received were highly correlated. 

********************************** 

Table 11. Highest Degree and Area of Specialization of Returnees from Japan, 2006 

 Highest Degree 

Specialization Community 

College 

UG MA PhD. Total 

Medical Science 3 0 8 149 160 (13%) 

Industrial & Applied Science 3 11 76 147 237 (20%) 

Law 0 20 37 11 68 (5%) 

Natural Science 0 6 33 112 151 (11%) 

Business Admin. & Management 11 123 141 19 294 (24%) 

Social Science 1 23 87 39 150 (12.5%) 

Humanity & Art 1 25 71 37 134 (11%) 

Other or no response 1 2 2 0 5 

Total 20 210 455 541 1199 

Note: Pearson Chi square = 578.50, Pr = 0.000. 

Source: Author’s survey with the CSCSE on returnees from Japan. 

************************************ 

The Outflow to and Returnees from Canada27 

The flow to Canada increased significantly at the beginning of the current century and has 

remained strong (table 12). Still, relative to other OECD countries such as the US, UK and 

Australia, the flow to Canada remains small.  

***************************** 

                                                        
27 The data draw on a survey carried out with the Ministry of Education in 2006 and funded by the 

Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada. The report written by Zweig, entitled, “Mainland Returnees 

from Canada: The Search for an Impact,” can be retrieved at 

https://www.asiapacific.ca/research-report/limited-engagement-mainland-returnees-canada. 
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Table 12. The Flow of Mainland Students to Canada, 2002-11 

Year 

New 

Mainland 

Students (A) 

New Foreign 

Students (B) A/B 

Stock of 

Mainland 

Students (C) 

Stock of 

Foreign 

Students (D) C/D 

2002 11,687 76290 15.3% 29738 150297 19.8% 

2003 10,008 69216 14.5% 36534 159426 22.9% 

2004 7,248 65516 11.1% 39203 164506 23.8% 

2005 7,319 67411 10.9% 39494 166845 23.7% 

2006 8,903 71382 12.5% 39762 169820 23.4% 

2007 9,987 73776 13.5% 41038 175675 23.4% 

2008 13,659 79270 17.2% 42120 177690 23.7% 

2009 16,367 84865 19.3% 49904 195851 25.5% 

2010 17,726 95248 18.6% 56912 218100 26.1% 

2011 21,814 98383 22.2% 67052 239121 28.0% 

Source: CIC Facts and Figures 2011 at 

http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/statistics/facts2011/temporary/13.asp and 

http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/statistics/facts2011/temporary/14.asp 

********************************** 

Second, most Chinese who returned from Canada had earned an MA, as undoubtedly people who 

receive a PhD tried to stay abroad longer (table 13). Still, the trend from Canada intensifies job 

competition in China among those with MAs. 

************************************************* 

Table 13. Highest Degree and Area of Specialization in Canada, 2006 

 Highest Degree 

Area of Study Community 

College 

Bachelor MA PhD Total Percent 

Medical Science 1 1 2 3 7 1.3 

Industrial & 

Applied Science 
6 27 54 18 105 19.9 

Natural Science 0 7 14 15 36 6.8 

Business 14 110 140 3 267 50.5 

Social Science 0 10 29 5 44 8.3 

Humanities & Arts 3 6 16 2 27 5.1 

Other 3 14 15 2 39 8.2 

No response 0 3 1 0 4 0.8 

Total 
27  

(5.1%) 

178 

(33.6%) 

276 

(52.2%) 

48 

(9.1%) 

529 

(100%) 
101.1 

Note: The total does not equal 100 due to rounding errors. 

Source: Author’s survey with the CSCSE on returnees from Canada. 

************************************* 

Over half of the returnees from Canada in our sample had studied for an MA, with Business 

and Industrial and Applied Science as the most popular two majors. Figure 5 reinforces that 

argument, showing that 26% of returnees from Canada had been abroad for two years or less--a 

http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/statistics/facts2011/temporary/13.asp
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/statistics/facts2011/temporary/14.asp
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length of time for an MA. However, while 52.2% had an MA, many stayed longer than two years,  

no doubt looking for a job before returning. 

*************************************** 

Figure 5. Years Living in Canada Returnees’ Survey 2006 
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Source: Survey by CSCSE MOE, Summer 2006. 

********************************************** 

The majority of our returnees from Canada had gone abroad with full financial support 

from their parents (29.9%); or, they shared costs with their parents (24.6%), totaling 54.5% (table 

14). Another 15.5% must have contributed funds as well, as they only received partial financial 

support from within Canada. In any case, these people and their families invested significant 

amount of funds enhancing their human capital.  

****************************************** 

Table 14. Source of Financial Support for Studies in Canada 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Survey by author and CSCSE, Summer 2006. 

********************************************* 

Back in China these returnees from Canada project a similar profile. Of the 378 

respondents who reported their job status in the Chinese economy, 60.5% were basic employees, 

Source Frequency % 

China—full 12 2.3  

Canada—full 95 18.0  

Canada—partial 82 15.5  

All from parents 158 29.9  

By oneself 25 4.7  

By oneself with parents 130 24.6  

Other 25 4.7  

No response 2 0.4  

Total 529 100.0  

 (26%) 

(21%) (21%) 

(18%) 
(15%) 
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28% were middle managers, 6.6% were senior managers, and 17 (4.5%) ran their own companies. 

Only 6.1% worked for Canadian companies.28 Why? First, there are few Canadian firms in China. 

Second, unlike returnees from Japan, of whom 25% worked for Japanese companies, returnees 

from Canada can work in any foreign firm where English is the working language. Therefore, their 

return need not benefit Canadian firms, while Japanese firms need returnees from Japan. 

    Table 15 combines the data of returnees from Japan and Canada and shows that while many 

Chinese students in Canada received an MBA, the most outstanding cohort in Japan got medical 

degrees. Many were PhDs in Medical Sciences, which allowed Chinese to return to jobs in the 

medical industry. 

**************************************** 

Table 15. Specializations of returnees from Canada and Japan, 2006 

 Japan Canada 

Medical Science 13.4% 1.3% 

Industrial & Applied Science 19.8% 20.0% 

Law 5.8% 1.0% 

Natural Science 12.7% 6.9% 

Business Admin. & Management 24.5% 50.9% 

Social Science 12.5% 8.4% 

Humanity & Art 11.3% 5.1% 

Other 0.2% 6.5% 

 

Source: Surveys of returnees from japan and Canada by author, with CSCSE, summer 2006. 

*************************************** 

Studying in Russia29 

As of 2012, almost 15,000 self-financed Chinese students studied in Russia, while 300 

students enjoyed Russian government scholarships.30 In a survey by Russia in 2006 (figure 6), 55% 

of overseas students from China were undergraduates (including students enrolled in college 

preparatory courses). Graduate students composed nearly 30%, while another 14.8% were interns.  

Most were pursuing language and social science related disciplines (figure 7): Russian and 

Literature engaged 23%; Finance and Economics, 20%; Humanities and Sociology, 13%; 

Engineering, 9%; Art, 8%; and Natural Science, 7.5%. A small survey (56 observations) in St. 

Petersburg in 2006 showed that 64.3% students claimed that “Russia was not their first choice,” but 

they went because “it is easier to get a visa and college education fees are low.” Among these 56 

students, 25% who came before finishing high school on the Mainland, reported that their parents 

wanted them to study in Russia. Apparently, Chinese students, who passed the graduate exams in 

the second year of senior high school, were eligible to enter preparatory courses in Russia. 

******************************* 

                                                        
28 These firms may or may not overlap with firms founded by returnees from Canada. 
29 The following discussion draws primarily from an article on Chinese students in Russia 

published in The Blue Book on Overseas Talent: Overseas Students, 2013. 
30 “Russia will gradually improves the entrance requirement for international students from China” 

[Russia zhubu tigao zhongguo liuxuesheng menkan], Chinese Economy Net [Zhonguo Jingji Wang], 

(November 28, 2012), available at 

http://finance.people.com.cn/BIG5/n/2012/1127/c70846-19716270.html 
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Figure 6. Degrees of Chinese Overseas Students in Russia 

 

*************************** 

Figure 7. Majors of Chinese Overseas Students in Russia 

 

****************************************** 

Most (2/3) of the Chinese students in Russia choose to come back to China. However, One must 

wonder how many of these students will find jobs in China with an undergraduate degree in 

Russian literature. Moreover, one would have expected more students to be studying the sciences or 

engineering. Not surprisingly, many realized that a Russian education did not guarantee future 

employment. Notably around 41% of the students expected that, on returning to China, they would 

have to take a special exam to certify their degree earned in Russia. Thus, nearly 60% felt that they 

would have “some difficulties” or “a very hard time” finding jobs in the future.   

On online forums for overseas education, Russia has been listed as a popular destination for 

three reasons: (1) there is no Russian language requirement because classes are in English; (2) 

college admission is relatively easy; and, (3) low education fees combined with opportunities to 

work part-time, although it is illegal. Many students who said that they were unlikely to get into 

college in China were highly interested in studying in Russia because their high school GPA was 

not very important in college enrollment. They were also attracted by the world ranking of Russia 

universities. 
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 Figure 8. Difficulties of Finding Jobs for Chinese Overseas Students in Russia 

 

************************************* 

 

Even some “fake-high school graduates” from professional high school (zhongzhuan) are 

studying Russian. In an online forum, a college student claimed that eight out of 14 of his 

classmates are “fake high school graduates.” Some students also mentioned increasing tuition fees 

in China. They prefer to study in Russia than pay the same fee for a “third rate” college in the 

Mainland.  

 

Are Sea Turtles Turning into “Seaweed”? 

Unemployed college graduates are not a new phenomenon in developing countries, or even 

developed ones. Unemployed college graduates led the neo-Marxist revolution which failed to 

topple the government of Sri Lanka in 1971. In Tunisia, which graduates 80,000 college students a 

year, approximately 30% remain without work after completing their college education.31 Civil 

wars in the former Yugoslavia or in Africa triggered numerous studies of individuals and societies 

confronted by forced return migration and an excessive numbers of returned refugees; however, this 

literature has largely focused on enhancing “embeddedness,” thereby increasing the likelihood of 

successful returns.32 

 The view that China’s current crop of returnees are facing serious unemployment turns the 

“brain drain” on its head (Jiang and Chen 2005; Miller 2005). Since 1978, China always hoped that 

its overseas students would return, and has introduced numerous programs to bring people back. 

However the concept of "hai dai" or “seaweed," suggests that efforts to trigger a “brain gain” or a 

“reverse migration” may have their limits. While enhanced incomes or the overseas acquisition of a 

valuable technology or skill may pull overseas talent back home, (Zweig Chung and Vanhanoker 

2006) there may be natural limits to that effort. At some point, the demand for returning talent, at 

least in some sectors of the economy, may become exhausted, as the supply of people who want to 

return surpasses societal need for their skills. Thus we found that, while 70% of returnees found a 

job rather easily, another 30% face more difficulty. 

Nevertheless, concerns expressed in China about the “seaweed” phenomenon were 

overstated circa 2007. No doubt, the quality of some people going overseas had declined. Earlier 

returnees usually came back with PhDs or an MA or MBA from a highly reputable university. As of 

                                                        
31 Rima Maktabi, “At least 19 killed in riots in Tunisia government official says,” CNN, 10 January 

2011. 
32 Black and Koser 1999; Houte and de Koning 2008. 
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2007, many returnees went overseas because they were mediocre students who could not get into 

good universities in China (Fong 2011). Also some of today’s returnees did study at inferior 

overseas colleges—though far fewer than the rhetoric on the issue—and after graduation did not 

find meaningful work. Or they may have specialized abroad in fields that are not in great demand in 

China's market. So, combined with the jump in the number of domestic college graduates, and the 

upgrade in MA and MBA programs in China, it is understandable that for some returnees, good jobs 

were hard to find. 

 

Table16: Chinese Domestic and Overseas Students 1978-2011 

 Domestic Graduates 

Students 

Going 

Abroad 

Students 

Returned 

Return 

Rate 

 

Saturation Year 

College or 

University 

Graduates 

Masters or 

PhDs 

1978 165,000 9 860 248 28.8% 96.5% 

1980 147,000 476 2124 162 7.6% 25.4% 

1985 316,000 17004 4888 1424 29.1% 7.7% 

1990 614,000 35440 2950 1593 54.0% 4.3% 

1995 805,000 31877 20381 5750 28.2% 15.3% 

1996 839,000 39652 20905 6570 31.4% 14.2% 

1997 829,000 46539 22410 7130 31.8% 13.3% 

1998 830,000 47077 17622 7379 41.9% 13.6% 

1999 848,000 54670 23749 7748 32.6% 12.4% 

2000 950,000 58767 38989 9121 23.4% 13.4% 

2001 1,036,000 67809 83973 12243 14.6% 15.3% 

2002 1,337,000 80841 125179 17945 14.3% 18.2% 

2003 1,877,000 111091 117307 20152 17.2% 15.4% 

2004 2,391,000 150777 114682 24726 21.6% 14.1% 

2005 3,068,000 189728 118515 34987 29.5% 15.6% 

2006 3,775,000 255902 134000 42000 31.3% 14.1% 

2007 4,478,000 311839 144000 44000 30.6% 12.4% 

2008 5,119,000 344825 179800 69300 38.5% 16.7% 

2009 5311000 371273 229300 108300 47.2% 22.6% 

2010 5,754,000 383600 284700 134800 47.3% 26.0% 

2011 6,082,000 429994 339700 186200 54.8% 30.2% 
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Note: Returning rate refers to Returned/Going Abroad; Saturation refers to No. of students returned/ 

Students Returned + Domestic Master or PhD Graduates. 

Source: China Statistical Abstract, 2012. 

**************************************************** 

The Inbound Flow 

Who returns affects whether “seaweed” exists. If the returnees are of high quality, we should have less 

concern about their difficulties in finding jobs. On the contrary, if returnees come back because they fail 

abroad we would have more worries.  

Then why did these people return? We develop two hypotheses. The failure hypothesis anticipates 

returnees looking for jobs faced difficulties finding jobs overseas or integrating into the society of their host 

countries. The alternative hypothesis argues that returnees are attracted by the home country, rather than 

pushed out by the host country, even if they performed well abroad. We find evidence for both hypotheses.  

 

Hypothesis 1: Coming home after failing abroad 

One group of unemployed who return to China may be people who failed to achieve their 

goals overseas. While failed migrants are not uncommon—one assumption among Chinese about 

returnees in the 1980s and 1990s was that they must have failed overseas; otherwise, why 

return?—people who failed rarely discuss their experiences.  

Fong’s research highlights problems faced by those who failed abroad.33 Admittedly her 

research centered on working class youths in Dalian who, having studied at mediocre high schools 

in Dalian, could not get into good universities in China, if they could get admitted to university at 

all.34 So they went out through work/study programs, enrolling in English as a Second Language 

(ESL) schools abroad. 

Their three goals were: (1) to raise their English fluency to get into a regular college and get an 

advanced degree; (2) get citizenship in the advanced world; and, (3) earn enough money to start a 

business back in China. However, the global downturn of 2008 cost many of them their jobs, so 

they headed home. Some had saved enough money to open small businesses, but their first two 

goals remained unfulfilled. 

Fong also highlights a category of returnees who were driven back for personal or family 

health problems—including unwanted pregnancies—as many young mainland women who went 

abroad knew little about contraception or how to get an abortion overseas.35 In fact, non-natives, in 

general, know little about their host country’s medical system, turning health problems into a failed 

migration strategy. One man Fong interviewed returned home to care for his ailing back, and he and 

his parents regretted his having gone abroad because it ruined his health and his chance at getting a 

higher education.  

I earned some money but I lost my health and health is more important than 

money’’ . . . . My English is better but what use is that without a college degree? 

I’ve forgotten everything I learned in high school and I could never pass the 

                                                        
33 Vanessa L. Fong, Paradise Redefined: Transnational Chinese Students and the Quest for 

Flexible Citizenship in the Developed World (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011). 
34 Fong, Paradise Redefined, p. 94. 
35 Vanessa L. Fong, “The Other Side of the Healthy Immigrant Paradox: Chinese Sojourners in 

Ireland and Britain Who Return to China Due to Personal and Familial Health Crises,” Culture, 

Medicine and Psychiatry, Volume 32, Number 4 (2008): 627-41. 

https://springerlink3.metapress.com/content/?Author=Vanessa+L.+Fong
https://springerlink3.metapress.com/content/0165-005x/
https://springerlink3.metapress.com/content/0165-005x/
https://springerlink3.metapress.com/content/0165-005x/32/4/
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college entrance exam again. I feel like an old man already. I’ve wasted the best 

time of my life.” 

 

Another source of failure is what Fong calls the “ESL school trap.” As long as foreign students 

remained enrolled in ESL schools, they could retain their visa; but ESL schools, while not 

expensive relative to real universities, were not cheap. Students needed to work fulltime to afford 

their fees. However foreign students often took low paying jobs, with long hours which left little 

time for study. As a result, they never entered regular colleges but kept working at the menial jobs 

until they finally gave up.36 

   The “failure hypothesis” is verified by our 2011 data (table 17). Respondents to an online 

survey, set up through the Guangzhou Returnees’ Fair (Dec. 2011, show that many of them had 

been “pushed” out of their host country because of “bad career development” (38.7%), “inability to 

integrate into overseas society” (34.7%), “difficulty finding a job abroad” (38.1%), “boring life 

abroad” (38.1%), and a failure to get permanent residency (24.8%).  

But because the sample was drawn among people attending a fair for returnees who had an 

interest in technology, many felt that what they had learned overseas was very useful back in China 

(73.6%) and that there was a “blank market” in their field in China (66.7%), confirming the 

“shortage” hypothesis and the suggestion that these people include entrepreneurs.  

**************************************** 

Table 17. Reasons for People to Come Back for Work, 2011 

Reasons 
Agree (%) Disagree (%) Neutral Total 

Better economic prospects in China 76.2 9.5 14.3 126 

“Blank” market in China 66.7 17.1 16.3 123 

Usefulness of what they learned abroad in China 73.6 12.8 13.6 125 

Bad career development abroad 38.7 32.3 29.0 124 

Good social networks before going abroad  43.7 31.0 25.4 126 

Difficulties of finding a job abroad 38.1 39.1 22.9 105 

Preferential policies for returnees in China 52.4 29.0 18.6 124 

Want to live nearby family and friends 84.0 8.8 7.2 125 

Patriotism and stable political environment37  62.6 17.1 20.3 123 

Familiarity with Chinese culture 71.2 16.8 12.0 125 

Racial discrimination abroad 27.6 45.5 26.8 123 

Inability to integrate into the host society  34.7 41.9 23.4 124 

Comfortable and convenient life in China 46.7 31.4 21.9 105 

Boring life abroad 38.1 41.9 20.0 105 

Inability of getting Green Card 24.8 52.4 22.9 105 

Survey: Guangzhou Returnees Fair, December 2011.  

                                                        
36 Fong, “The Other Side of the Healthy Immigrant Paradox.” 
37 This is a “double-barreled” question, and I would normally not have included it, but both themes 

it raises are important. 

https://springerlink3.metapress.com/content/?Author=Vanessa+L.+Fong
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******************************************* 

Still, almost half (44%) were not pushed out by visa problems, as they held permanent residency or 

citizenship of a foreign country. And especially for those who have started or plan to start a 

business in China, the ratio was more than 50 percent. Therefore, unless they could not find a job 

overseas, even with permanent residency or citizenship, many of these returnees, especially those 

planning to set up a company, are attracted back by opportunities, and therefore cannot be seen as 

real failures. 

****************************************** 

Table 18. Distribution of Citizenship in Four Groups 

Citizenship abroad 

Plan to 

return and 

work 

Returned 

and 

working 

Plan to return 

to start a 

business 

Already back 

and running a 

business Total 

Short-time 

resident 

count 27 51 46 33 157 

% 17.2 32.5 29.3 21.0 31.7 

Long-time 

resident 

count 26 17 54 24 121 

% 21.4 14.0 44.7 19.8 24.4 

Green card 

holder 

count 22 6 51 36 115 

% 19.1 4.8 44.3 31.3 23.2 

Citizen 
count 5 7 60 31 103 

% 4.9 6.8 58.3 30.1 20.8 

Total count 80 81 211 124 496 

 
% 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Survey of attendees at the 2011 Guangzhou Returnees Fair, December 2011.  

Note: Pearson Chi-square (9) = 68.7726; pr = 0.000. N = 496 

***************************************** 

A survey of Chinese students and scholars in the US in 2011, carried out by Professor Chen 

Dingding of University of Macao found a similar pattern (table 19).38 MA students are the most 

likely to return (44.5%), with 36% of PhDs planning to return in five years. As in the 2005 data 

from the Service Center for Returnees under the Ministry of Education, MA s are the most likely 

group to return, even though in some cases, they may have learned the least and are least likely to 

have been deeply affected by their overseas experience. Also, if we assume that people with higher 

education degrees are generally more competent, those returning are not necessarily less qualified.  

*********************************** 

Table 19. Do You Plan to Come Back to China in 5 Years? 

Level of Education  No Yes 

Depends on 

China's situation Total 

Below Bachelor Count 22  8  17  47  

 % 46.8  17.0  36.3  7.2  

Bachelor Count 87  67  82  236  

 % 36.9  28.4  34.8  36.2  

MA Count 47  81  54  182  

                                                        
38 The author thanks Dingding Chen and Donglin Han for generously sharing their data. 
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 % 25.8  44.5  29.7  28.5  

PhD Count 56  67  64  187  

 % 29.9  35.8  34.2  28.7  

Total Count 212  223  217  652  

 % 32.5  34.2  33.3  100.00  

Source: Survey on Chinese students and scholars in US in 2011. 

Note: Pearson Chi-square(6) =  20.4254; Pr = 0.002. 

****************************************** 

Writing in 1989, Hayhoe and Sun worried that returnees were benefitting from a “symbolic 

recognition” that was “leading to ease of advancement that may at times be irrespective of proven 

quality of work.”39 In other words, people were being rewarded simply for having studied abroad, 

even if they had not enhanced their skills. Twenty years on, one would anticipate that China’s 

domestic and foreign businesses, China’s human resource specialists, and China’s labour market 

would no longer pay returnees a larger wage if they could not contribute more to their organization 

than locally trained students. But if they contribute more they should get more. Therefore, if we 

find that most returnees are finding jobs within an acceptable period of time, and are receiving a 

wage premium over those who have never studied abroad, we can argue that, at the time of this 

research, circa 2007, China’s labour market still valued the overseas returnees’ education—even if 

it was only an MA—and their “transnational capital,” and that China did not face a crisis of too 

many educated returnees. Salaries may have been forced down by the plethora of returnees;40 but 

we cannot argue that China has too many returnees. 

Thus we need to ask three key questions: 

1. Did overseas returnees really face serious difficulties finding a job? What percentage of 

them faced such difficulties? 

2. Did returnees get higher salaries than locals? 

3. What were the key characteristics of returnees who got jobs more easily and received 

higher salaries versus those who faced serious difficulties?  

 

Methods and Data Sets 

 Our analysis utilizes four surveys. Two were carried out in 2006-07 by the Ministry of 

Education’s Chinese Service Center for Scholarly Exchange (CSCSE). A third was carried out in 

2006-07 by the Southern China Overseas Human Resource Center (SCOHRC), based on a list of 

returnees provided by the Guangzhou Service Center for Scholarly Exchange (GSCSE). The Center 

on China’s Transnational Studies (CCTR), at The Hong Kong University of Science and 

Technology (HKUST), gave detailed advice on all three surveys and drew up each questionnaire. 

The fourth survey was carried out in 2006 jointly by the Survey Research Center of the Division of 

Social Science at HKUST and the Sociology Department of Renmin University of China. 

The third data set is from Guangzhou, which hosts a significant number of returnees. 

Drawing on a list of 2,690 returnees who had registered with their organization in Guangzhou, the 

Southern China Overseas Human Resource Center (SCOHRC) sent all of them an email containing 

                                                        
39 (Hayhoe and Sun 1989). 

40 Lien, “Asymmetric information and the brain drain.” 
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the questionnaire. SCOHRC received 276 responses, a response rate of 10.3 percent.41 This small 

response rate suggests that a selection bias could exist in the Guangzhou dataset, particularly in 

terms of the representativeness of the sample, as we wonder about the differences between those 

who did and did not respond. However, we believe this data is still valid for two reasons. First, 

those who had difficulty finding a job were more likely to respond to this survey, as the SCOHRC 

had helped them find a job; so any bias would likely over-represent returnees who had difficulty 

finding a job. On the other hand, the findings are consistent with the CSCSE data, reinforcing our 

confidence in the validity of the Guangzhou dataset.  

To compare returnees and Chinese citizens without overseas experience we employed a fourth 

survey, the Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) of 2006. This survey involved over 10,000 

urban and rural residents selected by a proportional probability sample representing the Chinese 

population in 2005. The survey was carried out jointly by the Division of Social Sciences at the 

Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) and the Department of Sociology at 

Renmin University in 2006.42 We draw on this survey as a control group of people who had not 

been abroad. 

   My analysis below draws mainly from my data about returnees from Japan and Canada. The 

literature on immigration categorizes industrialized countries into three types according to their 

immigration history and policy – classic, reluctant, and latecomers.43 Canada belongs to the 

“classic” type; Japan to the “latecomers.” Returnees underwent different experiences in their “host” 

country because Canada has made migration easy for overseas Chinese students—two years of a 

four-year college program count towards permanent residence status -- whereas settling in Japan is 

quite a challenge. Therefore, the decision to return and work in China may result from the very 

different circumstances or conditions in these “host” countries. So, selecting Japan and Canada as 

our cases to study the employment of returnees in China could produce meaningful generalizations 

for these two different categories of “host” countries. We also adopt the Guangzhou local date set to 

add a further reference point.  

                                                        
41 Unlike the CSCSE, Guangzhou’s SCOHRC did not first ask people if they would respond to the 

survey, nor did they follow up with a phone call; hence the lower response rate. However, in Beijing, the 

CSCSE could not find half the people on their list, and half the people who had said they would respond 

to the questionnaire did not do so. So, the CSCSE collected information from only 25 percent of their 

original list. 
42 This research project was directed by Dr. Li Lulu & Dr. Bian Yanjie. The authors appreciate the 

assistance in providing data by the institutes and individuals aforementioned. The views expressed 

herein are the authors' own. We also thank the Research Grants Council (CA03/04.HSS01) and the 

internal financial support of HKUST and Renmin University. The survey is an annual event, but in 2006, 

we were able to include our own questions which mirrored those we were asking returnees.  
43 “Classic” countries of immigration were founded, populated and built by immigrants in modern 

times, including the US, Canada and Australia. “Reluctant” countries of immigration have some 

experience with immigrants but deny officially that they are countries of immigration, such as 

France, Britain, Germany and the Netherlands. “Latecomers” had no notable immigration after the 

Second World War, but now import many immigrants because of negative demographic trends. 

These countries include Japan, Spain, Italy and South Korea. Wayne A. Cornelius, Takeyuki Tsuda, 

Philip L. Martin and James F. Hollifield (eds.), Controlling Immigration: A Global Perspective 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004). 
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    We compare returnees with Chinese who have not studied abroad. The research design 

intended is a quasi-experiment in which individuals are comparable in all respects except that one 

group received a degree abroad while the other was trained only in China. However, analysis of 

migrants always faces some selection bias. The standard proposition in migration studies is that 

economic migrants self-select on the basis of skill, health, education, and other characteristics. As a 

result, economic migrants are usually more capable, ambitious, aggressive, entrepreneurial, and 

healthier than similar individuals who choose to remain in their place of origin.44 As a result, we 

must assume that returnees, both in deciding to go abroad and to return, are different from those 

who remain behind in a number of ways, in addition to their overseas study experience. These 

qualities could enhance their salaries vis à vis people who have not gone abroad. 

 

From Shortage to Surplus? 

Beginning in 2003-04, the Chinese press began to report a new problem--that the length of 

the job search for returnees had elongated, and that they were forced to accept salaries well below 

their expectations. The valued “sea turtles” were turning into “sea weed!” China Daily explained 

this shift from shortage to surplus: “A new wave of students who basically gilded their resumes by 

attending less-than-reputable overseas schools or easy-to-get certificate programmes . . . . has been 

blamed for the sudden drop of quality of sea turtles.”45 The result is that “many employers are 

chagrined to find out that some of those put on a pedestal turned out to be high on rhetoric and low 

on performance.”46 

Our data suggest that many of these returnees have far less “transnational human capital” 

(TNHC) than the previous generation which went out primarily for PhD degrees. Many only 

attained an undergraduate or Master’s degree. Thus, our returnees from Japan and Canada who 

were looking for work had very little overseas work experience (table 20). In fact, returnees from 

Japan averaged 1.1 years of work, while returnees from Canada averaged less than half of year. The 

entire cohort averaged less than one year. 

********************************* 

Table 20. Overseas working experience of Chinese before returning, Canada and Japan 

 Japan Canada 

Full-time Job 30.9% 15.9% 

Part-time Job 27.9% 34.7% 

No Working Experience 41.3% 49.4% 

***************************************** 

Similarly, those who returned “for work” in 2011 brought back little new technology or 

management techniques, particularly compared to those setting up firms (table 21). In fact, in 2011, 

over 45% of those who attended the Guangzhou Fair or filled in the on-line survey, and were 

                                                        
44 Barry R. Chiswick, “Are immigrants favorably self-selected? An economic analysis,” in Caroline 

B. Brettell and James, F. Hollifield (eds.), Migration Theory: Talking across Disciplines (New York: 

Routledge, 2008), pp. 63-82. 
45 Raymond Zhou “How 'sea turtles' turned out to be 'seaweed'” China Daily 10 February 2004. 
46 Ibid. 
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working for someone else in China, had not brought back any technology or business model, while 

among those considering to return and work, 35.4% had neither. Still, among those working, and 

those planning to return to work, 24.7% and 41.8%, respectively, possessed new technology from 

overseas. Many of them were probably working until they could get financing for their project. 

******************************* 

Table 21: Entrepreneurs and job-seekers and level of technology, Guangzhou Fair, 2011 

  What did they bring back?  

Current Status 

 

 

No 

business 

or tech 

Have Tech 

no business 

model 

Have business  

model/no tech 

Have 

Both Total 

Already back and 

created a company 

No. 11 35 11 66 123 

% 8.9 28.5 8.9 53.7 25.0 

Already back and 

working 

No. 37 20 13 11 81 

% 45.7 24.7 16.1 13.6 16.5 

Plan to return and 

create a company 

No. 25 73 21 90 209 

% 12.0 34.9 10.1 43.1 42.4 

Plan to return and 

work 

No. 28 33 10 8 79 

% 35.4 41.8 12.7 10.1 16.1 

Total No. 101 161 55 175 492 

 

% 20.5 32.7 11.2 35.6 100 

Note: Pearson chi-square (9) = 96.2673; pr. = 0.000. 

Source: Guangzhou Returnees Fair Survey, December 2011. 

----------------------------------------------------- 

Finding employment became more difficult in the middle of the decade, particularly those 

earning only a one- or two-year MA in England. According to Hong Kong’s Wen Wei Po, in 2006, 

over 53 percent of mainlanders studying in graduate programs were in England where, until 2007, 

students were forbidden to work at all upon graduation.47 But employers in China demand that 

returnees have some overseas work experience if they are to get preferences in jobs or salaries, 

making British policy pre-2007 extremely detrimental to returned Chinese students’ employment 

opportunities. To facilitate the Chinese students’ employment in 2007, then Chinese Minister of 

Education, Zhou Ji, and his British counterpart John Denham, the UK Secretary of State for 

Innovations, Universities, and Skills, negotiated a deal allowing mainland students graduating from 

British universities to stay for 18 months if they could find a job.48 Suddenly, the number of 

mainland students going to England in 2006 doubled over 2005, from 10,000 to 19,000, but fell 

well short of the peak year of 2003 when 35,000 students went to England.49  

Chinese government officials in Guangzhou who were engaged in overseas education felt 

great pressure to help returnees find jobs. Chinese citizens invest large amounts of their family’s 

savings—perhaps funds planned for the parents’ retirement—to support their child’s overseas 

education. Suddenly, around 2007, good jobs at high salaries were reportedly hard to come by. 

Having spent at least RMB150,000 for a one-year MA, the parents criticized local officials who 

                                                        
47 (Wen Wei Po 2007) 
48 (Chinaview 2007) 
49 (Wen Wei Po 2007b). 
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helped their child go abroad. Particularly if colleagues in other government departments face 

similar problems, local educational officials had to respond. So, the Guangzhou Personnel Bureau 

established a department to help returnees seek jobs which regularly held meetings to introduce 

local business leaders to the jobless returnees.  

Interestingly, central officials responsible for educational exchanges and returnees did not 

see a crisis, but a market failure that would regulate itself in a few years.50 They disliked the term, 

“hai dai,” as it undermined the strategy of sending large numbers of students overseas to learn from 

the West. They also saw no reason for the government to get too involved. As of 2016, however, 

the numbers going abroad remain remarkably high: the only consolation is that students and parents 

know the situation, unlike in the mid-2000s, when the “seaweed” problem suddenly appeared. 

 

China’s Changing Job Market for College Graduates 

  Returnees and domestic college graduates in China face the same dilemma; the 

exponential growth in the number of university graduates due to the expansion of university 

enrollments since the early 2000s.51 (Wen Wei Po 2007b; Li 2008; Yu 2004; Jacobs 2010). Young 

people worldwide face serious difficulties successfully transitioning from school to work. As of 

2002, young people in Asia were between two and a half (Japan) and five times (Hong Kong) as 

likely to be unemployed as adults, (O’Higgins 2002) with women having higher youth 

unemployment than men. But unemployment falls dramatically with increased education 

(O’Higgins 1997). In OECD countries, unemployment rates widened among those with lower and 

higher levels of education (Nickell and Bell 1996).  

  In 1999, the Chinese government increased university enrollments substantially. By 2003, 

undergraduates faced serious challenges finding work, as 1.87 million students graduated from 

universities. And the supply of fresh graduates grew considerably, reaching 4.95 million graduates 

in 2007 (figure 9). According to the Ministry of Education, the number of university graduates 

waiting for work jumped from 0.56 million in 2003 to 1.96 million in 2009. The share of graduates 

looking for jobs increased as well, from 25.6% in 2000 to 36.9% in 2009. This oversupply of 

university graduates causes China serious social problems, as over a third of college leavers in 2009 

failed to secure a job (Li 2008). Returning from overseas to face such a competitive environment 

with a less than stellar degree (particularly an undergraduate degree or overseas diploma), no 

overseas work experience, and limited foreign language facility makes a well-paying job hard to 

find. Moreover, as of 2013 returnees found that they had weaker professional networks than their 

mainland counterparts and “did not have the luxury of spending most of their senior year as an 

intern in the mainland which greatly increased job prospects upon graduation.”52 

 

****************************************** 

Figure 9. Numbers of Graduates and Job Seekers 2000-2009 (in 10,000s) 

                                                        
50  (Wei 2006). 
51 Qinghua Wang, “The ‘Great Leap Forward’ in Chinese Higher Education, 1999-2005: An 

Analysis of the Contributing Factors,” Journal of Contemporary China, vol. 25, no. 102 (2016): 

867-80. 
52 Andrea Chen, “Foreign Education: No guarantee of success,” SCMP, 3 February 2014, p. A4.  
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Note: The number of university graduates comes from Chinese Statistical Yearbook 2010. However 

Chinese statistics did not release official data about the number of university graduates “waiting for 

work” and different sources provided inconsistent numbers about it. The “Number waiting for a 

job” in 2000-2006 comes from Sun Changyin “Current study about university graduate 

employment” based on information he collected from Chinese newspapers. The 2007 number of job 

seekers is from Beijing Morning Post (31 October 2010) 

[http://news.xinhuanet.com/edu/2007-10/31/content_6976358.htm]. The 2008 number comes from 

Nanfang Weekend (July 21 2008) [http://www.infzm.com/content/47877], and 2009 comes from 

21st Century Business Herald (11 July 2009) http://news.hexun.com/2009-07-11/119519113.html. 

************************************** 

Also the numbers of college graduates in China from competitive programs such as 

business schools in high quality, mainland universities has increased dramatically. According to Bai 

Chunli, former deputy director of the China Association of Alumnae from Europe and America, and 

President of the Chinese Academy of Sciences as of 2016, 

 

As China's education catches up with the West, sea turtle replacements have been 

growing at a rapid rate. Domestic employers are taking a more rational attitude 

towards sea turtles. They're not blindly chasing foreign diplomas any more. They 

want real solid experience.53  

 

Job Seeking after Returning  

How difficult has it become for returnees to find a job? We adopted both subjective and 

objective measures to evaluate this question. Subjective measures were an individual’s own 

evaluation of the difficulties he/she faced in job-seeking. Two objective measures were the length of 

time spent finding a job and the monthly salary from their first job after returning. Spending less 

time finding a job should lead returnees to weigh the difficulties they faced finding a job more 

                                                        
53 Zhou 2004. 
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lightly. Similarly, a high salary in their first job could make them view the entire job search in a 

more positive light. 

****************************************** 

Table 22. Time Used Finding a Job results from three surveys 2006-07 

Time Used to 

find a job  

Returnees from 

Japan 

Returnees from 

Canada 

Returnees in 

Guangzhou 

Arranged before returning 678 (51.7) 133 (25.7) N.A.1 

Less than 3 Months 372 (28.4/80.1) 243 (47.0/72.7) 189 (73.0) 

3-6 months 160 (12.2/92.3) 105 (20.3/93.0) 54 (20.9/93.9) 

More than 6 months 101 (7.7/100) 36 (7.0/100) 16 (6.1/100) 

Total  1311 (100) 517 (100) 259 (100) 

Note: 1“Arranged before returning” was not an option in the Guangzhou survey. Numbers in 

parentheses are column percentage followed by cumulative percentage. p < 0.000. 

******************************** 

These objective measures suggest that the difficulty finding a job in the middle of the 2000s 

was serious but not insurmountable (table 22). In our Guangzhou data, 73 percent of returnees 

found their job within three months, while only six percent searched for more than six months. If 

we adopt three months as the cutoff point of the difficulties in seeking a job, 27 percent of our 

sample had problems.54 And when we compare the Guangzhou data with our returnees from Japan 

and Canada, we find that only a small number of returnees suffered a long job search. As in 

Guangzhou, 27 percent of returnees from Canada took more than three months to find their job, 

while around 23 percent of returnees from Japan experienced some time as “unemployed.” In sum, 

our three different data sets indicate that 70 percent of the returnees found their job in a relatively 

short period of time. 

 While we know how long it took our returnees to find a job, did the perception of that level of 

difficulty change over time and did it get more difficult in the mid-2000s? We asked returnees from 

Japan and Canada to assess their own level of difficulty finding a job, scaling responses from 1 (“no 

difficulty at all”) to 5 (“most difficult”). Of the returnees from Japan, 35 percent believed they had 

no difficulties, while five percent felt great difficulty. The mean difficulty score was 2.3 for the 

returnees from Canada and Japan, indicating that their subjective self-evaluation of the difficulty of 

finding a job was not as serious as suggested by the media. Still, our respondents felt that 

difficulties had increased in 2005 and 2006, relative to previous three years, but there were clearly 

years when people who had returned that year recalled having a great deal of difficulty.  

**************************************** 

                                                        
54 There is no formal definition of “unemployed” for students, as the ILO does not treat students as 

unemployed. Nevertheless, the British government reportedly defines individuals who have been 

seeking a job for more than three months as unemployed. 
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Table 23: Subjective Evaluations towards Difficulty Finding a Job, 1997-2006 

Year of 

Return 

Perceived Difficulty 

in finding a job 

(in %) 

More than 3 

months to find a 

job (%) 

 

N 

1997 28.6 25.0 27 

1998 12.5 29.2 25 

1999 29.2 24.2 34 

2000 18.2 20.6 69 

2001 17.1 18.6 107 

2002 13.1 20.0 140 

2003 13.8 21.5 165 

2004 10.9 21.1 342 

2005 16.5 24.9 480 

2006 16.9 20.9 469 

Source: The data combines the author's survey of returnees from Canada and Japan. 

************************************* 

 How do our returnees feel about the level of competition with local graduates? While they 

might have viewed finding a job as more difficult, did they feel outdone by locals? As of 2006, 51 

percent believed that they were “more competitive” than local graduates and 36 percent believed 

that they are “a little more competitive” (figure 10).  

******************************************* 
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Figure 10. Self-Evaluation of the Competitiveness of Overseas Returns versus Domestic 

Graduates in the Job Market in Guangzhou, 2006 

Source: Southern China Overseas Human Resource Center (SCOHR) survey in Guangzhou 2006. 

**************************************************** 

The monthly income from the first job after returning also indicates limited difficulties for 

returnees in their job search. Figure 11 presents a histogram of their first jobs’ monthly salary from 

2005, averaging 5,714 RMB per month (US$816).55 Also despite having sought government help to 

find a job, most returnees in our Guangzhou survey earn good incomes compared, with the average 

monthly income in Guangzhou of 2,824 RMB/mo. per worker. (table 24) The monthly income of 57 

percent of returnees in Guangzhou was 4,000-6,000 RMB/mo., with only eight percent receiving 

less than 2,000 RMB/mo. Remember that all these people had approached the SCOHR for help 

finding a job. Thus, our data do not support the argument that returnees, as of 2006, faced serious 

difficulties finding jobs.  

********************************************** 

                                                        
55 The distribution of the logged income nearly equals a normal curve suggesting the utility of using 

OLS regression to analyze the data. 
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Figure 11. Histogram of Monthly Income of Returnees in Guangzhou 

0
5

10
15

20

P
er

ce
nt

0 5000 10000 15000 20000 25000
RMB Yuan

 

Source: Southern China Overseas Human Resource Center (SCOHR) survey in Guangzhou 2006. 

********************************************** 

In fact, if we compare our findings with a study carried out by scholars working in 

Guangzhou, we find that on average the returnees earn about 50 percent more than people of similar 

academic levels who had not gone overseas (table 25).  

************************************* 

Table 24. Expected and Real Monthly Income Locals and Returnees, 2006, by gender 

 Locals Returnees 

 Expected 

Income 

Real 

Income 

% 

Change 

Expected 

Income 

Real 

Income 

% Change 

Ph.D. Female N/A N/A N/A 3573 4657 +30.3 

 Male N/A N/A N/A 3858 7889 +104.5 

Master Female 4188 3061 - 26.9 5582 4686 - 16.1 

 Male 4342 3484 - 19.8 6303 5680 - 9.9 

Bachelor Female 2621 2348 - 10.4 3933 3786 - 3.7 

 Male 2890 2345 - 18.9 4473 3970 - 11.2 

Diploma Female 1895 1483 - 21.7 3833 1599 - 58.2 

 Male 1783 1521 - 14.7 3724 3589 - 3.6 

Average Female 2633 2252 - 14.5 5345 4479 - 16.2 

 Male 2885 2425 - 15.9 6199 5845 - 5.7 
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Source: For locals, see He and Zhang, 2006. They surveyed 1380 graduates from 7 colleges in 

Guangzhou. Data on returnees relies on the Southern China Overseas Human Resource Center 

(SCOHR) survey in Guangzhou. 

******************************************************** 

Many critiques of the “seaweed” phenomenon attribute the problem to unrealistic 

expectations among these returnees. For over 20 years, newspapers reported how talented returnees 

were receiving very large salaries, part of the state’s propaganda to encourage more returnees. 

However, such reports increased expectations; so, the only solution for returnees with moderate 

overseas experience was to have more realistic appraisal of the current job market. Thus, according 

to one report in 2007, returnees “are increasingly aware that employee compensation is based on 

their value and what they can bring to the job rather than on the background of the incumbent. 

Returnees with limited overseas experience also quickly understand that the jobs for which they are 

qualified are normally priced at local market rates.”56 According to a survey of 830 overseas 

graduates, 75% were paid less than they had expected. One interviewee reported taking a monthly 

salary of $3800 RMB/mo., a third of what she had sought and one percent of what she had spent 

getting her overseas degree.57 It will take her years to recoup her investment at that salary. 

This finding confirms previous findings that actual returns to college education are less 

than what graduates anticipate.58 Moreover, male graduates are more likely than females to be 

“self-enhancing,” i.e., overestimate the salary they could earn.59 Table 24 shows that many job 

seekers in the domestic Chinese labour market had to lower their expectations, and that this 

problem applies to most categories of returnees.  

Still, when we compare the income of our returnees from Japan and Canada with 6,000 

urban residents from cities all over China (table 25, who were surveyed by HKUST and Renmin 

University in 2006, we find that the salaries of returnees are much higher than the locals.  

*********************************** 

Table 25. Comparing Income between Returnees and CGSS Urban Residents, 2006 

 Returnees Urban residents  

without overseas experience 

Some college, no degree 50,535 17,284 

Bachelor degree 55,005 24,196 

Master’s degree 71,695 39,188 

Ph.D. degree 58,701 29,500 

Source: CSCSE survey of returnees from Japan and Canada (2006), and CGSS survey, 2006. 

************************************** 

xxxThe salaries of our returnees were double those of locals with the same level of 

education, significantly higher than the income gap we found in Guangzhou. Since local salaries in 

Guangzhou are higher than in most of China, the gap between locals and returnees may be less than 

in most parts of China. Second, the number of returnees competing for the same entry level jobs in 

                                                        
56 (Gross and Connor 2007) 
57 Chen, “Foreign Education,” p. A4. 
58 Smith and Powell 1990) 
59 Ibid. 



Authors acknowledge support from a World Bank DGF grant on Job and Development awarded  

to HKUST Institute for Emerging Market Studies. 

 34 

Guangzhou may push returnees’ basic salaries down. Third, the salaries in the CGSS survey 

represent all of urban China while returnees are looking for work only in the major coastal cities 

where locals already have higher salaries. Still, in terms of salaries there remains a clear and 

significant wage premium to overseas study suggesting that there is not such a glut in the market 

overall. 

 

Explaining the length of the job search  

Still what factors explain the length of time expended in searching for a job? Who among our 

respondents found a job more easily and who had more difficulty? To answer this question, we ran 

a logistic regression analysis of our Japanese sample, using “length of time spent to find a job” as 

our dependent variable (table 27), compressing the variable into three categories. Our findings show 

that age of the returnees remains important. Second, going to Japan on one’s own means affected 

the job search, relative to those who went on public funds, since the latter all had jobs to return to in 

their original unit. One’s academic degree has an impact; particularly having a Ph.D. is highly 

significant, probably because Ph.D. holders could arrange jobs back in China before returning. 

Having “fair” Japanese language skills is statistically significant because, relative to those with 

good Japanese, having only fair Japanese must limit one’s ability to find a job. Both part-time work 

and no work experience in Japan is highly correlated with a longer job search, while having had a 

job in Japan led to a shorter job search. Finally, membership in the Chinese Communist Party is a 

highly significant factor in finding a job.  

As for salaries, 1,113 returnees reported their last year salary--237 had been in Japan in 2005 

so had no salary to report. Among this group, 45% earned less than 4,000 RMB/month, a salary level 

that might seem low to people who had studied abroad. In fact, 12% of the returnees earned less than 

2,000 RMB/mo., a paltry sum for someone who spent much money to study overseas.  

 And, after gaining an overseas education, are they satisfied with their job? Responses to our 

5-point question about current job satisfaction found that a plurality of people (42%) were “neither 

satisfied nor dissatisfied,” while 41% were either “very satisfied” (11%) or selected the second point 

on the scale (30%), which suggests that they are “relatively satisfied.” Only 3.8% were “extremely 

dissatisfied,” while 12% were relatively dissatisfied.  

************************************** 

Table 27. Explaining the Time Returnees from Japan Spent Finding a Job, 2006 

 Coefficient Standard 

Deviation 

Probability 

Age (logged) 1．21 .55 .027 *** 

Gender-Female .09 .14 .541 

Fields of Study    

     - Nature Science -.19 .23 .403 

     - Business and Management .30 .21 .142 

     - Others .02 .21 .922 

Went to Japan by private means 1.73 .29 .000*** 

Degree    

     - Bachelor -.78 .45 .084* 

     - Masters -.87 .45 .05** 

     - Ph.D. -1.43 .47 .002*** 
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Japanese Proficiency    

     - Good .26 .16 .117 

     - Fair 1.17 .27 .000*** 

     - Poor .04 .49 .935 

Work Experience before Going Abroad    

      - Part-time .53 .54 .326 

      - No working experience .35 .19 .061** 

Work Experience in Japan    

      - Part-time .76 .19 .000*** 

      - No working experience .53 .17 .002*** 

Communist Party Membership .56 .18 .002*** 

Notes: N = 928; p<.10 = * ; p<.05 = ** ; p<.01 = *** 

********************************************** 

Do Overseas Study and Work Increase Returnee Incomes? A multivariate analysis60 

This section assesses the impact of overseas study on individual income by using a multiple 

regression model.61 We combine three data sets: returnees from Canada, returnees from Japan and 

the CGSS urban residents. Our dependent variable is total annual income (including regular wages, 

bonuses, subsidies, or profits from businesses) in 2005.62 We employ a modified capital model, 

based on Mincer’s classic human capital model, with the addition of sex and an indicator of 

“political capital” measured by membership in the Chinese Communist Party (Mincer 1974; Walder, 

Li, and Treiman, 2000). 

 We first present descriptive statistics of the returnees in our sample. The percent of 

returnees who are members of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is much higher than the general 

urban population, though by 2007 about 30% of all students in good colleges are recruited into the 

CCP, a fact which we saw was helpful to the returnees from Japan. On the other hand, limited 

overseas work experience before returning—on average under a year—does not meet the concerns 

of Chinese employers who want to see five years of overseas work experience. Still, given the age 

of the Japanese returnees and the number of years of foreign education they had received, many 

returnees from Japan were in their late 20s or early 30s when they went abroad, suggesting that they 

had worked in China before sojourning to Japan. 

******************************************* 

Table 28. Descriptive Statistics of Overseas Returnees from Japan and Canada, 2006 

Variables Returnees 

from Japan 

Returnees from 

Canada 

All 

 

 

Average Age 36.3 29.5 34.4 

                                                        
60 Data analysis was done by Han Donglin, of Renmin University of China, with whom I co-authored 

“’Sea turtles’ or ‘Seaweed’? The employment of overseas returnees in China,” in Christiane Kuptsch, ed., 

The Internationalization of Labour Markets: The social dimension of globalization (Geneva: ILO 

Publications, 2010), pp. 89-104. 
61 For a specification of the model, see Appendix A at the end of the paper. 
62 We take the logarithm of annual earnings as the dependent variable.   
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Female 41% 50% 44% 

Annual Income in RMB 74,564 86,781 78,191 

Communist Party Membership  27% 19% 25% 

Education (years) 19.1 17.5 18.7 

Foreign Education (years )  5.2 3.4 4.7 

Foreign Full-time Work (years) 1.1 .46 .92 

*************************************** 

 Comparing the earnings between returnees and the general public assesses the impact of 

overseas study, as we treat the public as the “control group.” If returnees earn more than Chinese 

without overseas education, who possess equal levels of education and are of similar ages, it 

supports the argument that overseas education increases incomes. Moreover, it would also support 

the argument that as of 2006, China did not have too many returnees, as there was still a wage 

benefit from overseas study. However as mentioned before, selectivity is always a problem in the 

study of migration, as the returnees tend to be more creative, ambitious, and entrepreneurial.  

People in Japan had more work experience overseas (table 29), which should have enhanced 

their job search. Similarly, Japanese language facility is a far more valuable skill, as except for 

people who studied in Japan, there is limited competition for jobs in Japanese firms. And yet, there 

are many Japanese firms in China allowing for 25% of the returnees from Japan who are working to 

be employed in a Japanese firm.  

***************************************** 

Table 29. Overseas work Experience before returning, 2006 

 Japan Canada 

Full-time Job 30.9% 15.9% 

Part-time Job 27.9% 34.7% 

No Working Experience 41.3% 49.4% 

*************************************** 

Table 30 presents the results of our multiple regression, showing what factors explain the 

variation in annual income.  

********************************************** 

Table 5. Explaining the Annual Income of Returnees and Chinese without Overseas 

Education, OLS estimation 

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Age -.002 (.006) -.006 (.006) .007(.006) 

Age2/1000 -.220 (.064) -.015 (.064) -.107 (.063) 

Sex = female -.286 (.021) *** -.275 (.021)*** -.295 (.021)*** 

Education Below primary = 0    

    Secondary .814 (.026) *** .812 (.026) *** .830 (.026) *** 

    College 1.873 (.041) *** 1.843 (.041) *** 1.603 (.043) *** 
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    Postgraduate 2.448 (.051) *** 2.358 (.052) *** 1.71 (.064) *** 

Years of Foreign Study .095 (.008) *** .094 (.008)***  

Years of Foreign Work  .103(.012)***  

Japan   1.177 (.059) *** 

Canada   1.401 (.064) *** 

CCP Membership .071 (.034)* .086(.034) ** .086  (.033) ** 

Constant 8.271 (.121) *** 8.346 (.120) *** 8.10 (.120) *** 

Observations 8560 8560 8560 

R-square 0.532 0.537 0.555 

Note:  Numbers in parentheses are robust standard errors.  

*p<0.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests) 

**************************************************** 

Our three models capture the impact of both individual demographic features and overseas 

education on people’s income. Model 1 uses the “Length of Foreign Study” to capture the effect of 

overseas education, while Model 2 uses “Length of Overseas Work” to capture the effect of 

overseas work experience. Model 3 uses specific countries (Japan and Canada) as dummy variables 

to capture the country difference in the returnees’ annual income. Given the high R-square for all 

three models, we clearly have captured a significant proportion of the explanation for the variation 

in income between these those who had and those who did not study abroad. 

The models demonstrate that those who had studied in Japan and Canada were more likely 

to have larger incomes than members of the public who had no overseas education, other things 

being equal. Also the “Length of Time Working Overseas” was statistically significant in Model 2. 

In Model 3, studying and working in Canada increased the returnees’ annual income relative to 

returnees from Japan, as the coefficient of overseas country appears larger in the Canada model. 

This finding may be related to the fact that 25 percent of all returnees from Japan work for Japanese 

firms in China which may pay a lower wage. In fact while returnees from Japan are older and 

studied abroad for more years but earn 15 percent less than returnees from Canada.    

Two factors may explain why age is not significant in either model. First, our sample includes 

many people who returned after the year 2000, so they are younger than the overall public, despite 

their higher salaries. Second, selectivity is always at work in decisions about migration. Though the 

impact of overseas education might be linear, individuals with higher levels of education might stay 

in Japan and not return, excluding them from our sample. As a result, age is insignificant in our 

model.  

Although this group of returnees had worked abroad for a very short period of time, the 

value for “Work Experience Abroad” was highly significant in determining a higher salary. Perhaps 

having any work experience on one’s CV improved their competitiveness. We also find that the 

higher one’s level of education, the greater the impact studying abroad has on income. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
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 Our findings do not support the idea that returnees faced a major unemployment problem. 

In Chinese, I like to say “hai dai bu cun zai” (“seaweed does not exist!”), a phrase with a nice ring 

in Chinese. In our three samples, over 70 percent of people found a job within three months, so 

according to the British government’s criteria, they were never unemployed. And after six months, 

everyone was employed. Returnees in our sample earn twice as much as locals across all levels of 

education. In fact, people with an overseas MA earn even more than those holding a Ph.D. Still, the 

data from Guangzhou show that female returnees get much lower salaries than men; and women 

undergo a much more significant shift in their salary expectations. By contrast, domestic students 

face more fierce competition from their peers who have overseas study experience.  

That returnees have inflated salary expectations is understandable, given the high financial 

and emotional cost of studying abroad. Most people go overseas on their own money; but returns on 

that investment depend on the domestic job market. One interviewee in Guangzhou spent more than 

1 million RMB (US$147,000) on her overseas study. How could she recoup her investment if she 

only earned 3,000 RMB per month? That may explain why some people’s job search is longer than 

three months, as they hope to find a higher paying job that will help them recover the investment 

they and their parents have made in their own human capital. 

 As of 2007, overseas study remained quite valuable, as the “transnational capital” it generated 

was rewarded in the marketplace. In the 1980s and 1990s, there was a selection bias as to the 

students who went overseas—only very talented students (or the children of influential people) 

were able to go abroad. Not surprisingly, they did very well upon their return. But by the middle of 

the first decade of the new millennium, when over 200,000 students were going abroad annually 

and more than 60,000 were returning, many returnees were not particularly talented. Not 

surprisingly, 30 percent searched for a job for between three and six months and probably lowered 

their salary expectations significantly to get a job. Therefore, from the perspective of the Chinese 

metaphor, some “seaweed” did accumulate.  
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Appendix 1 

The model is specified as: Log (Y) = β0+ β1jEducation+β2Birth +β3Birth2+ β4Party +β5Sex+ε (1) 

where j=1 2 3 4 and ε represents the residual unexplained by the baseline model and the β 

parameters are regression coefficients measuring returns to respective independent variables. The 

βjEducation is a set of dummies referring to primary and below (j=1) secondary (j=2) college (j=3) 

and postgraduate (j=4). Birth is approximately the age of the respondents in the year 2006 and is 

also a continuous variable. Party membership is coded as a dummy variable (yes=1) as is gender 

(female=1).   

 

Appendix 2: Eight Tips from Employers to ‘Sea Turtles”63 

 

1. Get rid of the sense of superiority and be prepared to compete on an equal footing; 

2. Don't limit the choice of your job location to the few metropolises. 

3. Don't calculate your salary request by the cost of your overseas education but by the market rate 

of the position you're seeking. 

4. Don't assume that the specialty that you majored in is still in high demand when you graduate. 

5. Fluency in foreign languages alone does not usually constitute a full slate of job skills. One needs 

hands-on experience in a specific field. 

6. Be ready to adapt your Western way of thinking to the Chinese way of making things happen. 

7. Knowing the market is not just window dressing. It is essential. Developing what you're best at 

regardless of market needs may land you in a dead end. 

8. Be prepared to make a leap of confidence and settle down in China. Managing a business by 

"remote control" from abroad is not practical. 

                                                        
63 Raymond Zhou, “How 'sea turtles' turned out to be 'seaweed,'” China Daily,10 February 2004. 
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The country where they studied and from which they returned also was closely correlated with 

whether they were returning to look for a job or to open a company. Some countries such as Japan 

Singapore or France are clearly locations where people go to prepare for a job back in China while 

the US or Canada are where people learn the skills or technologies for running their own company 

(table 5). 

 

Table 5: Students seeking jobs versus starting their own companies by host country 

Country  Seek work Start a company Total 

Australia No. 6 19 25 

 
% 4.3% 6.4% 5.7% 

Germany No. 10 19 29 

 
% 7.1% 6.4% 6.6% 

France No. 18 14 32 

 
% 12.9% 4.7% 7.4% 

Canada count 5 22 27 

 
% 3.6% 7.4% 6.3% 

USA count 26 120 146 

 
% 18.6% 40.1% 33.3% 

Japan count 18 19 37 

 
% 12.9% 6.4% 8.4% 

Switzerland count 4 8 12 

 
% 2.9% 2.7% 2.7% 

Hong Kong count 10 2 12 

 
% 7.1% 0.7% 2.7% 

Singapore count 19 25 44 

 
% 13.6% 8.4% 10.0% 

UK count 24 51 75 

 % 17.1% 17.1% 17.1% 

Source: Survey of attendees at the 2011 Guangzhou Returnees Fair December 2011. Thanks to 

Wang Huiyao Henry and ____ Liu who shared their data with me. 

Note: Pearson chi-square (9) = 47.1001; pr = 0.000; the countries in Table 3 are countries whose 

total number of job seekers and company creators exceeds ten. 
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