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Executive Summary
Following more than a decade as the “Workshop of the World”, the Chinese economy is now
under a process of further reform, and is moving from a labour-intensive model towards one
based on service and technology. Recognizing the urgent need to attract skilled workers and
professionals, and responding to the pressure of adverse demographic trends, the government
of China over the last decade has made a series of policies aimed at attracting educated and
skilled talent from around the world. During the short period of time in which these policies
were implemented, large numbers of Chinese professionals overseas returned to the country, and
increasing numbers of foreign talent were attracted to China. However, it should be recognized
that there is still room for further development in these policies. This is particularly true for the
“Green Card” system recently reformed in China.
This report seeks to provide useful, practical advice for how China can improve its policies
aimed at attracting foreign professionals and other skilled personnel from overseas. This
research analyses two types of data to investigate possible improvements in China’s polices:
(1) an examination of policies with similar aims in three sample countries – Germany, Japan,
and Singapore, and (2) surveys (which included a list of open-ended questions) with selected
international professionals.
The report first presents a qualitative comparison between China and the sample countries with
regard to policies, systems, and mechanisms for attracting highly skilled immigrants, including
the rights and responsibilities attached. The report analyses relevant detailed policies and
procedures, such as visa processing and other administrative procedures, as well as the obstacles
and problems foreigners face in working in China and the sample countries. The report also
reviews the available data on skilled foreign labour flows into Germany, Japan, and Singapore.
Based on this analysis, the report makes a comparison among these countries along a continuum
ranging from “highly successful” to “somewhat successful” to “limited success”. Among these
four countries it is found that Singapore stands out as being “highly successful” in attracting
qualified foreign talent. In addition to doing well with respect to absolute numbers of skilled
foreign personnel, Singapore has by far the highest ratio of such individuals to the overall
population and, by extension, in the workforce. Meanwhile, Japan stands at the opposite
side of the spectrum, due to the limited presence of foreign talent in the country, especially
in relation to the overall population and workforce. It should be recognized that the Pointsbased Preferential Immigration Treatment for Highly Skilled Foreign Professionals policy
newly implemented by the Japanese Government may improve the position of Japanese talent
acquisition policies among the four countries in this report. The effectiveness of this new policy
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should be studied as more data becomes available. Germany – specifically through its adoption
of the European Union (EU) Blue Card Scheme – falls in between the two ends of the spectrum.
These three cases studies provide a contrast with regard to the types of talent attraction policies
being utilized and with respect to the outcomes of these policies. It should also be noted that
Singapore’s open policies, while successful in attracting international talent, have drawn
criticism from Singaporean nationals over concerns about congestion and competition for jobs.
This points to the complexity and multifaceted nature of migration governance.
In addition to analysing talent attraction policies and outcomes in Germany, Japan, and
Singapore, the report presents a similar evaluation of China. The report reviews earlier Chinese
Government efforts in this area, including policies directed at both mainland Chinese returnees
and foreign talent. This report presents data on the number of non-Chinese nationals holding
foreign expert certificates, and those recruited to the country under the foreigner section of the
“Thousand Talents Programme”. Findings indicated that policies aimed at settling international
professionals in China, including the newly implemented Green Card system, lag well behind
those in Germany and Singapore. Recent steps undertaken by local authorities in Shanghai
and Beijing may be moves in the right direction, but the impact of these programmes is as of
yet unclear. It is clear, however, that China needs further policy reform in order to catch up in
the global competition for talent, particularly when it comes to policies aimed at settling nonChinese passport holders in the country.
To further explore what China can learn from Germany, Japan, and Singapore to attract highquality foreign human resources, small-scale surveys were conducted with qualified foreign
personnel working in all four countries. These surveys asked respondents to rate the countries
with respect to administrative procedures (such as the handling of visa claims, for example),
living/working conditions, and various aspects of the post-arrival experience, such as taxes,
health care, provision for spouses and children, and the degree of cultural/social inclusion.
Survey respondents were also asked where their country of residence needed to improve the
most with respect to their foreign talent attraction efforts. Subjects were also given the chance
to write down open-ended responses on these matters. Researchers surveyed 39 individuals
altogether – 11 working in Singapore, eight in Japan, and ten each from Germany and China.
China received low marks from the survey respondents in practically all of the close-ended
questions, while also faring poorly with respect to the open-ended feedback offered by the
survey participants. Interestingly, these negative responses did not vary significantly between
the ethnic Chinese and non-Asian members of the China group. Germany also fared poorly,
particularly with respect to the degree of cultural/social inclusion and tax policy. However, these
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responses were likely skewed by the composition of the Germany survey group, which included
a high number of Chinese nationals who are young singles or young couples without children.
As Chinese nationals, these individuals can be expected to find adjustment to German culture
difficult, given how far removed it is from the norms of Chinese society, and single people and
couples without children face heavy tax burdens in Germany. In any case, this group served as a
useful proxy for assessing the difficulties China might have in integrating Western professionals
into its workforce. Like the Chinese living in Germany surveyed for this study, Western
professionals will certainly experience culture shock in China. In line with the qualitative policy
comparison, Singapore scored well in all areas.
As the on-going China–EU dialogue on the global mobility of researcher talent continues, this
report also pays particular attention to the efforts these countries are making to attract scholars
and examines how successful scholars have found their in-country experiences to be. While
all four countries have created special work visa categories specifically targeting researchers
and scholars, Singapore has arguably been the most proactive with respect to special outreach
to this talent pool. In addition to our surveys, this study conducted an open research forum
in Guangzhou held on 20 January 2016 in partnership with China’s State Administration of
Foreign Experts Affairs (SAFEA). Responses from the forum point to problems for China in the
administration of research grant money to foreign researchers doing projects in the country, and
there are significant issues with regard to finding and retaining suitable research assistants.
The main lessons and recommendations for China that follow from this study are summarized as
follows:
• Foreign professionals living in China commented that the Chinese administrative procedures
		 are fragmented and lack clear explanation. Hence, implementing simple and easy
		 application procedures for visas, work permits, and similar documentation might increase
		 China’s overall attractiveness to foreign talents.
• Comparing to the three sample countries, China adopted a relatively high standard for
		 evaluating foreign talents. This has prevented a large number of foreign professionals to
		 work in China as they may not be among the extreme topflight of foreign talent.
• Chinese government requires applicants to provide lots of personal information and meet
		 various qualifications. This has indirectly discouraged foreign professionals to settle down
		 in China as long-term residents. Hence, if China can provide a less arduous path to permanent
		 residency, it may be able to attain more foreign talents in the long run.
• Generous provisions for spouses and children are essential for attracting high-end foreign
		 talents. In order to improve China’s competitiveness in the international talent market,
		 the government should focus more attention on ensuring the quality of its accommodations
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		 for spouses and children, such as social welfare, child education, and the job allocation
		 service for spouses.
• The government should avoid coupling visas and work permits too tightly to holding jobs
		 with specific employers. By doing so, China will not only attract more foreign talent, but
		 also increase foreigners’ mobility in the domestic labour market.
• As the number of foreign students grew rapidly in the past decade, China should also enable
		 a transition channel for foreign students to find jobs and obtain work visas in China.
• Chinese government launched generous attraction programmes on both national and provincial
		 levels for attracting researchers. However, the administrative procedures of these attraction
		 programmes sometimes can be very time-consuming and impractical. With further
		 improvement on its procedures, the government may be able to deliver its programmes much
		 more effectively.
• China has implemented liberal rules and generous provisions for foreign talents. However,
		 its implementation process is still relatively slow-paced and might require further improvement
		 in its administrative procedures.
• Most of the talent attraction programmes in China are being carried out by multiple ministries
		 at the same time. This administrative fragmentation may be solved through establishing an
		 integrated government platform for conducting such efforts.
As demonstrated by recent skilled immigration initiatives undertaken by local authorities
in Shanghai and Beijing, governments in China are beginning to implement policies in line
with previous recommendations made by the Centre for China and Globalization (CCG). The
initiatives underway in Shanghai and Beijing include outreach to foreign students studying at
Chinese universities, provision for the spouses and children of foreign talent, and streamlining
visa application procedures. However, our findings suggest that compared to the schemes and
mechanisms utilized by other countries to attract international talent, the steps taken in China so
far can only be seem as preliminary. In order to succeed in the global competition for securing
foreign talent – and to more effectively lure back Chinese professionals working overseas –
further reforms in relevant policies, schemes, and mechanisms will be required.
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