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Abstract 

The re-settlement of skilled, internationally-educated emigrants – known as 

Overseas Chinese (OCs) in this study – has long been integral to the achievement of 

China’s economic development goals. In 2008, the Chinese Government introduced its 

latest keystone migration incentive policy – the Recruitment Program of Global Experts 

(the RPGE, or the ‘1000 Talent Program’). While the RPGE has successfully 

incentivized the re-settlement of approximately 8,000 skilled OCs, many OCs 

(including some of the most eminent) have chosen to remain in their host countries. 

The reluctance of many OCs to engage with the RPGE has led scholars to examine the 

potential shortcomings in the policy’s design and implementation. Several gaps remain 

in these studies, however. In particular, few have sought to examine the causes of the 

RPGE’s shortcomings, and few have considered how problems during implementation 

may impact upon skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. 

 

This dissertation aims to identify how skilled OCs’ mobility decisions are affected 

by decisions that are made during the implementation of the RPGE. It addresses two 

questions: (1) How do the RPGE government officials, RPGE examiners, and the 

employers of RPGE recipients (RPGE policy actors) implement the RPGE?’; and (2) 

‘How do skilled OCs respond to the RPGE?’. By doing so, it explores the causes of 

problems with the RPGE’s implementation and how these problems affect skilled OCs’ 

mobility. This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory case study design, involving the 

participation of both RPGE policy actors and skilled OCs (including returnees, non-

returnees, and circular migrants). Applying a purposive sampling method, 74 

participants (i.e., six RPGE government officials and 68 skilled OCs) were recruited to 

take part in semi-structured interviews.  
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The study makes a number of pertinent contributions to the literature on public 

policy, skilled migration, and China studies. First, the study finds that RPGE policy 

actors may at times facilitate, impede, or reluctantly impede the intended goals of the 

RPGE, depending on their motivation (self- or other-interestedness) and broader 

institutional factors (including China’s authoritarian political system and the guanxi 

culture) that influence behavioral norms. To this end, a multi-level framework is 

developed to explain how the policy-making process in China is influenced at the 

macro-level by the country’s institutions, and at the micro level by policy actors’ 

motivations. Second, the study reveals that skilled OCs’ mobility decisions are 

influenced more by non-monetary factors, such as career aspirations and family 

responsibilities, than by monetary factors, such as income and research funds. Third, 

the study demonstrates not only how problems at the policy implementation stage can 

impact on the policy’s ability to effectively meet skilled OCs’ needs, but also how 

failings in policy implementation can have symbolic consequences, by indicating to 

skilled OCs (and the wider diaspora) that they may not be as welcome in China as they 

were led to expect.  
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Definitions of Terminologies 

The terms and acronyms used in this study are defined below. 

 

Overseas Chinese (OCs). Overseas Chinese is a term commonly used in scholarly 

literature to refer to Chinese emigrants. Depending on the perspective of the scholar, 

the precise definition of this term can vary slightly in scope. For example, Poston, et al. 

(1994) define OCs broadly to refer to all Chinese living outside mainland China and 

Taiwan. Fitzgerald (1970) define OCs as those who live beyond China's borders and 

not within the direct jurisdiction of the Chinese Government. As defined by Wang 

(1993), OCs are people of a Chinese ethnicity who reside outside the territories of the 

People's Republic of China (PRC). This thesis applies the latter distinction, to define 

OCs as those of a Chinese ethnicity who live outside of China’s territories. It is 

important to note that, in this thesis, the term ‘OC’ does not refer to those of Chinese 

ethnicity who were born and raised overseas, as these people’s views of their homeland 

– and the factors influencing their mobility decisions – may be different from those who 

were born in China. 

 

Skilled Overseas Chinese (Skilled OCs) are OCs who are recognized as 

possessing an advanced level of education, skill, or experience. They may be viewed as 

skilled (e)migrants. However, there is no single accepted definition of either skilled 

OCs or skilled (e)migrants in the literature. Some scholars define skilled migrants 

according to their educational background (Adams, 2003; Carrington & Detragiache, 

1998; Docquier & Marfouk, 2006), while others define them based on their occupation 

(Bhargava et al., 2011; Clemens & Pettersson, 2008; Czaika & Toma, 2017; Franzoni 

et al., 2012). Weinar and von Koppenfels (2020) argue that definitions vary depending 

on the aims and perspectives of the researcher. Based on this literature, skilled OCs are 

defined in this thesis according to two criteria. First, since this thesis is a case study of 
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the RPGE, skilled OCs should be eligible for the RPGE. According to the RPGE’s 

eligibility standards, skilled OCs should hold a PhD degree granted by an overseas 

university, and they should have full-time work experience in an overseas research 

institution (RPGE, n.d.). Second, skilled OCs should be employed in research-related 

roles. This thesis focuses on research OCs because China’s development and 

modernization creates enormous demand for scientists, engineers, and university 

scholars (e.g., professors and associate professors) (Liang, 2018; Wang, 2020; Zhang, 

2019). Although OC entrepreneurs are a target group of the RPGE, they are not the 

focus of the present research.  

 

RPGE Policy Actor. Within the public policy literature, the term ‘policy actor’ 

often refers both to policy-makers and to those who are responsible for policy 

implementation (Howlett, 2007; Linder & Peters, 1991; Popoola, 2016). In this thesis, 

however, the term ‘RPGE policy actor’ refers only to those who play a key role in 

implementation, as this thesis focuses primarily on the RPGE’s implementation. 

Current studies of the RPGE have identified three principal RPGE policy actors: (1) 

RPGE officials from government departments, who are responsible for implementing 

and overseeing the RPGE; (2) RPGE examiners; and (3) RPGE recipients’ employers 

(RPGE, n.d.-a; ODC, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018).  

 

RPGE Examiners are policy actors tasked with examining the credentials of, and 

determining the selection of, RPGE applicants. RPGE Examiners are generally 

prominent Chinese scholars, working in either Chinese or overseas universities and 

research institutions (China Youth Daily, 2016). Many are also past RPGE recipients 

who are appointed by RPGE officials to assess new applications (Ibid). Occasionally, 

foreign experts are also invited as RPGE examiners. 
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RPGE Recipients’ Employers are the organizational leaders1 responsible for 

nominating and employing RPGE recipients. RPGE Recipients’ Employers are 

typically senior personnel at Chinese universities and research institutions (RPGE n.d.-

a). 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Section 1.1 Thesis outline 

Global competition for talent is ‘fierce’. In an effort to address strategic labor-force 

shortages, and to gain a development advantage, both developed and developing 

countries administer skilled migration policies. For many countries – particularly those 

who may have suffered a ‘brain drain’ due to decades of net migration outflows – a 

desire to attract back skilled emigrant nationals forms a crucial aspect of such policies 

(Beechler & Woodward, 2009; Michaels et al., 2001). For many years, China has been 

the largest exporter of international students. As such, luring back these students after 

graduation has been a key strategic challenge for the Chinese government (Cao, 2008; 

Wang, 2011; Wang & Miao, 2016; Zweig, 2006; Zweig & Chen, 2013).  

 

To this end, since the 1980s the Chinese government has implemented a range of 

policies aimed at attracting skilled Overseas Chinese (OCs) back to China. These 

policies have notably included the ‘100 Talent Program’ (1994), Chun Hui Ji Hua 

(1997), and the Chang Jiang Scholars Program (1998). Building on these policies, in 

2008 the Chinese government introduced the Recruitment Program for Global Experts 

(RPGE, also called the ‘1000’ Talent Program) as the country’s keystone skilled 

migration program (Xinhua News, 2016). By 2019, the RPGE has supported over 8,000 

skilled OCs to return to China, bringing with them the advanced knowledge and skills 

acquired during their time abroad (RPGE, n.d.; Zweig et al., 2020 Zweig & Kang, 2020). 

Despite the policy’s successes, questions have been mounting regarding the fact that 

many skilled OCs, including leading scientists, are choosing to remain overseas 

(Clarivate, n.d.; Finn, 2014; Zweig & Wang, 2013; Zweig & Kang, 2020). This has led 

to public concerns in China regarding the effectiveness of the RPGE (Chao, 2014; Li, 

2011; Lu et al., 2010). 
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Drawing on a qualitative research design, involving semi-structured interviews 

with RPGE officials and skilled OCs – including current and prospective RPGE 

recipients, this study seeks to examine how the RPGE is implemented, and how skilled 

OCs respond to the RPGE. In doing so, the study will identify problems with the 

RPGE’s implementation and the causes of these problems, and will seek to understand 

how these problems influence skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. The findings relating to 

the RPGE’s implementation make a pertinent contribution to the literature on China 

studies. Notably, the study provides a multi-level model of the policy-making process 

in China, which emphasizes the influence that the country’s administrative and cultural 

institutions have had on the policy’s implementation problems. The study also 

contributes to the literature on skilled migration. Importantly, building upon past work 

on the push-pull theory of migration, the thesis provides evidence on the relative 

importance of, and interrelationships between, skilled OCs’ monetary and non-

monetary needs.  

 

Section 1.2 Background 

Economic development and industry modernization requires talented human 

resources. However, fostering the necessary human resource capacity can be difficult 

for many developing countries, which often lack the technical and economic means to 

train a sufficient talent-pool. Thus, for many countries (e.g., China, India, Russia, and 

Vietnam), a common strategy for cultivating talent is to send their domestic students 

abroad to study in developed countries – so that they may obtain advanced knowledge 

and skills that can be applied when they return to their home country (Docquier et al., 

2007; Kapur & Crowley, 2008; Lee, 2001; Lowell & Findlay, 2001). Such has been the 

strategy of China in its decades-long effort to modernize (Farrell & Grant, 2005; Simon 

& Cao, 2009; Song & Xie, 2019; Zweig & Wang, 2013). In particular, since the time of 

China’s ‘reform and opening-up’ in the late 1970s, the Chinese government has 

gradually removed restrictions on studying abroad, and encouraged Chinese students to 

study overseas – especially in Western countries. The hope was that these students 
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would return to China and contribute to its economic development (Zweig, 2006; Zweig 

& Wang, 2013).  

 

Although a large number of these OCs do inevitably return after graduation, a 

significant proportion choose to remain overseas permanently (Zweig, 2006). To 

address the phenomenon of non-returnees, the Chinese government has, since the 1980s, 

formulated a range of inventive-based policies – including ‘100 Talent Program’ (1994), 

‘Chun Hui Ji Hua’ (1997), and the ‘Chang Jiang Scholars Program’ (1998) – that aim 

to lure these OCs back to China (Zweig, 2006; Zweig & Wang, 2013). The most recent 

and most comprehensive of these is the Recruitment Program for Global Experts 

(RPGE or ‘1000 Talent Program’), which was introduced in 2008 (RPGE, n.d.-a; Wang 

et al., 2012; Yang & Chen, 2013; Zweig & Kang, 2020). Compared to previous 

iterations, the RPGE provides more generous incentives, encompassing salary, housing, 

research funds, and family assistance (RPGE. n.d.-a). Although the RPGE includes 

streams which seek to attract skilled talent of all nationalities, the vast majority of 

recipients are OCs who have previously emigrated from China for educational or 

employment purposes (Zweig & Kang, 2020).  

 

In 2015, the Chinese government announced an ambitious strategic plan – ‘Made 

in China 2025’ – which aims to transform China from the ‘world’s factory’ of cheap 

‘low-tech’ products to a producer of high-tech products (Butollo & Lüthje, 2017; Müller 

& Voigt, 2018; Wübbeke et al., 2016). With talent being imperative to this plan, the 

Chinese government announced in 2016 that the RPGE will be the nation’s principal 

policy for attracting talent, and that any future policies with the same aim will be 

formulated based on the RPGE model (Xinhua News, 2016). Stoff (2020) described the 

RPGE as the flagship of China’s talent-attracting policies, partly because of the 

generous incentives on offer. Given the policy’s significance, both in terms of its effect 
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on China’s development and in terms of its potential as a model for other talent 

attracting policies (in China and elsewhere), research into the RPGE is both important 

and timely.  

 

Section 1.3 Statement of Problem  

Despite being China’s flagship talent-attracting policy, providing more generous 

incentives than China’s previous skilled migration initiatives, the RPGE has been, at 

best, only partially successful in its aim of attracting and retaining skilled OCs (Stoff, 

2020; Yang & Chen, 2013; Zhang et al., 2010). While the RPGE has contributed to 

China’s science and technology development by recruiting, as at 2019, approximately 

8,000 skilled OCs (He Zong Tian Xia, 2018; Voice of America, 2018), many other – 

often internationally-renowned – scientists and experts have chosen not return to China. 

For example, of the top 100 academics in the field of materials science (as measured by 

number of citations between the period 2000 to 2010), 15 are Chinese researchers who 

remain overseas (Clarivate, n.d.). Recent research has confirmed this trend, with studies 

by Finn (2014) and Sheehan (2019) indicating that over 85% of OC students remain in 

the US after receiving their PhD degree2.  

 

These studies raise important questions regarding the effectiveness of skilled 

migration policies such as the RPGE. Despite this, the extant literature on the RPGE is 

sparse. Of the research that does exist, there is evidence of problems at the policy’s 

implementation stage (Li, 2011; Lu et al., 2010; ODC, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018). In 

particular, several studies have found that the RPGE’s incentives are often not delivered 

as expected (Li, 2011; Lu et al., 2010; Zhao & Huang, 2018). The problem of under-

delivery of incentives, due to a lack of funding, has been noted in several studies (ODC, 

2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zou, 2018; Zhu, 2019), as has the issue of delays in 

 
2 Sheehan’s (2019) study on PhD students studying in the field of artificial intelligence found that 88% 

remained in the US after graduation. Finn’s (2014) study on PhD students in the natural sciences and 

engineering found that 85% were still residing in the US five years after graduation. 
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delivery of incentives, due to administrative inefficiencies (Hao et al., 2015; ODC, 2011; 

Wang, 2019; Zhu, 2019). Studies have also indirectly indicated that problems of 

favoritism, notably nepotism (preferential treatment of family members) and cronyism 

(preferential treatment of friends), may have impacted the RPGE’s recruitment 

processes and damaged the integrity of the RPGE (He, 2016; Yang & Bi, 2017; Zhang, 

2017; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zou, 2018).  

 

Although these studies provide valuable insights into the RPGE’s implementation, 

no study has yet examined how problems with the RPGE’s implementation may 

influence skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. Similarly, while previous studies have 

addressed the determinants of skilled OCs’ mobility decisions (and particularly their 

choice to return to China) – noting, in particular, the importance of career development, 

income, and family well-being – none of these studies have considered how problems 

with the RPGE’s implementation may influence skilled OCs’ mobility decisions (Cao, 

2008, 2013; Hao et al., 2017; Kellogg, 2012; Xiang, 2011; Zweig & Chen, 1995).  

 

Section 1.4 Research Aims 

This thesis aims to address these knowledge gaps through a qualitative 

methodology that explores how the RPGE’s implementation influences skilled OCs’ 

mobility decisions. Specifically, this research has two aims. First, it seeks to identify 

potential problems with the RPGE’s implementation and possible reasons for these 

problems. Second, it seeks to determine how skilled OCs view the RPGE, and in what 

ways their mobility decisions are related to this policy.  

 

The overarching question that guides this study is: How does the RPGE’s 

implementation influence skilled OCs’ mobility decisions? In answering this 

overarching question, two research sub-questions are also posed: (1) How do RPGE 

policy actors implement the RPGE?, and (2) How do skilled OCs respond to the RPGE? 
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To answer these questions, interviews are conducted with key stakeholders who 

have direct experience with the RPGE’s implementation – RPGE policy actors, 

including RPGE officials, who are responsible for the RPGE’s implementation, and 

skilled OCs, who are targeted by the RPGE. 

 

Section 1.5 Theoretical Framework  

Given its interdisciplinary approach, the thesis draws on a variety of theoretical 

perspectives. To investigate how skilled OCs’ mobility decisions may be influenced by 

the RPGE, this thesis employs diaspora theory. According to diaspora theory, we can 

determine whether or not members of a diaspora (diasporic people) will return to their 

home country based on three factors: (1) their relation to the home country, (2) their 

relation to the host country, and (3) their relation to the diasporic community in the host 

country (Gilroy, 1987; Mankekar, 1994; Rouse, 1991; Shuval, 2000). Policies, whether 

promulgated by the home or host country, which target diasporic people, influence their 

mobility decisions in two ways. First, the policy provides a signal of the home/host 

country’s attitude toward diasporic people (Kearney, 1995; Kymlicka, 1996; Shuval, 

2000). Second, the policy may deliver incentives that are directly targeted at meeting 

diasporic people’s monetary and non-monetary needs (Ibid). Monetary needs refer to 

those needs which have immediate and explicit links to monetary gains, such as salary, 

research funding, or living expenses. On the other hand, non-monetary needs, such as 

a sense of accomplishment and self-esteem, are not immediately linked to (or are only 

indirectly linked to) financial considerations. Several organizational incentives can 

satisfy both monetary and non-monetary needs. Promotion, for example, can satisfy 

one’s monetary need for income by providing a higher salary, but it can also satisfy 

one’s non-monetary need for esteem because of the acknowledgement and recognition 

provided by one’s employer (Ballentine et al., 2003; Chekwa et al., 2013; Jyothi, 2016). 

Thus, by observing how a skilled migration policy is implemented, both through direct 

experience and through the reports of other members of a host country’s diasporic 

community, diasporic people can perceive whether they are truly needed and welcome 
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in their home/host country, and whether migrating to the home/host country will meet 

their personal needs.  

 

To assist in understanding skilled OCs’ needs, the thesis draws on push-pull theory 

from the literature on migration. Push-pull theory suggests that migrants weigh up their 

mobility choices by evaluating in a range of factors which may either push them away 

from their home/host country, or pull them towards their home/host country (Castles & 

Kosack, 1973; de Haas, 2010; Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lee, 1966; Stark, 1991; Mihăilă, 

2019). An in-depth understanding of skilled OCs’ needs helps to examine their response 

to the RPGE.  

 

As is emphasized in the public policy literature, however, a policy designed with 

the best of intentions to meet the target group’s needs may still fail to achieve its 

expected goals if it is poorly implemented (Brancati, 2014; Goetz, 2007; Howlett, 2020; 

Manor, 2013; Moore, 1994; Wu et al., 2017). Thus, this study also draws on public 

policy literature to understand how problems with the RPGE’s implementation arise. In 

particular, it is concerned with how RPGE policy actors’ adverse behavior (i.e., 

behavior that impedes the RPGE’s implementation3) impacts on the policy’s efficacy. 

To this end, the study borrows from, and contributes to, the emerging literature on the 

‘dark side’ of policy-making, which examines how policy-makers and bureaucrats 

prioritize their self-interest over the public interest during the policy-making4 process 

 
3 In this thesis, an adverse behavior is a behavior that is contrary to the aims of the policy, to the spirit 

of fairness and to the principle of merit. It can range from corruption to maladministration, and 

typically involves some degree of favoritism or bias. 

4 The policy-making process (policy process or policy cycle) involves the design, implementation, and 

evaluation of a policy. An early and influential formulation of the policy cycle was developed by March 

and Simon (1958), and later refined by a range of policy scholars, particularly Howlett and Ramesh 

(2003). The policy cycle typically involves five stages:  

1. agenda setting: the recognition of a problem (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003, p.121);  

2. policy formulation: ‘exploring possible solutions for addressing a problem’ (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003, 

p.143); 
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(Abbott, 2004; Gerston, 2010; Howlett, 2020; McConnell, 2018, Wu et al., 2017). In 

examining policy actors’ motivations, the thesis also draws on work from the China 

studies literature, which outlines how China’s administrative and cultural institutions 

(e.g., China’s authoritarian political system and guanxi culture) can influence 

bureaucrats’ motivations. This discussion enables an understanding of why RPGE 

policy actors facilitate or impede the RPGE’s implementation (Gold et al., 2002; Hwang, 

1987; Lin, 2012; Qi. 2019; Xin & Pearce, 1996; Yang, 2017).  

 

Section 1.6 Methodology 

This thesis employs a qualitative, exploratory case-study approach, which is 

appropriate for addressing ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Yin, 2003). Qualitative research 

enables the researcher to obtain an ‘insider’s perspective’ on participants’ views 

(Häggström-Nordin et al., 2006), which helps to explore how the RPGE’s 

implementation influences skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. The semi-structured 

interview is used as the key method of data collection, as it allows participants to freely 

express their views within a framework that focuses on addressing the study’s aims 

(Dearnley, 2005; Schmidt, 2004).  

 

The choice to focus on the case of the RPGE was made given that it is China’s 

flagship talent-attracting policy that has long been a net contributor of international 

students and skilled emigrants (Stoff, 2020). As is common within the qualitative social 

sciences, a purposive sampling strategy, supplemented by a snowball technique, was 

utilized for the recruitment of research participants (Handcock & Gile, 2011; Homburg 

et al., 2012; Lavrakas, 2008). Purposive sampling allows researchers to select their 

 

3. decision-making: choosing solutions to resolve the problem (Brewer & DeLeon, 1983; Howlett & 

Ramesh, 2003, p.162);  

4. policy implementation: ‘translating decisions into practice’ (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003, p.185);  

5. policy evaluation: assessing ‘the effectiveness of a public policy in terms of its perceived intentions 

and results’ (Gerston, 1997, p.120). 
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research participants based on rigorous, theoretically-informed criteria tailored to 

addressing the research aims (Guarte & Barrios, 2006; Lavrakas, 2008; Tongco, 2007). 

Snowball sampling allows the researcher to extend their participant pool among under-

represented cohorts (Biernacki & Waldof, 1981; Handcock & Gile, 2011). Further 

discussion of this study’s sampling strategy is presented in Chapter Five – Methodology 

(see section 5.2.1, p.124).  

 

This thesis focuses on two primary cohorts of participants (ODC, 2011; Yang & 

Chen, 2013; Zhao & Huang 2018). They are RPGE officials and skilled OCs. RPGE 

officials are government bureaucrats involved in the implementation process, and are 

thus able to comment on the RPGE’s implementation. Skilled OCs, on the other hand, 

are the RPGE’s target group (policy-takers). They are able to provide insights into the 

needs of skilled OCs and the extent to which the RPGE is able to meet those needs. 

Utilizing the purposive and snowball sampling strategies, the researcher recruited six 

RPGE officials from central- and regional-level departments, as well as 68 skilled OCs 

– including 28 returnees5, 25 non-returnees6, and 15 circular migrants7. The central-

level RPGE officials can comment on the RPGE’s design, while the RPGE regional 

officials, who usually have a close working-relationship with the employers and 

examiners, can report on the behaviors of RPGE policy actors at all stages of 

implementation.  

 

 
5
 According to Wang (2012), an OC who has returned to China to work, on either a permanent or long-

term basis, can be classified as a returnee. In the present research, returnees are divided into two groups: 

‘RPGE recipients’ who have won an RPGE award, and ‘ordinary returnees’, who have not. 

6 A non-returnee is a skilled OC who left China to work overseas, and remains overseas on a permanent 

or indeterminate basis (Alon et al., 2010). 

7 A circular migrant refers to skilled OCs who have returned to China with the intention of staying 

permanently, but then left China again (often due to dissatisfaction with their career progression) 

(Knowles 2015; Shen & Chiang 2011). 
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To analyze the interview transcripts, thematic analysis was utilized. Thematic 

analysis is useful for exploratory research, as it enables researchers to examine content, 

phrases and terms that appear repeatedly across interview transcripts (Castleberry & 

Nolen, 2018). As such, thematic analysis enables researchers to create a world in which 

texts ‘make sense’ in the context of answering specific research questions (Braun & 

Clarke, 2012; Joffe, 2012). The thematic analysis process that is applied for this 

research follows a rigorous design, as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2015). 

Due to its powerful theory-building capabilities, the thematic analysis is conducted 

using NVivo 12 software (Albert et al., 2018). A particular strength of NVivo 12 is that 

it permits the researcher to store, organize, analyze, and – importantly – thematically 

code interview data (Creswell, 2013; Gibbs, 2014; Hilal & Alabri, 2013; Lewis, 2015; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014).   

 

Section 1.7 Significance 

The findings of this thesis will provide scholars and practitioners with important 

insights into how the implementation of China’s principal talent-attracting policy 

influences skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. This study represents the first example of 

interdisciplinary research that blends the literatures of public policy, China studies, and 

skilled migration. In relation to the literature on public policy, the study’s findings on 

the adverse behaviors of policy actors and policy takers represent an empirical 

contribution to the emerging concept of the ‘dark side of policy-making’ (Howlett, 2020; 

McConnell, 2018). By examining skilled OCs’ mobility decisions, this thesis also 

makes an empirical contribution to the literature on skilled migration. In particular, this 

study adds to the discussion around the relative importance of monetary and non-

monetary needs (Castles & Kosack, 1973; Harris & Todaro, 1970; Kellogg, 2012). The 

findings suggest that non-monetary needs tend to have a more dominant bearing upon 

skilled OCs’ decision to return and remain in China, while monetary needs may 

encourage them to leave China and remain overseas. The study also provides an 
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important contribution to China studies literature by offering a multi-level framework 

for understanding China’s policy-making. This multi-level framework maps how the 

interaction between China’s macro-level institutions and the policy actors’ micro-level 

motivations affects the efficacy of RPGE policy-making in China. 

 

Moreover, this research is also unique in the diversity of its sample. It provides a 

first-hand account of the behaviors of both central and regional tier RPGE officials. In 

addition, it includes representatives from three different cohorts of skilled OCs –

returnees (including RPGE recipients and non-recipients, or ‘ordinary returnees’), non-

returnees, and circular migrants – from a range of host countries. Because of this diverse 

sample, this thesis will provide scholars and practitioners with a relatively 

comprehensive account of the RPGE’s implementation and skilled OCs’ mobility 

decisions. 

 

Finally, this study of the RPGE is both relevant and timely. Since President Xi 

Jinping came to power in 2012, a key strategy of his administration has been to catch 

up to the technological development of the West, especially the US (Butollo & Lüthje, 

2017; Müller & Voigt, 2018; Wübbeke et al., 2016). Key to this strategy is the need to 

build human resource capacity and capability in key strategic areas. The RPGE is thus 

a critical component of China’s development, as it facilitates the recruitment (or transfer) 

of talent (along with cutting edge knowledge and skills) from the West, particularly 

from the US (He Zong Tian Xia, 2018; Voice of America, 2018). Therefore, an 

investigation into the RPGE’s implementation will provide important and relevant 

insights to inform policy, in both China and in (Western) host countries, in relation to 

this contentious geopolitical domain.  
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Section 1.8 Researcher Positionality 

As a Chinese international student, I studied in the UK for almost seven years. 

After graduation, I returned to China and worked in a government research institution 

for three years – Chinese Academy of Personnel Science8. Then, I left China again to 

pursue my PhD in Australia. Therefore, my understanding of the culture and language 

of both China and these host countries enables me to communicate with OCs and 

Chinese government officials and to understand their views in relation to the RPGE. In 

addition, my professional knowledge and skills enable me to understand both Chinese 

and international scholars’ views on the RPGE’s implementation and skilled migration 

issues in China. My knowledge and experience not only encouraged me to initiate this 

research, but also enables me to design and complete it. It is important to note that, 

while geopolitics is identified as a factor that has influenced, and continues to influence 

China’s skilled migration policies, this thesis does not provide an extended commentary 

on the impact of geopolitics on skilled OCs’ or RPGE policy actors’ motivations, as 

such a focus is considered beyond the scope of this study. 

 

Section 1.9 Thesis Structure 

This thesis is composed of eight chapters. Following this introductory chapter, 

Chapter Two (Background to China’s OC policies) introduces the RPGE and 

establishes why research on this keystone policy is necessary. Taking an historical 

perspective, the chapter outlines China’s experience with skilled migration policies, and 

discusses their rationale in the context of the country’s economic development goals. 

Pertinently, the chapter explores the challenges and difficulties that China continues to 

face in its efforts to re-attract and re-integrate skilled OCs. 

 

 
8 中国人事科学研究院 
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Chapter Three (Literature Review) reviews the scholarly literature with the aim of 

identifying problems with the RPGE’s implementation. The chapter also examines 

where gaps exist in the extant evidence-base. On the basis of this literature review, 

research questions are formulated. Following this, Chapter Four (Theoretical 

Framework) examines relevant theories bearing on the research topic and develops a 

theoretical framework to assist in answering the research questions. As mentioned in 

section 1.7, this thesis is an interdisciplinary study, blending theories and concepts from 

the disciplines of public policy, China studies, and skilled migration. The choice of 

research methods is discussed in Chapter Five (Methodology). Specifically, this chapter 

explains the approach to data collection and analysis in the context of the research aims, 

while also noting the methodological limitations of the study.  

 

The following two chapters – Chapters Six and Seven (Research Findings 1 and 2) 

– report the study’s findings. Chapter Six addresses the first research sub-question by 

examining problems with the RPGE’s implementation and their causes. Next, Chapter 

Seven addresses the second research sub-question, by investigating skilled OCs’ 

monetary and non-monetary needs. Importantly, both chapters contribute to answering 

the overarching research question by examining how the RPGE’s implementation 

impacts on skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. However, each chapter approaches this 

question using a different lens. Chapter Six, specifically, addresses how the RPGE’s 

implementation, particularly the ‘dark side’ of its implementation, affects skilled OCs’ 

perception of the government’s attitude toward them. Chapter Seven focuses on skilled 

OCs’ perception of whether the RPGE’s implementation will satisfy their monetary and 

non-monetary needs after migration. 

 

The thesis concludes with Chapter Eight (Discussion and Conclusion), which 

presents an analysis of the study’s key findings. The chapter details the study’s 
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contribution to the literature, including to our understanding of diaspora theory and 

push-pull theory. The chapter notes the limitations of the study and concludes with 

several recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter Two: Background to China’s OC policies 

This chapter examines the Chinese Government’s rationale for the RPGE, and why 

the RPGE is considered necessary in the effort to attract skilled OCs. To this end, this 

chapter reviews China’s policies towards OCs historically, and considers the social and 

geopolitical factors that have influenced these policies. This historical review is divided 

by a critical milestone – that is, ‘the reform and opening-up’ (China’s economic reform), 

which began in 1978 and marked a significant shift in the Chinese Government’s 

governing philosophy, from class struggle to economic development (Hu, 2002; Zhou, 

2000). As will be demonstrated, this shift in governing philosophy has influenced both 

policies towards OCs and, by consequence, OCs’ mobility (Chen, 2008; Wang, 2019). 

With this in mind, sections 2.1 and 2.2, respectively, review China’s policies towards 

OCs before and after the reform and opening-up, and discuss how these policies were 

influenced by economic, socio-political, and geopolitical factors. Having established 

the historical and political context for OC-attracting policies, section 2.3 then provides 

an overview of the RPGE and reviews its outcomes.  

 

In summary, the chapter proposes that China’s economic development and 

modernization has led to a significant shortage of highly skilled workers, which has in 

turn created a strong demand for skilled OCs. In order to meet this demand, the Chinese 

Government has sought more effective policies to encourage highly skilled OCs to take 

an active role in China’s development. However, as this chapter has demonstrated, 

China’s existing policies for attracting skilled OCs9 – including, most prominently, the 

RPGE – have seen only limited success. Given the importance to China of attracting 

skilled OCs, an investigation of policy shortcomings and opportunities is therefore 

necessary and timely (Lu et al., 2010; Yang & Chen, 2013).  

 
9
 A summary of China’s talent-attracting policies can be viewed at the RPGE’s official website. 

(https://web.archive.org/web/20150213091304/ http://www.1000plan.org/qrjh/section/4) 

https://web.archive.org/web/20150213091304/
http://www.1000plan.org/qrjh/section/4
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Section 2.1 China’s OC Policies Prior to the 1978 Reform and Opening-Up 

By reviewing China’s policies towards OCs before 1978, this section aims to 

identify China’s rationale for attracting skilled OCs and the characteristics of OC 

policies during this period. This section begins by examining the factors that led to the 

emergence of the OC class before then discussing how China’s OC policies – and by 

consequence, OCs’ mobility – were influenced by China’s domestic economic and 

political factors, and its approach to international relations. 

 

2.1.1 The Emergence of the ‘Overseas Chinese’ (OCs) 

Before investigating the PRC’s approach for attracting skilled OCs, it is useful to 

chart how the phenomenon of the OCs emerged in the first place, and to consider the 

nature of OC policies that had existed prior to the establishment of the PRC, in 1949.  

 

In undertaking this analysis, it is instructive to first understand how Chinese 

attitudes towards talent – particularly scientific talent – were transformed during the 

late Qing dynasty (Qian & Hu, 2004; Zhang, 2008). It was at this time, specifically, that 

the Chinese began to view talent strategically, drawing a connection between economic 

development, modernization and the knowledge and technology inherent in skilled 

talent (Simon & Cao, 2009). Indeed, it was at this time that skilled talent came to be 

seen as integral to national prosperity, independence, and dignity (Simon & Cao, 2009; 

Zweig, 2006).  

 

This realization of the critical importance of skilled talent – particularly in the fields 

of science and technology – can be traced back most directly to the 1860s, and the series 

of wartime failures suffered against the technologically superior Western powers (Chen, 

2001; Ding, 1994; Hou, 2007; Liao, 2011; Lin, 1994; Shen, 1988; Yang, 1994). The 

realization stemming from these defeats led to the first major reforms adopted by a 

Chinese government to address the skill imbalance. Specifically, acknowledging the 

technical shortcomings of traditional Chinese education – its focus on the arts to the 

detriment of the natural and applied sciences – the Chinese government instigated its 
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first major state-sponsored program of student exchange, with the aim of broadening 

the country’s skill-base (Chen, 2001; Ding, 1994; Liao, 2011; Yang, 1994).  

 

When the Kuomintang assumed power in China in 1912, this initiative was 

continued and expanded. Students were encouraged to study abroad, via not only the 

state-funded model, but also a self-funded model which allowed students to work part-

time while studying overseas (Lin, 2015; Xia, 2017). These students became, in effect, 

the earliest skilled OCs (He, 2014; Wei, 2012), with many returning to China to make 

important contributions to China’s national development during the early period of 

industrialization (Duara, 2003).  

 

China was characterized by political and economic chaos during the first half of 

the 20th century, enduring internal and external wars during most of this period. As a 

result of this unrest, and of the increasing levels of corruption (of both government and 

warlords) experienced during the Kuomintang’s reign in the Republic of China, many 

talented returnees chose to leave China again and many OC students chose to remain 

in their host countries (Bruton & Ahlstrom, 2003; Ong & Nonini, 2003). These OCs, 

many of whom were extremely well educated, formed the earliest group of non-

returnees – and it was this group who the CPC, in the earliest years of the PRC, first 

sought to lure back in support of their efforts to rebuild the economy of the ‘New China’ 

(Fitzgerald, 1970; 1972).  

 

2.1.2 The PRC’s First Policy of State-Funded Overseas Education – Expanding the 

Pool of Skilled Talent 

With the CPC’s accession to power in China, economic development and 

industrialization became the nation’s principal governing priorities. This is evident, for 

example, in the CPC’s First Five-Year Plan (FYP), formulated in 1953, the target of 

which was to bring to completion China’s initial stage of industrialization (Dai & Xu, 

2003; Lüthi, 2008). In 1954, the government introduced the strategic goal of ‘Four 

Modernizations’: modernization of industry, modernization of agriculture, 

modernization of national defense, and modernization of science and technology 
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development (Renmin News, 2020). However, even in these early years, it was 

becoming increasingly clear that a shortage of skilled talent would be a major stumbling 

block to achieving national development goals (Benton & Pieke, 2016; Jonkers, 2010; 

Jonkers & Tijssen, 2008; Rousseau & Xiao, 2007). Therefore, procuring skilled talent, 

especially experts in the natural sciences and engineering, was seen as integral to 

achieving the CPC’s economic development goals (Wang, 2019). 

 

During the 1950s, Chinese domestic colleges were only able to produce 40,000 to 

50,000 graduates each year – a level adjudged, at the time, as being only a quarter of 

the total personnel required in order to meet the industrial development targets of the 

First FYP (Dai & Xu, 2003; Lüthi, 2008). More importantly, few domestically-trained 

graduates were capable of leading major construction projects or scientific research 

programs, because they had no experience or inadequate knowledge (Dong, 2019). The 

important role of the project manager required specialized knowledge that existed in 

only a few developed countries at the time (Ibid). It became clear that skilled returnees 

who held these in-demand skills were urgently required to meet the development goals 

set by the CPC government (Shi & Wang, 2015; Zhang, 2015).  

 

The PRC’s earliest OC attracting strategies included patriotic appeals to OCs via 

media instruments such as newspapers, brochures, and radio broadcasts, encouraging 

skilled OCs to return to China (Benton & Pieke, 2016; Jonkers, 2010; Jonkers & Tijssen, 

2008; Shen, 2011). These patriotic appeals were included, for instance, in Premier Zhou 

Enlai’s 1949 speech, when he pronounced that “the motherland needs you” (Zhou, 1949, 

as cited in CPC News, 2019). Newspaper articles, brochures and radio broadcasts were 

also intended to persuade OCs that life in China under CPC rule was far more favorable 

than it had been under the Kuomintang. During the early 1950s, there were more than 

650 articles published or broadcasted, including information on the development of 

China’s rural areas, and how, under the CPC, many people had escaped from a life of 

poverty (Fitzgerald, 1970; 1972). Scholars reported that in the early 1950s, over 5,400 

OCs responded positively to the CPC’s message and returned to China (Hua, 2015; Ren, 

2011; Wang, 1992; Wang, 2010). Three thousand of these returnees were talented 

scientists who had studied or worked at first-tier universities or research and 
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development institutes in developed countries, including the United States of America 

(US) (CPC News, 2019; To, 2014). 

 

At the same time as they were encouraging early OCs to return from the West, the 

CPC government, from the mid-1950s, also continued its program of sending talented 

Chinese students overseas to study (Cao, 2010; Huang, 2001; Lu & Zhou, 2004). It is 

important to note that as self-funded overseas study was prohibited until the early 1980s, 

during the 1950s to 1970s state-funded study was the only opportunity to study abroad. 

One of the main characteristics of state-funded students has always been their reliance 

on the Chinese government to support them financially, by covering both tuition fees 

and living expenses. This has meant that state-funded OCs’ mobility decisions are 

tightly controlled by the Chinese government (Li, 2004; Mok, 2000). Study mobility 

was also constrained by geopolitical factors. For example, due to the conflicts of the 

Korean War, it was no longer possible for the CPC to continue sending students to the 

US or to the Western allies of the US (Li, 2008; Shen, 2011). Instead, as a result of the 

PRC joining the socialist camp and becoming an ally of the Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics (the USSR) in 1950, the primary destination of Chinese students during this 

era was to the USSR (Beardson et al., 2014; Lewis & Xue, 1993; Lüthi, 2010; Shen, 

2011; Westad, 1998). Notably, it was to these students, in Moscow, that Chairman Mao 

made his famous 1957 speech, which simultaneously implored them to study hard while 

also reminding them of their reciprocal responsibility to serve their homeland upon 

graduation: “the world is yours as well as ours, but in the last analysis, it is yours” (Mao 

1957, as cited in Sohu News, 2018).  

 

According to the Ministry of Education (2019), more than 180,000 Chinese 

undergraduate and postgraduate students were sent to the USSR between 1950 and 

1965. In terms of scholarly disciplines, 79% of total dispatched students in the USSR 

studied science and engineering, 6.9% agriculture, 3.4% medical science, 3.2% social 

science, 1.7% arts, and 1.6% finance (Yu et al., 2000). The latter half of the 1950s saw 

the introduction of another OC policy which promised special benefits to returnees. In 

1958, the State Council of China promulgated the ‘Regulation of the salary and benefits 
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of international students in the post-training period after returning to China10’. This 

regulation deemed that returned students would receive a higher salary and better work 

opportunities than their domestic counterparts (Li, 2000). One of the outcomes of this 

regulation was that it encouraged more Chinese students to study overseas (Ibid). The 

government’s monopoly on student funding, together with the sense of honor and pride 

(and remuneration) that was endowed upon returnees from the USSR (at least until the 

mid-1960s, when the Sino-Soviet Split11  occurred), meant that the vast majority of 

Chinese overseas students during this period returned to China upon completion of their 

studies (Bernstein et al., 2010; Huang, 2013; Price, 2017; Shambaugh, 2004).  

 

Aided by the contributions of returnees from both the West and the USSR, the CPC 

achieved the main goals of the First FYP, including the construction of seven steel 

plants, 13 non-ferrous metal factories, 4,000 kilometers of railway line, and the 

establishment of the first state-owned automotive manufacturing company (Dai & Xu, 

2003; Ren, 2001). With the assistance of returnees, China successfully tested its atomic 

bombs in 1964, and launched both an artificial satellite in 1970, and intercontinental 

ballistic missiles in 1980 (Erickson, 2014; Norris & Kristensen, 2008; Sachdev, 2000). 

OCs, both from the West and the USSR, not only provided a significant contribution to 

China’s industrialization and modernization, but through their contribution to the 

development of nuclear weapons, they were also able to increase China’s national 

defense and therefore head off any threats from international powers, specifically the 

US and the USSR (Sachdev, 2000; Shen, 2011). Moreover, some returnees from the 

USSR eventually became political leaders in China, including Former President Jiang 

Zemin and Premier Li Peng, as well as many government ministers (Li, 2008).  

 

 
10 Regulations on the salary and treatment of international students during the internship period after 

returning to China (1958) (关于留学生回国分配工作以后在见习期间工资待遇的规定) 

http://fgcx.bjcourt.gov.cn:4601/law?fn=chl521s047.txt&dbt=chl (accessed, Apr 2022). 
11 The Sino-Soviet Split refers to the souring of the political relationship between China and the USSR 

during the Cold War. By 1956, the leaders of both countries had diverged in their interpretation of 

Marxism and Leninism, and in their strategies for addressing the capitalist threat (Shen, 2011). At this 

time, the relationship between China and the USSR shifted from cooperative to antagonistic, and a 

regional war resulted in 1969 in the north-east of China. 

http://fgcx.bjcourt.gov.cn:4601/law?fn=chl521s047.txt&dbt=chl
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2.1.3 The Changed Image of Returnees and the Abolition of OC Policies 

Although returnees greatly contributed to China’s economic development and 

modernization, by the late 1960s their image had changed from national star to class 

enemy (Bai, 2003; Cao, 2010; Hou et al., 2013). Due to an evolution in the CPC’s (or 

Chairman Mao’s) governing philosophy to one centered on class struggle12, OCs were 

suspected as delegates of the bourgeoisie, imperialism, and revisionism13, with designs 

on overthrowing the CPC-led, proletarian state (Shen, 2011).  

 

Due to China’s internal political conflicts and the Sino-Soviet Split, by the early 

1970s OC recruiting policies were suspended (Li, 2000; Shan & Wang, 2007). Most of 

the returnees during this period were either those who had returned voluntarily from 

the West14, or state-funded students returning to China after completing studies in the 

USSR. The former faced persecution in a range of political campaigns from the middle 

1950s, such as the Anti-Rightist Campaign 15  (1956 to 1958) and the Cultural 

Revolution16 (1966 to 1976) (Bai, 2003; Shangguan, 2017; Hou et al., 2013; Xiong, 

2009). A small proportion of returnees from the West brought with them certain political 

ideals, such as the introduction of Western-style democracy and a multi-party political 

system. They were also often critical of the CPC (To, 2014). As a result, many were 

 
12 Class struggle or class conflict is an important concept in the Marxism that guided Chairman Mao’s 

governing philosophy (Marx & Engels, 1848). Class struggle refers to the question of ‘who should rule 

the world?’. Communists believe that the world should be ruled by the proletariat, and the bourgeoisie 

should be eliminated.  
13 Leaders of the USSR were viewed as revisionist in their application of communist principles, meaning 

that they were traitors to communism (Shen, 2011). In Mao’s view, revisionists were deemed more 

dangerous than Western imperialists to the revolutionary cause. 
14 ‘The West’ refers to members of the capitalist camp, such as the US and the United Kingdom. Many 

of these countries held hostile attitudes towards socialist countries, such as the PRC. 

15  The Anti-Rightist Campaign was a political campaign aiming to purge alleged rightists (people 

attempting to challenge the authority of the CPC) within the PRC (Chung, 2011; Vidal, 2016). 

16 The Cultural Revolution was a political campaign launched by Chairman Mao, originally aiming to 

prevent the re-emergence of capitalism in the PRC and seeking an appropriate path to prosperity under 

the socialist mode (The State Council of the PRC, 2005; 2009). However, the original aim was 

misinterpreted and misused by some extremists aiming to usurp the leadership of the PRC, which 

ultimately turned the Cultural Revolution into a disaster for the Chinese people (The State Council of the 

PRC, 2005; 2009). 
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persecuted to death, committed suicide or ‘went missing’ (Dreyer, 2015; To, 2014; 

MacFarquhar & Schram, 1974). Given the hostile relationship between the PRC and 

the West (especially the US during this period), returnees from the West were suspected 

of spying for the US government and working with them to overthrow the CPC (Givens, 

2017; Li, 2000; Li, 2008). Although there are few official statistics available from this 

period that show the number of returnees from the West, it is logical to assume that 

returning to China was inherently dangerous, and certainly not an attractive option for 

OCs who were living in the West. Compounding this, during the Cultural Revolution, 

some official international broadcasts which encouraged OCs in the West to return to 

China were criticized by members of the Central Cultural Revolution Group17 as being 

pro-bourgeoisie (Fitzgerald, 1972). Political broadcasts encouraging OCs in the West 

to return gradually began to disappear from the media and were replaced by class 

struggle propaganda and anti-capitalist slogans (Ibid). Again, it is difficult to imagine 

that such aggressive slogans would have been encouraging for OCs who were living in 

‘enemy countries’. 

 

A similar attitude by the CPC was directed towards returnees from the USSR 

during this period. In the early 1960s, the Sino-Soviet Split established a hostile 

relationship between the PRC and the USSR (Shen, 2011). As a consequence, the CPC 

decided to reduce the number of state-funded students going to the USSR. In 1969 a 

military conflict with the USSR broke out in north-eastern China, signaling a critical 

downturn in the relationship between the PRC and the USSR (Cao, 2010; Li, 2000; Li, 

2008; Yu, et al., 2000). These hostilities led to the emergence of anti-CPC propaganda 

in many Russian classrooms (Cao, 2010; Shen 2011). Academic discussions between 

Russian professors and Chinese students were reportedly replaced by ideological 

arguments (Cao, 2010). Chinese state-funded study in the USSR was gradually reduced 

from the late 1960s, and was eventually abolished in 1971 (Bai, 2003; Yu et al., 2000).  

 

As noted earlier, the skilled OCs who returned from the USSR after the Sino-Soviet 

Split were no longer viewed as being ‘national stars’. Anti-CPC propaganda in the 

 
17 The Central Cultural Revolution Group was formed in May 1966, during the Cultural Revolution, as 

a replacement organization to the Central Committee Secretariat of the CPC. 
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USSR had increased the CPC’s suspicion of the political loyalty of returned students 

(Cao, 2010; Shan & Wang, 2007). Once back in China, most returnees from the USSR 

were forced to undergo ‘re-education’ to ensure their loyalty to the CPC (Cao, 2010; 

Shan & Wang, 2007; Shen, 2011). When the returnees were assigned work, they were 

not permitted to have access to confidential information until they could demonstrate 

absolute political loyalty to the CPC (Shan & Wang, 2019; Shen, 2011; Zhang et al., 

2008). In contrast, the state-funded students who returned during the 1950s, prior to the 

Sino-Soviet Split, were still trusted by the CPC, as the CPC considered that they had 

not been ‘poisoned’ by anti-CPC propaganda while studying in the USSR (Bernstein et 

al., 2010; Price, 2017; Shambaugh, 2004).  

 

For those who did return to China during this period (i.e., after the Sino-Soviet 

Split), the hostile climate influenced the returnees’ attitudes towards the CPC. Many 

returnees lost trust in the CPC due to their physical or psychological wounds caused by 

persecutions in domestic political campaigns during the 1960s and the 1970s (Cao, 

2010; Shan & Wang, 2007; To, 2014). Many decided to leave China permanently when 

the Chinese government restored the overseas study policies in the 1980s, due to the 

lingering trauma of having witnessed their returnee parents and relatives persecuted in 

domestic political campaigns (To, 2014).  

 

Section 2.2 China’s Policies Towards OCs After the 1978 Reform and Opening-Up 

Having covered China’s historical policies towards OCs, section 2.2 will discuss 

how China’s OC policies and OCs’ mobility changed from 1978 during the period of 

China’s economic ‘reform and opening-up’. 

 

2.2.1 New Policies for Studying Abroad 

When Deng Xiaoping returned to power in 1977 after Mao’s death, economic 

development and modernization replaced class struggle to once again become the major 

governing philosophy of the CPC (Kau et al., 2016; McCabe, 2003; Suettinger, 2004; 
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Vogel, 2011). For example, from 1977 to 1979, Deng repeatedly emphasized the 

strategic goal of ‘Four Modernizations’ (p.30), and proposed to establish a ‘Moderately 

Prosperous Society’18 (i.e., a society with a functional middle class) by the end of the 

20th century (Renmin News, 2014). Deng called for ‘reform and opening-up’ (economic 

reform), which included the goal of overhauling China’s economy from a centrally 

planned model to a Western market-model, thereby opening China to the West19 (Ash 

& Kueh, 1996; Burns, 1993; Naughton, 1993; Shirk, 1996; Sigley, 2006). It quickly 

became clear, however, that this strategy would not come to fruition without skilled 

talent.  

 

Unfortunately, China was facing a serious shortage of skilled talent at the time. 

Having been severely undermined by the cultural revolution, China’s own education 

system was compromised in its ability to produce highly-skilled talent (Zweig, 2006). 

According to the Supreme Procuratorate of the People's Republic of China (1980), more 

than 142,000 teachers and professors in 17 provinces were persecuted during the 

cultural revolution (see Zweig, 2002). Even many famous professors and scientists, 

including those who had made significant contributions to Chinese development, could 

not escape the persecutions and killings20  that were dispensed during this political 

campaign (Ibid). Compounding this, China’s university entrance examination was 

abolished at the beginning of the cultural revolution in 1966 (Deng & Treiman, 1997; 

Meng & Gregory, 2002, 2007). With a drop in both university academics and students, 

 
18小康社会 
19 Unlike Mao, whose first foreign trip was to the Soviet Union when he was 56 years of age, Deng 

studied and worked in France as a teenager and thus had a more relaxed attitude towards the West. In 

particular, given his own experience abroad, he was less fearful that Chinese students would be 

‘brainwashed’ or seduced into adopting Western perspectives on governance (Pantsov & Levine, 2015; 

Wang, 1982). 
20 For example, Dr. Yao Tongbin was a distinguished scientist of aerospace materials who developed 

materials for China’s first artificial satellite. Dr. Yao was innocent but killed during the cultural 

revolution by mobs who labelled him an ‘anti-communism scholar lord’, claiming (without evidence) 

that he was aiming to ‘overturn’ the socialist mode (NetEase News, 2020) 
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most Chinese universities remained in a paralyzed state for a full decade between 1965 

to 1975.  

 

As a result of the above, training and attracting skilled OCs from overseas became 

an important agenda for Deng and his colleagues (Ma & Hao, 2013; Zhang, 2013). In 

order to pursue this agenda, Deng sought to reinvigorate China’s OC policy. In 1978, 

Deng called for his ministers to formulate a policy of state-funded overseas 

postgraduate study in Western countries, especially the US, and to increase the annual 

number of dispatched students (Zweig, 2006). Accordingly, in the same year, the 

Ministry of Education announced the ‘Notification Regarding Dispatching Chinese 

Overseas Students’. This policy stipulated that over the next five years, 3,000 students 

per year would be sent abroad to study in various fields including the natural sciences, 

engineering, agriculture, and medical science (Huang, 2012; Zhu, 2018). In 1979, the 

PRC and the US established diplomatic relations21, and an announcement was made by 

China and the US that the US and its Western allies would begin admitting Chinese 

students into their educational institutions (Yun & Ting, 2015; Wang, 2012).  

 

Notably, Deng’s policies applied only to students undertaking postgraduate study, 

thus differentiating this state-funded policy from the previous version in the 1950s, 

which also funded undergraduate students (Ouyang, 2019; Zhang, 2013). In 1980, Deng 

suggested that postgraduate students who had completed their undergraduate study in 

China should be the priority group of state-funded students. This position was supported 

by the restoration of the college entrance examination in 1979 (although Chinese 

universities started accepting students again, high-tech research projects could not be 

restored as quickly due to the aforementioned loss of intellectuals during the cultural 

revolution). 

 
21 The normalization of the China-US relationship begun in 1969 when Mao was alive and Nixon was 

in power. However, with Mao dying in 1976 and Nixon resigning in 1972, the PRC and the US formally 

established a diplomatic relationship in 1979, under the leadership of Deng and Carter. 
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In 1981, Deng went further by proclaiming that the first priority for state-funding 

would be given to those students entering a PhD course overseas, these returnees were 

considered to be best placed to lead China’s scientific research endeavors (Xinhua 

News, 2018). PhD students were seen as having higher research capabilities and 

skillsets than undergraduate and masters-level students (Jiang, 2015; Xinhua News, 

2018). PhD students also usually focus on frontier technologies and knowledge, which 

was seen as essential in narrowing the gap in scientific development between China and 

developed countries (Huang, 2012; Xinhua News, 2018). 

 

In addition to the new state-funded policy of studying abroad, in 1978, Deng called 

for relevant government departments to formulate a policy encouraging and 

supporting22 Chinese students who receive private offers from overseas educational 

institutions (Zweig, 2006; Zweig & Rosen, 2003). This marked a significant shift in 

official sentiments towards self-funded study, which the PRC had never before 

supported. Thus, in 1985, the first PRC self-funded overseas study policy was 

introduced – ‘The Temporary Regulation Regarding Self-Funded Overseas Study’ (Liu 

& Peng, 2019). The intent of this policy was to ensure that self-funded students would 

receive the same treatment as state-funded students after returning to China. Regardless 

of who pays for the fees, it confirmed that all skilled returnees are important for China’s 

economic development (Liu, 2009; Miao & Yang 2003). This was a necessary move 

when the lack of explicit state support for their studies naturally led many prospective 

students to be apprehensive about their future prospects upon their return to China 

(Miao, 2013). 

 

Since 1985, the rapid growth in self-funded overseas study has seen self-funded 

students become the largest cohort of the OC class (Ministry of Education, 2017; Wang 

& Miao, 2016). By 2010, self-funded students accounted for 92% of the total number 

 
22 This support is not financial support but relates to administrative approval for travel and living abroad, 

e.g., paper work for passport and visa applications. 
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of Chinese overseas students (Ministry of Education, 2017). By 2013, due to the 

exponential increase in the numbers of self-funded Chinese students, China had become 

the largest source of overseas students in the world (Ibid).  

 

2.2.2 New Policies, New Challenges to the CPC government – The Problem of Non-

Returnees 

When Deng and his ministers initially decided to send the most talented students 

(both state- and self-funded) to the West, his advisors reminded him that those students 

may not return to China, preferring instead to remain in a wealthier and more developed 

society (Xinhua News, 2018; Zweig & Rosen, 2003). However, Deng remained firm, 

insisting in 1978 that “if there are 10% of students we send that don’t want to return, 

the remaining 90% will and that is still a great victory for us” (Xinhua News, 2018). 

However, the 1986 Student Demonstration23  took Deng by surprise and shook his 

confidence in the position he took regarding overseas education. This pro-democracy 

demonstration involved tens of thousands of students from seven provinces who were 

dissatisfied with the CPC government (Kwong, 1988; Munro, 1988; Stubbe Ostergaard, 

1989).  

 

Deng and the cabinet believed that overseas study was a factor leading to this 

demonstration, and claimed that the idea of western-style democracy and a multi-party 

system was introduced by state-funded returned students (Zweig, 2006). Although the 

demonstration was short-lived (27 days), the CPC’s concerns about the negative effects 

of overseas education were once again brought to the surface (Ibid). In 1988, the CPC 

went as far as to question whether China should continue to send its students overseas 

(Lin, 1989). In the end, however, the policy of overseas education survived because of 

the CPC’s overriding desire to ensure China’s modernization and scientific 

 
23 The 1986 Student Demonstration involved more than 4,000 university students across seven provinces 

of the PRC. Students protested the CPC’s interference with the election of members of the People’s 

Congress in the Xi Shi District of Hefei city, Anhui province. In some other places, such as in Beijing 

and Shanghai, protests were predominantly about the lack of democratic governance on campus. 
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advancement. But with the memory of the Anti-Rightist Campaign and the Cultural 

Revolution fresh in their minds, these more recent events did nothing to alleviate OC 

students’ distrust of the CPC (Hershkovitz, 1993; Mason & Clements, 2002).  

 

Two years later, the 1989 Tiananmen Protest24 further damaged the relationship 

between OCs and the CPC (Adams, 1996; Calhoun, 1989; Mason & Clements, 2002). 

What most OC students feared had materialized. Indeed, Zhang (1992) points to 

internal documents from the time which described OCs in language reminiscent of the 

propaganda slogans of the Cultural Revolution, with terms such as ‘enemies of 

communism’25 . Zhang (1992) further argues that this hostile and potentially lethal 

environment led most OCs, especially the well-educated, to opt to stay in their host 

countries rather than risk a return to China. In addition, many Western countries, which 

were host countries for Chinese students, supported the students who participated in the 

1989 Tiananmen Protest, and criticized the Chinese government’s decision to manage 

the situation by using military troops and lethal force (Ralston et al., 1995; Suettinger, 

2004). For example, several Western countries, including the US and Australia, allowed 

Chinese students who engaged in the 1989 Tiananmen Protest to extend their student 

visas or apply for permanent resident status – an option that was not previously 

available to Chinese students (Suettinger, 2004).   

 

Understandably, these domestic student protests had an important influence on 

overseas students’ decisions as to whether to return to China. For example, in a survey 

by Zweig and Chen (1995) of 273 OCs, including OC students and scholars in the US, 

43% of participants cited political concerns for not returning to China, including 30% 

who noted concerns relating to political instability in China and 12% citing concerns 

relating to political freedoms. Although the government continued to employ patriotic 

propaganda to encourage OC students to return, it was ineffective with pro-democracy 

 
24 The 1989 Tiananmen Protest was a student-led demonstration for democracy and freedom of speech. 

25 Students involved in the 1989 Tiananmen protests in Beijing were described by the CPC as ‘enemies 

of communism’. The term ‘enemies of the communism’ was previously commonly used by the state 

during the period of Cultural Revolution. People who were labelled by the state as ‘enemies of 

communism’, ‘dogs of capitalism’ and ‘delegates of American Imperialism’ were usually then 

persecuted and killed.  



42 

 

OC students (Hirschman, 1970; Jiao, 1998). Since China’s policies on studying abroad 

were personally supported by Deng, the OCs’ reluctance to return to China undermined 

his reputation and authority. It also threatened to derail his economic objectives 

(including the ‘Four Modernizations’ and the ‘Moderately Prosperous Society’), which 

relied strongly on the talents of returned OCs (Findlay, 1989; Perry, 2001; Wasserstrom, 

2018). Further, the clampdown on university students’ protests in the late 1980s 

dramatically shifted OCs’ attitudes towards the CPC. While OCs had hoped that Deng’s 

economic reforms would lead to a more welcoming and accepting attitude towards 

returnees from the West, they found themselves again confronted by a climate of fear 

and hostility (Zhang, 1992; Zweig, 2006). If the CPC was to continue in its push to 

encourage skilled OCs to return to China, they now faced the enormous challenge of 

restoring trust and credibility.  

 

2.2.3 New Challenges, New Policies – The Age of Monetary Incentive Based OC 

Attracting Policies 

Foreign-educated and skilled OCs were too valuable for the CPC to lose, and 

therefore the CPC sought to adopt new methods to encourage skilled OCs to return to 

China (Ouyang, 2019; Liu & Peng, 2013; Yang & Yang, 2003). The deteriorating 

international credibility of the CPC 26  reduced the effectiveness of the traditional 

methods of attracting OCs to return – in particular the appeal to a sense of patriotism. 

Such political propaganda was also less appealing to the growing number of more 

individualistic and materialistic self-funded students, who were more interested in their 

own future and wealth (Miao, 2013). Due to the relative decline in numbers of state-

funded students (Yun & Ting, 2015), it is likely that most OCs would not have felt the 

same level of reciprocal obligation to return and ‘give back’ to China as their 1950s 

counterparts did.  

 

 
26 This deterioration of the CPC’s credibility was not only associated with student demonstrations in the 

1980s, but also people’s growing doubts towards communism itself – caused in no small part by the 

collapse of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the USSR from 1989 to 1991. 



43 

 

Given this realization, the 1990s saw the Chinese central government introduce a 

suite of policies aimed at encouraging OC students to return to China. These policies 

included offering free or subsidized accommodation for highly skilled returnees, 

providing higher wages and senior professional titles (titles such as full professor or 

senior engineer usually reflect a particular level of income), and increasing funding and 

facilities for returnees’ scientific research (Jiang, 2015; Miao. 2013; Xinhua News, 

2018; Yun & Ting, 2015). China’s economic growth since the 1980s allowed for 

monetary incentives to be offered as a new CPC strategy to attract OCs (Liu, 2009; 

Miao. 2013; Yun & Ting, 2015; Xinhua News, 2018). In addition, the party-state 

promised to maintain the policy of overseas study, in order to regain OCs students’ 

confidence in the CPC (Zweig, 2006). In 1992, the State Education Commission 

reaffirmed the slogan declaring support for OCs: “Support overseas study, encourage 

people to return, and give people the freedom to come and go”27 (Zhu, 1994; Zweig, 

2006). At the same time, old-style political propaganda had not been renounced, and 

was also being used in an attempt to reinvigorate OCs’ patriotism. In 1991, for example, 

Deng gave a public speech calling on OC students to return and serve the motherland: 

“We hope that all people who have gone overseas to study will come back… It doesn’t 

matter what their previous political attitude was, they can all come back, and after they 

return things will be arranged. This policy cannot be changed”. (Zhang, 1992; Zweig, 

2006). The monetary incentives and pro-OC talk were intended as messages to all OCs, 

assuring them that the Cultural Revolution would not re-emerge. Similarly, the CPC 

wanted to convince OCs that this was the end of the CPC’s distrust and persecution of 

OCs (Engelsberg, 1995; Zweig. 2006). Although there are no official statistics relating 

to the number of returnees and non-returnees during the 1980s28, evidence suggests that 

the number of Chinese self-funded overseas students rapidly increased during the 1990s, 

 
27 Zhi chi liu xue, gu li hui guo, lai qu zi you. This slogan was first announced in 1985 when the CPC 

supported students to study abroad. This slogan was, however, immediately removed because the CPC 

senior leaders disagreed about whether to abolish the state-funded policy of studying abroad due to the 

impact of student demonstrations in 1986 and 1989. When this slogan disappeared, OCs as well as 

domestic students questioned whether the CPC still supported Chinese students to study abroad. The re-

announcement of this slogan in 1992 was an effort to ease the tensions with students. 
28 It is closely connected to the Tiananmen Protest of 1989. 
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eventually constituting the largest proportion of OCs ever attained under the PRC 

(Ministry of Education, 2018). 

 

During the 1990s, the Chinese government gained a stronger appreciation of the 

need for skilled workers, especially skilled OCs (Wang, 2009; Zheng, 2010; Zweig, 

2006). This led the CPC to introduce two key national strategies to guide its policies of 

attracting skilled workers. In 1995, at the National Conference of Science and 

Technology, the Chinese government announced the ‘National Strategy of Invigorating 

China through Science and Education’ (Pang & Plucker, 2012; Xinhua News, 2021). 

Deng’s successor, former president Jiang Zemin, specifically stated that human talent 

exists as a core resource for ensuring the success of China’s modernization and 

development project (Wang, 2003; Zhang, 2003). That year, the Ninth FYP was 

formally introduced. For the first time, talent-related concerns, including the need to 

attract skilled OCs to return to China, were written into the goals of the FYP (The CPC 

Archive, n.d.). 

 

Following this, in 2002 the ‘National Strategy of Strengthening China through 

Human Resources Development’ was introduced. This strategy specifically emphasized 

the importance of attracting skilled workers (Gui, 2004; Liu & Wall, 2005). In 2002, 

the central government openly admitted that, after graduation, most OC students were 

reluctant to return to China, leading the government to provide more attractive 

incentives for OCs (Pang & Plucker, 2012; Wang, 2009; Zweig, 2006). The CPC’s 

increased emphasis on talent development was also related to the growing challenge of 

achieving environmentally sustainable development (Breslin, 1996; Cao, 2008; Hald, 

2009). A goal of the Eleventh FYP was to adopt a sustainable mode of economic 

development by importing foreign, environment-friendly technologies (The State 

Council of the PRC, 2006). A key method in this plan was to encourage skilled OC who 

hold relevant knowledge and skills to return to China (Zhang et al., 2010). 

 

In order to achieve the goals of these national strategies, the Chinese government 

introduced two important policies based on monetary incentives. In 1994, the 

government introduced the ‘100 Talent Program’, managed by the Chinese Academy 

of Science. This policy can be considered the pilot policy for attracting talent through 
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monetary incentives, leading on from China’s steps towards reform and opening-up (Ni, 

2014; Niu & Zhou, 2017). The ‘100 Talent program’ offers a package of incentives to 

a total value of up to two million RMB (Chinese Academy of Science, n.d.). These 

incentives include research funds, a relatively high salary, subsidies for housing, and 

assistance in setting up a research laboratory and research team (Ibid). As of 2013 (the 

latest available data), 2,145 talented scholars (both skilled OC and domestic scholars) 

had become recipients of the ‘100 Talent Program’ (Chinese Academy of Science, n.d.; 

Sun, 2014). The second policy was introduced in 1998: the Chang Jiang Scholars 

Program. The Chang Jiang Scholars Program also offers a range of monetary incentives 

similar to the ‘100 Talent Program’ (Liu et al., 2020; Niu & Zhou, 2017). The Chang 

Jiang Scholars Program is not government-funded but is funded by a private foundation, 

the Li Ka Shing Foundation (Hong Kong), and managed primarily by the Ministry of 

Education (Ministry of Education, 2018a). By 2017 (the latest available data), the 

number of recipients of the Chang Jiang Scholars Program was 3,388, which includes 

both skilled OCs and domestic scholars (Ministry of Education, 2018b). 

 

Section 2.3 The Recruitment Program of Global Experts (RPGE) 

Following on from the ‘100 Talent Program’ and the Chang Jiang Scholars Program, 

in 2008 the central government established the RPGE (also known as the ‘1000 Talent 

Plan’). As of today, the RPGE remains China’s most important policy for the 

recruitment of skilled OC (RPGE, n.d.-a), with ambitious recruitment goals supported 

by incentives that are more generous than earlier policies. By 2017, approximately 

8,000 OC experts have successfully applied for the RPGE., The Chinese government 

also acknowledged that the program has contributed greatly to China’s economy and 

modernization during the last decade (Radio France Internationale, 2020; Voice of 

America, 2018). 

 

2.3.1 Introducing the RPGE 

To attract skilled OCs to return to China, the RPGE provides both monetary 

incentives (including subsidies, research funds and housing) and non-monetary 

incentives (e.g., spousal employment and children’s education) that aim to support the 
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RPGE recipients and their family members29 . RPGE awards are offered across six 

categories, as detailed in Table 2.1. The three core categories are for ‘Innovative Talent 

(both short and long term)’, ‘Young Professionals’, and ‘Entrepreneurs’ (China Youth 

Daily, 2016). The aim of the Innovative Talent category is to recruit highly skilled 

senior OCs who have already established a successful career overseas, including those 

who possess patents, and are senior managers, CEOs, CFOs, and distinguished 

professors. This category provides the most financial incentives. The RPGE recipients 

in this category can expect to receive financial incentives of up to RMB one million, a 

research fund of up to RMB three million, and receive a salary equal to or higher than 

the salary they have received in their job overseas. Additionally, they would receive full 

social insurance (even in instances when the returnee is no longer a Chinese national).  

 

Table 2.1 The Six Categories of the RPGE 

Category Requirement Employment Incentives 

Innovative 

Talent (Long 

Term)30 

Achievement of full professorship 

or the equivalent in prestigious 

foreign universities and R&D 

institutes. 

Under 55 years of age. 

Leading post in either a professional or 

technical position in a university and 

R&D institute. 

Settlement Allowance of RMB one 

million, full social insurance, an income 

level equivalent to the recipient’s 

overseas position. 

Family Resettlement: employment for 

spouse and school for children. 

Provision of a house for recipient and 

family. 

 

Innovative 

Talent (Short 

Term)31 

Same as the Requirement for 

Innovative Talent (Long Term). 

The recipient, however, must 

work in China for no less than 

two months per year. 

Under 55 years old. 

Same as above The Start-up package, 

however, is capped at RMB 500,000. 

 
29 For example, the RPGE requires that employers provide employment to the RPGE recipients’ 

spouses and coordinates with local schools to provide education for their children. 
30 创新人才（长期） 
31 创新人才（短期） 
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Young 

Professionals32 

A PhD degree with a science 

major from a prestigious overseas 

university, with experience in 

teaching and researching 

positions. 

Must work in China on a full-time 

basis. 

Under 40 years of age. 

Settlement Allowance of RMB 500,000. 

Research subsidies from one to RMB 

three million. 

Provision of a house for recipient and 

family. 

Entrepreneurs33 A degree from a foreign country. 

Experience in starting a business 

or serving as a senior manager in 

international enterprises for at 

least three years. 

Establishment of a business in 

China. 

 

Same as for Innovative Talent (Long 

Term). 

Foreign 

Experts34 

Should meet the general standard 

of the RPGE.  

Work in China for no less than 

nine months per year. 

Under 65 years of age 

 

Same as for Innovative Talent (Long 

Term). 

Topnotch 

Talent and 

(their) Teams35 

Recipients of major international 

awards, such as the Nobel Prize, 

the A.M. Turing Award, the 

Fields Medal.  

Incentives will be negotiated on a case-

by-case basis. 

Source: RPGE (n.d.-a) 

 

The Young Professionals category focuses on young, highly skilled OC experts 

(with minimum requirements of a PhD in the natural sciences or engineering, and 

overseas work experience of three to five years); and who have outstanding research 

potential. This category has lower requirements in terms of work experience than the 

Innovative Talent category, but more specific requirements in relation to academic 

discipline and research capability. The category of Entrepreneurs was designed to 

attract OCs who have had a successful career overseas but may want to return to China 

to start a business. Their business proposals often focused on technology development. 

The remaining two categories, Foreign Experts and Topnotch Talents and Teams, were 

designed for foreign-born citizens, and as such, are outside the scope of this research.  

 

 
32 青年千人计划 
33 创业人才 
34 外籍专家 
35 领军人才 
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The RPGE is the first systematic talent-attracting policy in China which contains a 

range of categories for individuals with different types of talent and at different career 

stages. Compared with China’s previous OC-attracting policies, the RPGE has more 

generous incentives (see Table 2.2). It is also broader in scope. For example, whereas 

the ‘100-Talent Program’ and the Chang Jiang Scholars Program focused only on 

scientists of research institutions or university professors, the RPGE includes various 

types of talent, including those from outside of academia (such as entrepreneurs).  

 

The RPGE stands today as China’s most important policy for the recruitment of 

skilled OCs. This status was affirmed in 2015, when the CPC launched its ‘Made in 

China 2025’ plan. President Xi Jinping’s aim with this plan was to transform China 

from a low-end product producer, to a high-tech product manufacturer by 2025 (Butollo 

& Luthje, 2017; Müller & Voigt, 2018; Wübbeke et al., 2016). Clearly, this goal requires 

skilled human resources. In 2016, the CPC issued a ‘Guidance Paper Regarding 

Deepening the Reform of the System and Mechanism of Talent Development (Xinhua 

News, 2016)36’. In this document, the RPGE is presented as the primary method for 

recruiting highly skilled OCs, thus providing official confirmation that the RPGE is and 

will continue to be China’s key policy for attracting skilled OCs (Xinhua News, 2016).  

 

Table 2.2 Comparison of the RPGE, the ‘100-Talent Program’, and the Chang Jiang 

Scholars Program – Target Groups and Incentives 

Policy Target Group(s) Incentives 

The RPGE OC scholars and scientists 

of all ages 

 

OC entrepreneurs 

 

Foreign-born scientists 

 

Highly respected 

researchers and research 

teams  

Resettlement allowances of 

up to RMB one million  

 

Research funds of up to RMB 

three million  

 

A flexible salary (no lower 

than the recipients’ previous 

overseas salary) 

 

Free accommodation 

 

 
36 中共中央关于深化人才发展体制机制改革的建议 
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Employment for spouse 

 

Education for children 

   

The ‘100-Talent Program’ Scientists at universities and 

research institutions  

A package of incentives of up 

to RMB two million, 

including personal subsidies 

and research funds. 

   

Chang Jiang Scholars 

Program 

University professors Subsidies of up to RMB 

30,000 per month. 

 

Teaching professors receive a 

subsidy of up to RMB 

200,000 per year.  

 

Research professors receive a 

subsidy of up to RMB 30,000 

per month 

Source: The RPGE (n.d.-a), Chinese Academy of Science (n.d.), and the Ministry of Education 

(2018) 

 

2.3.2 Regional OC-Attracting Policies Based on the RPGE Model 

The success of the RPGE’s monetary incentive model has inspired China’s regional 

governments to formulate their own skilled OC-attracting policies (Xinhua News 2018). 

Regional governments have each developed policies to support their own needs, such 

as the Beijing Overseas Talent Aggregation Project, the Yang Fan (Setting Sail) Project 

of Guangdong Province, and Tai Shan Scholars Program of Shandong Province. Some 

regional policies have simply incorporated the RPGE’s name; such as the RPGE of 

Shanghai and the RPGE of Sichuan. By January 2019, there were at least 181 regional 

OC attracting policies and programs across 29 provinces and municipalities (RPGE, 

n.d.-b). Table 2.3 compares the key incentives offered by the RPGE with those of a 

selection of similar regional-level policies. Regarding monetary incentives, both the 

RPGE and the regional policies include settlement allowances and research funds for 

skilled OCs. In terms of other incentives, both the RPGE and most regional policies 

offer incentives for family resettlement, including employment for spouses, education 
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for children and housing. It is important to note that many regional policies are more 

flexible in relation to eligibility thresholds in situations where the applicants are 

urgently needed. For example, the Yang Fan (Setting Sail) Project of Guangdong 

Province clearly states that the award is accessible not only to OCs with doctorates but 

also to OCs holding masters’ degrees, provided they are prepared to start a business in 

the province’s rural areas (Human Resources and Social Security Department of 

Guangdong Province, 2017).  

 

While the central government is financially responsible for the central RPGE, 

regional policies are fully funded by regional governments. This means that in wealthier 

regions, the regional-level policies usually contain more generous incentives than those 

of other regions, making the wealthy regions more attractive for OCs who are 

considering applying for regional-level awards. In a relatively wealthier city such as 

Beijing, one could apply for both the central RPGE and the Beijing Overseas Talents 

Project at the same time. If both applications are approved, the applicant would receive 

two million CNY (one million from RPGE plus one million from the Beijing Overseas 

Talents Project). On the other hand, the RPGE of Sichuan states if incentives of this 

policy overlap with the central RPGE, then the recipient will only receive the higher 

one.  
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Table 2.3 RPGE versus Regional Policies: Comparison of Incentives 

     Policies 

 

 

 

Incentives 

(RMB) 

RPGE Beijing 

Overseas 

Talent 

Aggregation 

Project 

Yang Fan 

(Setting Sail) 

Project of 

Guangdong 

Province 

RPGE of 

Shanghai 

Tai Shan 

Scholar 

Program of 

Shandong 

Province 

RPGE of 

Sichuan 

Settlement 

Allowance 

500, 000 to one 

million 
 

 

One to two 

million 

 

200,000 to one 

million 

500,000 to one 

million 

100,000 to 

one million 

500,000 to 

one million 

Research 

Funds 

One to three 

million 

Up to one 

million 

500,000 to 

three million 

Up to two 

million 

Up to five 

million  

Other 

Incentives 

Housing, 

Salary, Family 

resettlement 

Education for 

Children 

- Housing 

subsidies, 

family 

resettlement 

Housing, 

family 

resettlement 

Housing 

subsidies, 

family 

resettlement 

Source: RPGE (n.d.-a); CHISA (2017); Human Resources and Social Security Department of 
Guangdong Province (2017); RPGE of Shanghai (n.d.); Shandong Talent (n.d.-a), (n.d.-b); Sichuan 

Provincial Talent Work Network (2016) 

 

2.3.3 The Process of RPGE’s Implementation 

The implementation process of the RPGE program can be divided into three 

conceptually distinct stages37. As set out in Figure 2.1, the first stage in the process is 

candidate nomination. To nominate for the program, a skilled OC is required to contact 

an employer of interest in China and inform them of his/her desire to seek employment 

through the RPGE. As the key policy actor at this stage, the employer is responsible for 

organizing an expert-led assessment of the OC’s capabilities and potential (Renmin 

 
37 While the Chinese authorities have heavily publicized the RPGE program and its incentive structure, 

they have not officially (directly) published details on the implementation process. Instead, a process of 

triangulation – using a range of published sources (as referenced in this section) – has been used here to 

discern the key components and procedures of the program’s implementation. Notably, one of these 

sources includes a report of Renmin News (2012), a Chinese state-owned media outlet. 
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News, 2012). Requirements and assessment standards for RPGE nomination can vary 

from employer to employer, but the minimum standards usually include a PhD degree 

obtained overseas, and a minimum of three years’ of work experience at an overseas 

research institution or university (as per RPGE requirements) (Li, 2010; Renmin News, 

2012). At the employer’s discretion, the OC will be hired as a formal employee, and 

will then be nominated by the employer for recruitment into the RPGE program (RPGE, 

n.d.). This involves the employer signing the OC’s application documents and sending 

them to the RPGE officials (Li, 2010; Renmin News, 2012).  

 

Figure 2.1 Implementation Stages and Policy Actor Responsibilities 

 

Source: Renmin News (2012) 

 

Delivery of RPGE Incentives

The RPGE officials are responsible for
delivering the incentives promised by the
government, including settlement allowances
and research funds.

The employers of RPGE recipients are
responsible for delivering the incentives
promised by them (e.g. salary, family
resettlement, housing and top-up
allowances/funds).

Selection of RPGE Recipients
RPGE officials are responsible for checking the
completeness of the application documents,
selecting the RPGE examiners, and delivering
the application documents to the examiners.

The RPGE examiners are responsible for
assessing the applicants' capabilities and
potential future contribution, and ultimately for
selecting the recipients.

Nomination for RPGE Candidature

Skilled OCs apply to work for a Chinese
organization, and request to be nominated for
the RPGE program.

The employer assesses the skilled OCs'
capabilities, hires them and then nominates
them for the RPGE.
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The second stage of the RPGE implementation process relates to the selection of 

RPGE recipients. The selection stage comprises three steps: (1). checking the 

completeness of the application documents; (2). selection of RPGE examiners; and (3). 

selection of RPGE recipients. Checking the completion of documents involves a 

desktop assessment by RPGE officials to confirm that all required files have been 

submitted by the applicants’ employer, and to return incomplete or inaccurate 

documentation for amendment (Renmin News, 2012). At this stage of the process, the 

RPGE officials will also categorize the applications according to eight broad scholarly 

disciplines – mathematics, chemistry, life sciences, natural environment, engineering, 

arts, information technologies, and applied sciences.  

 

Once the applicants’ documents have been checked and categorized, the RPGE 

officials are required to appoint independent examiners to assess the application. This 

process involves the random selection of suitable scholars from the RPGE examiner 

database, which constitutes a pool of potential examiners (Wei, 2011). For each 

application, the RPGE officials appoint at least two examiners, whose expertise aligns 

with the applicants’ broad scholarly discipline (Wei, 2011). The pool of potential 

examiners typically includes both eminent, domestically-educated experts, and 

distinguished returnee scholars. The former are noted for possessing relevant 

knowledge about the shortage of experts in specific academic fields in China, while the 

latter have an understanding of the most advanced knowledge and cutting-edge 

technologies internationally (Renmin News, 2012).  

 

The randomized nature of the examiner selection process is considered an 

important safeguard for the minimization of fraud and the facilitation of objective 

applicant evaluations (Renmin News, 2012). The identities of the examiners are also 

kept confidential from the applicants in order to reduce the potential for bribery or 

misconduct (Ibid). Although the RPGE examiners receive remuneration for their time 

and effort, their role is a temporary one. Due to the random nature of selection, 
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examiners cannot be certain whether or when they will be selected to examine again 

(Renmin News, 2012). Nevertheless, given that compensation can often account for up 

to 50% of the examiners’ monthly basic salary38, examiner roles are highly sought after. 

According to the ‘The Standards of Consultation Fees for Scientific Research 

Projects’39 issued by the Ministry of Finance (2017), the compensation for examiners 

varies according to their professional title and industry affiliation. For example, 

whereas the typical compensation for a full professor is RMB 2,400, the rate for non-

professors is RMB 1,500 (Ministry of Finance, 2017). For academics affiliated with the 

Chinese Science Academy or the Chinese Social Science Academy 40 , the rate can 

increase to up to RMB 3,600 per day.  

 

Once the examiners are appointed by the RPGE officials, the process moves to the 

examination of RPGE applications, which involves assessing the applicants’ 

documentation, conducting interviews, and reaching a final decision via a group 

discussion involving all examiners, under the supervision of RPGE officials (with the 

aim of enhancing objectivity) (Li, 2010). As the key policy actor during this process, 

the RPGE examiners assume full responsibility for deciding who to interview by 

reviewing the applicants’ achievements and work experience (Xinhua News, 2009). 

Although specific details of the selection criteria used to judge the RPGE applicants are 

not publicly available, it is understood that several factors are valued by examiners 

(Renmin News, 2012). They include the applicants’ publication record, work 

experience, and demonstrated leadership skills, as well as references or formal opinions 

 
38 According to ‘The Standards of Monthly Salary of Employees of Public Institutions’ issued by the 

State Council (2018), the monthly basic salary for a full professor and an associate professor is up to 

6,010 RMB and 3,070 RMB respectively (a Chinese person’s monthly revenue also includes his/her 

subsidies and allowances, which vary from employer to employer). 
39 中央财政科研项目专家咨询费管理办法 

40 These bodies are similar to the National Academy of Sciences in the US or the Australian Academy 

of Science. In China, Academics of the Chinese Science Academy or the Chinese Social Science 

Academy are regarded as being of higher status than non-member university professors, thus their 

compensation is higher.  
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by the applicants’ past employers or supervisors (e.g., a written or oral reference) (see 

Table 2.4). Publication records and work experience are considered indicative of the 

applicants’ research capabilities while leadership is considered important because the 

RPGE recipients are expected to lead research teams. References from employers or 

supervisors– particularly those of well-reputed individuals – are valued as these 

individuals have had the opportunity to assess the applicants’ capabilities in the 

workplace (ScholarSet, 2016). A reference from a distinguished foreign scholar is 

valued highly because foreign scholars are considered more likely than domestic 

scholars to provide objective opinions of the applicants (Ibid).  

 

Table 2.4 Selection Criteria for RPGE Recipients 

Selection Criterion Notes 

Publication Record Publications in leading international 

journals41. 

Work Experience Previous positions in overseas research 

institutions/universities and awards 

attained overseas. 

Leadership Previous experience with leading/co-

ordinating government- funded research 

projects overseas. 

Opinions from Other Colleagues The reputation of the Chinese 

organization that nominates the applicant, 

and references from distinguished 

scholars.  

Source: Renmin News (2012); ScholarSet (2016) 

 

 
41  It is unknown whether assessment of the publication record takes into account the number of 

publications, and/or the quality of the publication outlet (e.g., journal quality metrics) because of lack of 

publicly available information. 
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The third stage in the RPGE implementation process is the delivery of the RPGE’s 

incentives (see Figure 2.1). The RPGE officials must deliver the incentives that have 

been promised by the government, which includes settlement allowances and research 

funds (ScholarSet, 2016; Xinhua News, 2009). The employers of RPGE recipients, for 

their part, must deliver other incentives, such as salaries, family resettlement incentives, 

and housing. The value of the latter incentives can vary from employer to employer, 

and employee to employee, but typically matches the amount stated in the RPGE policy. 

Beyond this, employers often offer additional financial incentives to top-up the amount 

provided by the government, in order to successfully compete for skilled OCs. For 

example, the RPGE policy states that recipients in the Young Professionals category 

will receive RMB 500,000 to three million in research funds from the government. On 

top of this, Xidian University offers RPGE recipients additional research funds of no 

less than RMB two million (Xidian University, 2019), while Zhejiang University 

attracts RPGE recipients by offering to match the amount of research funds they receive 

from the government (Zhejiang University, 2020).  

 

2.3.4 Have China’s Policies of Attracting Skilled OCs Achieved Their Goals? 

As detailed, since the 1990s, the Chinese central and regional governments have 

dedicated significant efforts developing initiatives to attract skilled OCs to return to 

China. The question remains, however: have these policies been successful? One metric 

for gauging success is the annual number of returnees, and on this metric, there are 

indications of success. For example, the Ministry of Education (2020) has reported that, 

since the 1990s, there has been a consistent annual increase in the number of returnees, 

including skilled OC scholars and scientists. According to official statistics, the total 

number of returnees (by year) increased from 91,000 in 2000 to 35,000 in 2005, 

130,480 in 2010, 432,500 in 2016, and 580,030 in 2019 (Ministry of Education, 2013, 

2016, 2017, 2019). The cumulative number of returnees over the period reached 4.23 

million by 2019. Moreover, Wang and Miao (2016, 2017) reported that the number of 

young OC graduates seeking a career in China has been rapidly increasing. They 
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claimed that an important factor in these returnees’ mobility decisions is their interest 

in China’s incentives policies, including the capacity of the incentives to facilitate their 

career in China (Ibid). Overall, China’s incentive policies have facilitated numerous 

skilled OC scholars and scientists to return to China, including more than 2,145 

recipients of the ‘100 Talent Program’ (1994 to 2009), 3,388 recipients of the Chang 

Jiang Scholars Program (2007 to 2016), approximately 8,000 recipients of the RPGE 

(2008 to 2018), and many more recipients of the 181 regional programs (Li, 2019; 

Ministry of Education, 2017; The CPC News, 2012)42.  

 

Although China’s talent-attracting policies have led many skilled OCs to return to 

China, there is an indication that many more skilled OCs – including world-class 

scientists – have decided to remain overseas. Data indicates that of those who graduated 

abroad and returned to China in 2016, 61% were master’s graduates, 35% were holders 

of bachelor’s degrees, and only 3.5% held doctoral degrees (Ministry of Education, 

2016, 2017; Wang & Miao, 2017). The higher tendency for doctoral graduates to remain 

in their host countries has been identified by Finn (2014), who reported that almost 98% 

of Chinese students who obtained their PhD in the natural sciences or engineering at 

US universities in 2001 decided to stay in the US. Despite evidence that these figures 

have improved since the introduction of the RPGE in 2008 – with the number remaining 

in their host country decreasing to 89% in 2009, 85% in 2011, and 86% in 2013 (Ibid)43 

– they nevertheless indicate a serious deficit in the return of top elites to China, and call 

into question the effectiveness of the RPGE and other regional policies. Indeed, these 

figures may belie the full extent of the problem for China, given a report by Xinhua 

News (2017) which stated that 90% of OC students who returned from the US only did 

so because they could not find a job in the US. Overall, the figures clearly demonstrate 

that China is experiencing a net outflow of skilled talent, especially with regard to PhD 

graduates.  

 
42 At the time of this research, it has been difficult to obtain more recent figures because in response to 

the US government’s investigation of the RPGE (citing intellectual property concerns), the Chinese 

government has removed from public access most web information relating to the RPGE and many of 

the other talent-attracting policies. 
43 Supporting Finn’s (2014) findings, a study by Sheehan (2019) indicated that over 88% of OC students 

with a PhD degree in artificial intelligence remained in the US after graduation. 
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These policy failures are likely to have significant and material negative impacts 

upon China’s development goals. For example, in the field of materials science, which 

is strategically vital to the defense industry44, 15 of the top 100 and six of the top ten 

world-class scientists are OC researchers – however of these, only two of the top 100 

(and none of the top 10) work in mainland China (Clarivate, n.d.). Such figures are 

reflected in the personal stories of world-class OC scientists who decided to remain 

overseas permanently or who returned to China but departed again soon after. Professor 

Xi Yin for example, is a highly regarded, world-leading scientist in physics. He entered 

one of China’s top universities with a full scholarship when he was only 12 years of age 

and completed his PhD at Harvard University when he was 23. Professor Yin decided 

to remain in the US permanently after being promoted to full professor at Harvard 

University when he was 32 in 2016 (NetEase, 2020). Another example is that of 

Professor Ning Yan, a world-class biologist who returned to China in 2007 (before the 

RPGE was introduced) to become a recipient of the Chang Jiang Scholars Program 

Soon thereafter, Professor Yan was promoted to full professor in Tsinghua University 

in 2007, which made her the youngest full professor ever at the Tsinghua University. 

Nevertheless, perhaps indicating defects in China’s talent-retention policies, Professor 

Yan left for the US in 2017, without explanation (NetEase, 2016).  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an historical review of China’s skilled OC policies. 

China’s agenda of economic development and modernization, particularly after its 

‘reform and opening-up’ launched in the late 1970s, has generated an enormous demand 

for skilled talent, especially for OCs who have been educated overseas and possess 

advanced knowledge and technological skills. While the CPC previously restricted the 

outward flow of students to those who received state funding, changes in policy during 

the 1980s have led to significant growth in the number of self-funded overseas students, 

to the extent that they now comprise by far the largest cohort of OCs (Wang & Miao 

2016; Zweig, 2006). In contrast, the restricted mobility and sense of reciprocal 

responsibility felt by state-funded OCs, self-funded OCs tend to prioritize their personal 

 
44 Material used for propellers, for instance, are extremely important for China’s research programs for 

new jets and battleships. 
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well-being and advancement when considering whether to return to China. As such, 

China’s strategies towards encouraging the return of OCs have changed, from one 

emphasizing patriotic duty to one emphasizing various monetary and non-monetary 

incentives. To date however, China’s skilled OC-attracting policies – including the 

flagship initiative, the RPGE – have achieved only partial success. Although the total 

annual number of returnees have increased during the last two decades, most skilled 

OCs, in particular PhD graduates and leading scientists, continue to reside in their host 

countries (Zweig et al., 2020). These issues raise an important question: are there 

problems relating to the RPGE’s implementation which may be contributing skilled 

OCs’ decision to remain in (or return to) their host countries?   
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Chapter Three: Literature Review 

In the previous chapter’s analysis of China’s talent-attracting policies, it was 

revealed that, despite the heavy incentives offered through the RPGE, many skilled OCs 

choose not to return to China. By reviewing the literature, this chapter aims to identify 

possible shortcomings with the RPGE – in its structure and its implementation – which 

may have contributed to the failure to attract these much sought-after talents. The 

chapter comprises two sections. Section 3.1 reviews the literature to identify known or 

purported issues with the RPGE recruitment process (i.e., candidate nomination and 

selection), as well as the possible causes and implications of these problems. Then, 

Section 3.2 examines issues relating to the eventual delivery of RPGE incentives once 

recipients are in the country. The chapter then concludes by summarizing the findings 

from the literature, noting where gaps in our present knowledge-base lie. Drawing upon 

these findings, research questions are formulated.  

 

Section 3.1 Issues with the RPGE Recruitment Process 

This section draws upon extant evidence to identify and analyze potential problems 

during the first two stages of the RPGE implementation process – applicant nomination 

and recipient selection. These two stages comprise the recruitment process for RPGE 

participants. The subsequent section 3.2 addresses potential issues relating to the final 

stage of implementation – the delivery of incentives. Together, these two sections will 

seek to answer three primary questions. First, what problems (if any) have been 

identified within the literature in relation to the RPGE implementation process? Second, 

what are the causes of these problems? And third, how might these problems have 

influenced skilled OCs’ mobility decisions?  
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3.1.1 Applicant Nomination 

Of the limited scholarly attention that has been dedicated to understanding the 

issues with the RPGE implementation process, by far the most attention has been 

afforded to the recipient selection and incentive delivery stages. By contrast, very little 

attention has been afforded to the question of applicant nomination, and no direct 

evidence is available on the potential problems that might exist in the nomination 

process. Thus, to gain a greater insight into the types of issues that may be of relevance 

at this stage of the RPGE recruitment process, it is useful to consider the lessons that 

may be gleaned from the broader public administration and human resource 

management literature – in particular, the work that has been undertaken on the issue 

of preferential treatment of family members (nepotism) and friends (cronyism), which 

is noted as being a frequent occurrence in similar shortlisting processes (Balliet et al., 

2014; Garicano et al., 2005; Padgett et al., 2019; Poothakool & Glendinning, 2013).  

 

The RPGE nomination process shows characteristics similar to those of a typical 

recruitment and promotion process (Renmin News, 2012). First, the employer hires the 

skilled OC. Then, the employer nominates the newly-hired skilled OC as an RPGE 

applicant, which, given the incentives that then accrue, can be considered analogous to 

a promotion (Ibid). Given the similarity of this process to one of recruitment and 

promotion, it is important to ensure that competition for these opportunities is managed 

fairly (Balliet et al., 2014; Garicano et al., 2005). However, as has been reported in 

many empirical studies of recruitment and promotion in public and private institutions 

internationally, nepotism and cronyism are significant barriers to fairness (Garicano et 

al., 2005; Padgett et al., 2019; Poothakool & Glendinning, 2013; Tarnita et al., 2012). 

For example, a study by Poothakool and Glendinning (2013) identified nepotism as a 

major problem in the promotion process of the police service in Thailand. Likewise, 

Padgett et al.’s (2019) study found family connections provide the applicants with an 

advantageous position in many private tertiary institutions in the US. This implies that, 
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provided an applicant can meet the minimum qualifications, his/her family connections 

may ultimately help him/her to win the position over other candidates who may 

otherwise have better resumes (Ibid).  

 

There are two negative consequences of nepotism and cronyism. First, there are the 

likely performance-related issues (including degradation in efficiency and effectiveness) 

for the organization. Individuals who are hired or promoted based not on merit but 

because of their personal connections, may not be the best equipped for their job (Balliet 

et al., 2014; Padgett et al., 2019; Poothakool & Glendinning, 2013). Second, there are 

the much more apparent problems of malfeasance, given that nepotism and cronyism 

are usually associated with wider issues of corruption (Balliet et al., 2014; Garicano et 

al., 2005; Poothakool & Glendinning, 2013; Shen, 2011). 

 

Causes of Problems with the Nomination Process. Concerns relating to nepotism 

and cronyism are particularly heightened in China, where inter-personal reciprocity – 

guanxi culture – is ingrained in social-cultural norms (Gold et al., 2002; Hwang, 1987; 

Xin & Pearce, 1996). A key tenet of the guanxi culture is the expectation of reciprocity 

– it is expected that one will help one’s friends and, moreover, it is considered improper 

and impolite to refuse a request for favor from an acquaintance (Piao, 2006; & Pearce, 

1996). Hao et al. (2016), for example, argues that one’s success in China depends not 

simply on how skilled they are, but also on who they know. Due to the guanxi culture, 

leaders of public and private organizations have been known to manipulate the 

standards of recruitment and promotion in order to place their acquaintances in an 

advantageous position in relation to the competition (Lian, 2016; Kong & Jiang, 2014; 

Shen, 2011). The process of adjusting standards for a position in order to ensure that 

they are tailor-made for particular individuals actually has a name in China – ‘Luo bo 

zhao pin’ (Lian, 2016; Kong & Jiang, 2014). As a direct consequence of these elements 

of the guanxi culture, nepotism and cronyism are rampant in Chinese organizations 

(Leung & Barnes, 2020; Zhan, 2012; Zhang & Gill, 2019). As is often highlighted in 
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media reports of corruption scandals, the downfall of many an honest official in China 

has invariably begun with an ‘innocent’ favor to a friend or relative (Renmin News, 

2013; Xinhua News, 2015).  

 

Problems with the Nomination Process: Implications for Skilled OCs’ 

Mobility Decisions. Given the aforementioned dearth of scholarly research on the 

applicant nomination process, no study has yet to directly examine the impact of 

problems in this process on skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. Nevertheless, existing 

scholarship on the topic of nepotism and cronyism can offer insights as to their likely 

effect in the case of the RPGE. Notably, recent studies on the topic of skilled migration 

have reported a discernable negative relationship between the extent of corruption 

(including nepotism and cronyism) within a country’s institutions and the attractiveness 

of that country to skilled migrants. Reports by Cooray and Schneider (2016) and 

Mihăilă (2019), for example, have found that countries with high levels of nepotism 

and cronyism suffer perennial problems with the large outflow of skilled workers. 

Several migration studies have also noted that perceptions of procedural fairness have 

an important effect on skilled migrants’ mobility decisions (Chand, 2018; Dimant et al., 

2013; Levatino, 2015; Lin & Kingminghae, 2017; Salmani et al., 2011). These studies 

imply that the existence of nepotism or cronyism in the RPGE recruitment process 

would reduce OCs’ willingness to apply for the RPGE.  

 

Compounding this, studies have found that many OCs – who are often well-aware 

of the realities of the guanxi culture and its importance for recruitment and promotion 

– consider the strength of their personal connections when deciding to return to China 

(Cao, 2008; Wang & Miao, 2016). Specifically, it has been found that skilled OCs who 

no longer have any personal connections in China often do not consider applying for 

the RPGE (Ariu & Squicciarini, 2013; Cao, 2008; Docquier & Rapoport, 2012; Lee & 

Kuzhabekova, 2018). Additionally, bad experiences with an unfair process are likely to 

spread via word of mouth within Chinese expatriate communities, dampening general 
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enthusiasm for the program – and potentially even fostering a sense of resentment 

towards those who are involved in the corrupt activities (Ariu & Squicciarini, 2013; 

Mihăilă 2019). While these studies offer important insights into the likely effects of 

problems with the RPGE’s nomination process and skilled OCs’ mobility decisions, 

further research will be necessary to draw firm conclusions. 

 

3.1.2 Recipient Selection 

The selection of RPGE recipients comprises three primary steps. First, RPGE 

officials, having received a nomination for RPGE candidature from the prospective 

Chinese employer of an OC applicant, assess the application documentation for 

completeness. Second, independent, expert RPGE examiners are randomly selected. 

Third, a group of expert examiners evaluates the application and reaches a decision as 

to the suitability of the applicants, on a case-by-case basis.  

 

With several steps involved in the selection process, there are a range of potential 

avenues where defects may enter the system. Several authors have raised concerns with 

the selection process after observing examples of unfair and unexplainable selection 

outcomes, including cases where OCs were selected for the RPGE despite having a 

record of academic fraud and crime (Huang & Liu, 2013; Wang, 2012; Wu, 2011; Yan, 

2012). These scholars have argued that in order for the program to fulfil its purpose of 

identifying the most well-qualified candidates, the RPGE selection process must be 

reviewed and improved (Ibid).  

 

Concerns with the quality of RPGE recruits are also raised by the RPGE applicants. 

In a recent survey by Zhao and Huang (2018) of 378 RPGE recipients, 38% (n=142) 

reported that – in their opinion – many unqualified OCs had been selected as RPGE 

recipients. Only 19% (n=70) of the participants believed that no unqualified OCs were 
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selected. Deficiencies with the RPGE selection process have also made their way into 

the public sphere. In one well-publicized case, it was reported that an applicant had 

been selected as an RPGE recipient despite having a criminal record in the US (sexual 

harassment of a minor) – a serious crime which was only later discovered (China 

Science Daily, 2011; China Youth Daily, 2011). In another case, an applicant was 

selected as a RPGE recipient despite later being revealed as an identity thief who, in his 

application, had used the research publications of another scientist of the same name 

(Cai Jing, 2012; Zhong Wen Dao Bao, 2012). In this latter case, the application form 

stated that his academic disciplines were engineering and material sciences, despite the 

majority of the publications listed in the application being in the field of medical science 

(the field of the researcher who shared the applicant’s name, and whom the applicant 

was fraudulently impersonating).  

 

Causes of Problems with the Recipient Selection Process. The issue of criminal 

record in the first case, and the obvious anomaly in the application form of the second 

case, raise significant questions as to the effectiveness of the selection process – 

pointing in particular to the role of the RPGE examiners, whose task it is to assess the 

applicants’ suitability (Cai Jing, 2012; Zhong Wen Dao Bao, 2012). Within the literature, 

considerable attention has focused on this step in the selection process. A number of 

scholars, for example, have argued that ineffective assessments of RPGE applicants 

may be the result of examiners possessing insufficient expertise to impartially assess 

the applicants’ capabilities and potential future contributions (Li, 2010; Hao & Welch, 

2012; Tai & Truex, 2015; Zhao & Huang, 2018). Li (2010), for example, has suggested 

that effective evaluation of applicants requires the examiners to be in the same 

discipline as that of the applicants. RPGE examiners are randomly selected from a 

database of qualified examiners, which only categorizes the examiners’ expertise into 

one of eight broad disciplines (Li, 2010, 2011). Such a categorization scheme does not 

allow for precision when aligning the expertise of the examiner to that of the candidate, 

especially when there are numerous sub-disciplines and specializations within each 



66 

 

broad discipline (Li, 2011; Xing, 2011). Even if an examiner shares the same broad 

discipline as an applicant, this does not necessarily mean that the examiner will be able 

to offer an informed evaluation of the application (Zhang et al., 2011; Zou, 2018). This 

problem is compounded when the applicants’ research interests span several disciplines, 

which as Cao and Luo (2009) have found, is often the case.  

 

In order to ensure an impartial assessment, the final decision on the selection of 

RPGE applicants is conducted through group discussion (Li, 2010; ScholarSet, 2016; 

Xinhua News, 2009). This open and deliberative process is expected to reduce the 

potential for problems associated with the examiners’ insufficient technical knowledge 

or personal biases (ScholarSet, 2016). However, given the substantial level of authority 

that examiners hold in the RPGE recruitment process, there is room to question the 

extent to which cognitive biases and self-interest might factor into the examiners’ 

decisions. Some empirical studies of China’s environmental protection policies state 

that personal subjectivities – and even corruption – can occur when bureaucrats have 

the authority to close down a polluting factory (Sun & Wang, 2018; Swanson et al., 

2001; Tan, 2017; Xu, 2018; Zhang, 2018). Whist no published studies have yet 

examined the selection process from the perspective of RPGE policy actors’ behaviors, 

the problems cited in the administration of other policies suggest that policy actor bias 

and self-interest may have the potential to impact the RPGE’s selection process (of 

course, further research is necessary to determine whether, and the degree to which, 

bias and self-interest do influence the RPGE selection process).  

 

Beyond the issue of information asymmetry and cognitive bias, the RPGE 

examiners may be influenced by the prevailing norm of Guan Ben Wei (GBW), which 

has become an integral behavioral component of the Chinese authoritarian political 

system (Patterson, 2017; Qi, 2019; Wu, 2006; Yang, 2017). GBW is a long-standing 

social norm in China, which encourages officials to ‘blindly’ obey their superiors (Lin, 

2012; Qi. 2019; Yang, 2017). While GBW can be conducive to an efficient and effective 
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workplace culture, it also has the potential to give rise to corrupt practices (Yang, 2017). 

Due to the impact of the GBW, for example, lower-level officials often perceive that 

they are powerless to refuse their supervisors’ request to collude in corrupt acts, even if 

they prefer not to violate the rules or harm other people’s legitimate interest (Patterson, 

2017; Qi, 2019; Yang, 2017; Zhang, 2017). Due to the GBW, challenging one’s 

supervisor for any reason is widely perceived as ‘betrayal’ and will be met with 

retaliation by superiors (Li, 2012; Patterson, 2017; Qi, 2019; Wu, 2006; Yang, 2017). 

Some scholars argue that China’s authoritarian political system strengthens the 

superiors’ control over their subordinates because the former controls the career 

development and income of the latter in this system (Zhu, 2005; Li, 2009; Li, 2010). 

This is relevant in the case of the RPGE. The RPGE is administered by the bureaucrats 

of the CPC’s Organization Department (ODC). The ODC also manages the appointment 

of senior positions in public entities, including the chancellorship of universities (Cai, 

2014). Thus, it is possible that RPGE officials could seek to satisfy the wishes (or 

demands) of their superiors by influencing the opinions of examiners – who are usually 

university scholars. Nevertheless, again, a lack of published evidence means that one 

cannot be certain as to whether such influence has actually been brought to bear upon 

RPGE examiners, or whether any recruitment outcomes have been affected as a result.  

 

Problems with the Recipient Selection Process: Implications for Skilled OCs’ 

Mobility Decisions. While there have been several studies into the potential problems 

with the RPGE selection process at a broad level, there has been little focus on whether, 

and how, such problems may have affected skilled OCs’ migration-related decisions. A 

study by Zhu (2019) indicates that OCs are sensitive to the selection issues. Zhu (2019) 

reported a case in which an OC scholar chose not to return to China because he felt his 

capabilities were not appreciated in China. While this study did not examine the 

selection process of the RPGE, it does point to a failure to fully value and appreciate 

the capabilities of OC applicants, and their future potential as researchers in China. It 

is possible that some of the blame for undervaluing applicants – and their ultimate 
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decision to remain in their host country – rests with the RPGE examiners and their 

inadequate knowledge and expertise to adjudge the applicants’ merit (Cao & Luo, 2009; 

Xinhua News, 2009; Li, 2010; ScholarSet, 2016).  

 

Section 3.2 Issues with the Delivery of Incentives 

Whereas the previous section sought to identify and analyze problems in the RPGE 

recruitment process (including the applicant nomination and recipient selection 

process), this section addresses potential problems associated with the third and final 

stage of RPGE implementation: the delivery of program incentives.  

 

As outlined in Chapter Two, RPGE incentives include settlement allowances, 

research funds, salary guarantees, social security, accommodation, spousal employment, 

and children’s education. Responsibility for the delivery of incentives is divided 

between the central government and OCs’ employer, with allowances and funds 

generally coming from the central government, and other incentives delivered on 

agreement between the OC and their employer. Studies have examined the incentives 

of salary, housing and resettlement allowances, family resettlement arrangements, and 

research funding (Li, 2011; ODC, 2011; Wang, 2019; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zou, 2018). 

Each of these incentives is discussed in respective sections hereunder.  

 

3.2.1 The Delivery of Monetary Incentives: Salary, Housing, and Resettlement 

Allowances 

Many shortcomings have been identified by scholars in relation to the delivery of 

the RPGE’s financial incentives – salary, housing, and resettlement allowances (ODC, 

2011; Li, 2010; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zou, 2018; Wang, 2019). They noted that these 

failings can (and do) have an influential bearing upon the decision of many OCs to 
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remain in their host countries, or to return to their host countries after a brief time in 

China (ODC, 2011; Simon & Cao, 2009; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zweig & Wang, 2013). 

 

In relation to the salary incentive, the most commonly highlighted problem has 

been the simple lack of delivery. Despite the RPGE’s stated principle of ensuring ‘no 

lower than previous [overseas] salary’ for its recipients (RPGE, n.d.-a), research has 

shown that this promise is often not met in practice. For example, a survey by the ODC 

(2011) on RPGE recipients revealed that only 17% of the survey respondents felt that 

they had received the income level promised to them by their employers. In contrast, 

40% of the survey’s respondents felt that their income level was ‘close to but lower 

than’ the promised level, and 10% considered that the promised level had not been met 

at all (i.e., they were being paid a much lower salary than promised)45. This finding has 

been reflected and replicated in many other studies on the RPGE’s salary incentive (Gao 

et al., 2013; Hao et al., 2015; Li, 2011; Zhang, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zuo & 

Wang, 2012). While issues with the delivery of the salary incentive have improved 

somewhat since the 2011 ODC report was released (Zhao & Huang, 2018), not all 

recipients have received their promised salary levels. In a survey by Zhao and Huang 

(2018), of 208 RPGE recipients who had received guarantees from their employers that 

their salary would be no lower than their previous overseas salary, 10% reported that 

their promised salary had not been delivered.  

 

Compared to the studies on salary, there is much less evidence available on the 

housing and resettlement allowance incentives. A recent study by Zhao and Huang 

(2018) of 378 RPGE recipients found that 48% of the respondents stated that they had 

received their promised housing allowance, 16% did not receive the promised housing 

allowance, and 36% did not receive any promise of housing from their employers (Ibid). 

In relation to the delivery of resettlement allowance, 63% of respondents reported that 

 
45 The survey did not include information about how the remaining 33% of the participants responded 

to this question.  
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they received the promised resettlement allowance, 13% did not receive (in part or in 

full) the promised disbursement, while 24% were not promised anything by their 

employer in relation to resettlement allowances (Ibid). 

 

Causes of Problems with the Delivery of Income-Related Incentives. 

Considering first the salary incentive, despite the many earlier-mentioned studies 

identifying the existence of problems, none of these have directly examined the causes 

of these problems. Indirectly, however, the ODC (2011) report implies that the unethical 

behaviors of the employers of RPGE recipients may be one key cause of these problems. 

The report stated that some employers may deliberately promise a salary at a level 

which they are not financially capable of fulfilling. Although the report did not 

investigate the motivation of this unethical behavior, one probable explanation may lie 

in the benefits that employers gain from recruiting RPGE recipients, which – as noted 

in the literature – include the skills, knowledge, and experience that the OCs can impart 

to their new organization (Chao, 2014; Chen et al., 2015; Sun & Zhang, 2017). Given 

the importance of a salary guarantee to the OCs’ mobility decisions, more research on 

the problems and causes of shortcomings in the delivery of this incentive is clearly 

necessary.  

 

In relation to housing and resettlement allowances, the work by Zhao and Huang 

(2018), which identified relatively high instances of cases where incentives were not 

(fully) delivered or even offered, suggests that problems exist somewhere in the 

RPGE’s incentive delivery process. Unfortunately, Zhao and Huang’s (2018) study did 

not examine the reasons behind these apparent shortcomings. Since these two 

incentives rely upon the employers’ financial capacity, a lack of financial resources is 

likely to be blamed. Inadequate financial capacity presents a perennial barrier to the 

agencies’ ability to achieve their goals (Agranoff & McGuire, 1999; Hogwood & Gunn, 

1993; Howlett & Ramesh, 2003; Wu et al., 2017). While inadequate funding may be 

one explanation for the failure to deliver upon promises, it is less apt for explaining 
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why under-resourced employers promise housing or resettlement allowances in the first 

place. Another possible explanation, then, is that employers, acting in self-interest, may 

promise incentives that they never intend on delivering. This possibility is supported 

by findings from a number of policy scholars, who argue that bureaucrats may 

deliberately hinder policy implementation in pursuit of their self-interest (Howlett et 

al., 2020; Wu et al., 2017). For example, in China, it was found that regional officials 

may ignore environmental protection policies because polluting factories can contribute 

to regional short-term economic growth which improves the officials’ performance on 

this indicator (Sheng & Li, 2018). Whether it is the result of inadequate financing or 

self-interest, it is clear that further study is required in order to more fully explain the 

reasons for the shortcomings in the delivery of housing and resettlement allowance 

incentives.  

 

Problems with the Delivery of Income-Related Incentives: Implications for 

Skilled OCs’ Mobility Decisions. To date, no studies have directly examined the 

impact that problems with the delivery of income-related incentives may have upon 

skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. However, given that many economic and migration 

studies have emphasized the economic stress that OCs suffer after returning to China, 

it can be reasonably inferred that these incentives hold considerable value to 

prospective RPGE applicants (Bryer et al., 2020; Cao, 2008; de Haas, 2011; Mihăilă, 

2019; Simon & Cao, 2009; Van Hear et al., 2018; Wang & Miao, 2017). Indeed, studies 

of skilled OCs’ mobility choices report that income and purchasing power bear strongly 

upon mobility decisions, and specifically upon the decision of whether to return to 

China (Hao & Welch, 2012; Welch & Zhen, 2008; Xiang, 2016). These findings are in 

line with the more general studies of international migration, which typically find 

income to be an important motivating factor affecting migration decisions (Facchini & 

Mayda, 2012; Liebig & Sousa, 2004; Nifo & Vecchione, 2014). It follows from these 

findings, then, that problems with the implementation of the RPGE’s income-related 

incentives will likely have an important bearing upon skilled OCs’ mobility decisions.  
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The cost of housing, in particular, is likely to be of utmost concern to migrants (Cao, 

2008). For example, Wang and Miao’s (2017) survey of 1,726 returnees shows that the 

four most popular resettlement destinations for returnees – Beijing (24.6% of 

respondents), Shanghai (13.7%), Shenzhen (4.9%) and Guangzhou (4.6%) – also 

happen to be four of the most expensive Chinese cities in terms of housing costs. 

According to Wang and Miao’s (2017) figures, the average monthly rental of a two-

bedroom (80 sqm) home in Beijing (RMB 8,460; see Table 3.1) is higher than the 

monthly income of two thirds of all returnees (see Figure 3.1). Understandably, then, 

housing prices are considered expensive for many returnees (Wang & Miao, 2017; Zhu, 

2019), and have been known to be a key point of regret for many who have made the 

decision to return (Mei Ri Tou Tiao, 2016) – particularly when they are forced to 

commute from less desirable, peripheral locations.  

 

Table 3.1 Monthly Rental Cost in Chinese Major Cities in April 2021 (RMB per square 

meter) 

City Lowest Rent  Highest Rent Average  

Beijing 25.69 139.09 105.75 

Shanghai 28.83 144.96 97.10 

Shenzhen  37.76 143.58 101.7 

Guangzhou 24.41 76.26 61.42 

Source: Chinese Real Estate Industry Association (2021) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



73 

 

Figure 3.1 Income of Returnees (RMB per month) 

 

Source: Wang and Miao (2017, p.87)46 

 

In addition to the cost of housing, the cost of living is known to be expensive in 

China’s major cities – often even more so than many Western cities (Mercer, 2019). 

Among world cities, Shanghai is ranked as having the 6th highest cost of living, Beijing 

the 8th, Shenzhen the 10th, and Guangzhou the 17th (Mercer, 2019) (see Table 3.4). 

According to Mercer (2019), the cost of an Italian coffee is approximately US$6 in 

Beijing and Shanghai, but less than US$4 in New York City. Similarly, a pair of men’s 

jeans will cost about US$160 in Shanghai, but less than US$80 in New York City (Ibid). 

High rates of taxation in China can significantly compound these differences in relative 

purchasing power (Ibid). The appeal of the ‘similar salary’ incentive will vary according 

to income tax rates (Cui, 2010). For example, while a yearly salary of RMB 500,000 

would, in Hong Kong, attract an income tax of RMB 25,000, the same salary in 

mainland China would be taxed at a level four times higher (RMB100,000). Adding to 

the above issues, several studies have reported that returnees often do not receive their 

salary immediately upon returning to China, and are at times required to wait up to six 

months for their paperwork to be processed before they receive their first payment (Cao, 

2009; Simon & Cao, 2009). 

 
46 Wang and Miao (2017) reported only percentages, rather than absolute numbers, in their study. 
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Table 3.4 World’s Top-10 Most Expensive Cities (in terms of Costs of Living) 

Rank City Country/Region 

1 Hong Kong Hong Kong (SAR), China 

2 Tokyo Japan 

3 Singapore Singapore 

4 Seoul South Korea 

5 Zurich Switzerland 

6 Shanghai China 

7 Ashgabat Turkmenistan 

8 Beijing China 

9 New York City The US 

10 Shenzhen China 

Source: Mercer (2019) 

Note. These rankings are based on calculations which consider the following costs: food, liquor and 

cigarettes, daily necessities, housing, clothing, housekeeping services, water and electricity, 

personal care, transport, and leisure and entertainment (Ibid). 

 

3.2.2 Family Resettlement 

The family resettlement incentive of the RPGE includes promises of spousal 

employment in China, and support to access suitable education for the recipients’ 

children. To this end, the RPGE requires employers to arrange employment and 

education for the recipients’ spouse and children (Gui, 2014). Through the provision of 

such family support, the OCs’ broader, non-career based concerns are expected to be 

alleviated, thus making their transition to China more seamless and more attractive 

(Hao & Welch, 2012; Wang & Miao, 2017; Xu et al., 2014).  

 

Delivery issues relating to the RPGE’s family resettlement incentives have been 

highlighted in a number of studies. They report that employers often do not fulfil their 

responsibilities in relation to the provision of spousal employment and children’s 
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education, as agreed with the new employee and as expected under the RPGE 

guidelines (Chen et al., 2013; Gui, 2014; Li, 2011; ODC, 2011; Wang, 2011; Zhao & 

Huang, 2018; Zhao & Zhu, 2009). Successive studies have revealed that RPGE 

recipients’ family members are often dissatisfied with the employers’ failure to 

adequately support them during resettlement (Gui, 2014; Li, 2011; ODC, 2011; Wang, 

2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zhao & Zhu, 2009). The recipients, too, have indicated a 

level of dissatisfaction with the delivery of family resettlement incentives. When asked 

in an ODC (2011) survey to rate their level of satisfaction with the RPGE’s policy 

incentives (where a rating of 100% denotes complete satisfaction), recipients (n=582) 

were, on average, 65% satisfied with the spousal employment aspect and 64% satisfied 

the children’s education aspect (Ibid).  

 

Zhao and Huang’s (2018) survey of 387 RPGE recipients investigated the 

implementation of family resettlement incentives. In relation to children’s education, 

54% (n=209) of participants reported that they did not require the service because their 

children were either adults or residing overseas, or because they did not have any 

children (this is, in itself, an important factor to remember when considering the overall 

importance of this incentive to the RPGE’s policy objectives). Among the remaining 

169 participants who required the service, 46% (n=78) reported that their employers 

did deliver the incentive in the manner in which it was promised, 12% (n=20) reported 

that their employers did not deliver the incentive at all, despite it being promised, and 

42% (n=71) reported that their employers never promised anything in relation to 

children’s education. Regarding the delivery of spousal employment, among the 197 

participants (51%) who required the service, only 21% (n=43) reported that this 

incentive was delivered as promised, 17% (n=33) reported that it was not delivered 

despite it being promised, and 62% (n=122) reported that their employers never 

promised anything in relation to spousal employment. While the education and spousal 

employment incentives were only required by approximately half of participants, for 

those OCs who did require these services, this survey revealed significant shortcomings 
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in their delivery, which is likely to have an important bearing upon their resettlement 

experience and life satisfaction once in the country.  

 

Causes of Problems with the Delivery of Family Resettlement Incentives. 

Whilst problems with the delivery of the RPGE’s family resettlement incentives have 

been identified in several studies, most of them have not proceeded to explore the 

potential reasons for these problems. In one exception, Zhu (2019) reported that two 

issues can cause delays in the delivery of family resettlement incentives. Firstly, the 

delivery of these incentives may involve multiple government departments, which can 

slow down the process. For instance, the delivery of the RPGE’s incentive of children’s 

education can involve the Ministry of Civil Affairs, Ministry of Education, and the 

schools, with each organization having its own approval process that may require the 

applicant to submit different documents (Zhu, 2019). Moreover, applicants are often 

required to contact several other agencies to obtain these documents. To obtain these 

documents, such as the Notarial Certificate of Kinship (a commonly required document 

for the schooling of OCs’ children), applicants are often required to contact several 

other agencies, including the regional police station and notary public office (Tao & Li, 

2017; Yang et al., 2016). Secondly, government officials’ irresponsible behaviors may 

impact the progress of the delivery of the RPGE’s incentives (Cheng, 2017; Shen, 2015; 

Yang et al., 2016). Indeed, Chinese Premier Keqiang Li recently criticized many 

Chinese officials for not meeting their responsibilities to the public (The State Council, 

2015). He noted that these officials may shirk their responsibilities by requiring 

ordinary citizens to provide some documents which cannot be provided, such as a proof 

that ‘their mothers are their mothers’ (Cheng, 2017; Shen, 2015; Yang et al., 2016; the 

State Council, 2015). Or, as Premier Li noted, these irresponsible officials may reduce 

their daily workload by working as slowly as possible (the State Council, 2015).  
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Problems with the Delivery of Family Resettlement Incentives: Implications 

for Skilled OCs’ Mobility Decisions. While most studies report that the 

implementation of the RPGE’s family resettlement incentives has been problematic, 

there have paid less attention to the impact of this problem on OCs’ migration decisions 

(Chen et al., 2013; Gui, 2014; Li, 2011; Ma et al., 2013; ODC, 2011; Wang, 2011; Zhao 

& Huang, 2018; Zhao & Zhu, 2009). On one hand, some scholars have suggested that 

the delivery of this incentive has little influence upon OCs’ migration decisions (ODC, 

2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zhao & Zhu, 2009). In a survey of RPGE recipients by 

Zhao and Huang (2018), for example, only 9.8% of the participants considered that 

their decision to remain in China or leave China again would be affected by whether 

their children could enroll in local schools. Only 3%47 stated that their decision would 

be affected by whether their spouse could be employed in China. Likewise, studies by 

Zhao and Zhu (2009) and the ODC (2011) concluded that family resettlement has little 

influence upon OCs’ migration decision. Wu et al.’s (2013) survey of 49 RPGE 

recipients found that only five participants out of the total had returned to China with 

their spouse and children; the remaining 44 recipients returned without their families 

(who generally chose to remain in their host countries). Importantly, Wu et al. (2013) 

suggests that such family separation, over the longer term, will inevitably reduce the 

likelihood that recipients will choose to remain in China permanently.  

 

On the other hand, other scholars argue that the inadequate delivery of family 

resettlement incentive is a significant factor in OCs’ decision-making (Chen et al., 2013; 

Li, 2011; Zweig & Chen, 1995). According to Li (2010), the mobility decisions of OCs 

– and particularly OCs who are at the point in their careers of qualifying for the RPGE 

– are strongly influenced by their children’s educational needs. He noted that many 

RPGE applicants are in the 30-to-45 year age bracket, and are therefore likely have 

children who are at a critical stage in their educational pathway (including preparing 

 
47 Zhao and Huang (2018) did not present the number of participants for either figure. 
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for entrance examinations for high school and university). He argued that most parents 

would prefer to have their children living with them during this stage of their education, 

making access to local schools a priority. This view is shared by Zweig and Chen (1995) 

who argued that host countries’ superior education is often a reason why their parents 

do not return to China. Li (2010) also proposed that spouses’ career development is 

important for most recipients; spouses who are unable to find a job in China are likely 

to remain in their host countries. Such separation is not ideal over the short term, and 

is likely to result in the return of the recipient to their host country over the medium to 

longer term (Li, 2010; Wu et al., 2013).  

 

The implication of Li’s (2010) findings is that studies which focus specifically on 

RPGE recipients are likely to understate the importance of family resettlement. OCs 

who have school-aged children and a career-oriented spouse are less likely to apply for 

the RPGE in the first place (Simon & Cao, 2009; Wang & Miao, 2017). As Wu et al. 

(2013) suggests, rather than downplay the importance of the family resettlement 

incentives, the Chinese government should instead place greater emphasis on these 

incentives, as they are likely to be of higher priority to the OCs than RPGE recipients.  

 

3.2.3 Research Funding 

The provision of research funds is presented as an integral component of the 

RPGE’s incentive structure. The RPGE program offers one to RMB three million in 

research funds for research-only recipients, and is considered essential both for enticing 

the most talented and renowned scholars to return to China, and for supporting them to 

develop innovative research laboratories within Chinese institutions (see Section 2.3.1, 

pp.45-47). Despite the promise of considerable funds, however, a growing number of 

RPGE recipients have complained that their research endeavors in China have been 

limited by a shortage of funds (He & Zhang, 2018; Luo & Wang, 2013; ODC, 2011; 



79 

 

Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zhong, 2016; Zhu, 2019; Zou, 2018). The ODC (2011) report 

indicated that 56.6%48  of RPGE recipients had expressed concern about a lack of 

research funds. 

 

A study of RPGE recipients by Zhao & Huang (2018) provides evidence of the 

source of this dissatisfaction in relation to research funding. They found that 70% of 

the 340 respondents have received the promised funds, but 16% of the participants did 

not receive their promised funds, and 14% did not receive any promise of research funds 

from their employer (Ibid). Besides a failure to disburse research funds, another source 

of dissatisfaction with the delivery of research funds has been attributed to the long 

delays that are often experienced as the funds are processed and cleared for use (Hao et 

al., 2015; Simon & Cao, 2009; Wang, 2019; Zhu, 2019). Zhu (2019) reports that some 

of his study’s participants had not received their research funds until three months after 

the date they were expected to commence their research (see also Hao et al., 2015; and 

Simon & Cao, 2009). Such delays affect the capacity of the recipients and their research 

teams to undertake research – in particular by restricting or even preventing their 

capacity to purchase research equipment, hire laboratories, and employ staff (Zhu, 

2019).  

 

Causes of Problems with the Delivery of Research Funds. Scholars have 

identified two reasons for the problems with the delivery of research funds (Zhao & 

Huang, 2018; Zhu, 2019; Zou, 2018). The first reason is a simple matter of 

overpromising and underdelivering. A failure to disburse the promised funding at the 

agreed time often occurs when employers have insufficient funds to fulfill their promise 

(ODC, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zhu, 2019; Zou, 2018). It has even been reported 

that some RPGE recipients have been forced to raise these research funds themselves 

or face the discontinuation of their research due to a lack of funding (ODC, 2011; Zhu, 

 
48 The report did not provide the sample size upon which this percentage figure was based. 
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2019; Zou, 2018). A second reason for the problems with research funds concerns the 

poor coordination between the various government agencies involved in the delivery of 

research funds. The process of disbursing research funds often involves multiple 

government agencies, and these may differ depending on which RPGE category a 

recipient falls into (Hao et al., 2015; ODC, 2011; Wang, 2019; Wang & Miao, 2017; 

Zhu, 2019). These agencies include the Regional Organization Department, 

Department of Human Resources and Social Security, Department of Education, 

Department of Science and Technology, Department of Finance, and Bureau of Foreign 

Experts Affairs. Any delay in one department, or any problem which arises in the 

coordination between departments, will invariably slow down the process of delivering 

research funds.  

 

Problems with the Delivery of Research Funds: Implications for Skilled OCs’ 

Mobility Decisions. The question of whether problems with the delivery of RPGE 

research funds may affect OCs’ mobility decisions has not yet been directly investigated. 

Some studies have found, however, that a lack of funds will impact the recipients’ career 

after returning to China (Hao et al., 2015; He & Zhang, 2018; Luo & Wang, 2013; ODC, 

2011; Zhong, 2016; Zhu, 2019). Although they do not discuss how this issue may affect 

OCs’ migration decisions, it could reasonably be hypothesized that where research is 

compromised due to a lack of research funds – or simply where broken promises 

engender a sense of disillusionment – the RPGE recipients are likely to reconsider their 

decision to return to China. In relation to those OCs who have not yet returned, several 

studies have noted that a key reason for deciding to remain in their host countries is that 

they presently have access to adequate research funds to pursue their research goals 

(Cao, 2008; Cao & Luo, 2009; Simon & Cao, 2009). The latter studies, however, do not 

directly consider the incentives offered by the RPGE; thus the question of how 

problems with the delivery of RPGE research funds may affect OCs’ migration 

decisions remains to be resolved.  
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Conclusion 

Extant studies into the RPGE implementation process have identified several key 

areas of concern. Regarding the process of selecting RPGE recipients, the issue of 

examiner expertise and bias was raised, with many scholars raising concerns with the 

potential for partiality and inequity in the selection process (Hao & Welch, 2012; Li, 

2010; 2011; Tai & Truex, 2015; Zhao & Huang, 2018). With the incentive delivery stage 

of RPGE implementation, the literature review revealed a sense of dissatisfaction 

among the RPGE recipients in relation to the delivery of promised incentives. Many 

RPGE recipients have not received the incentives – in particular the family resettlement 

incentives and research funds – that were promised to them upon their return to China 

(Gui, 2014; Li, 2011; ODC, 2011; Wang, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zhao & Zhu, 

2009)  

 

The literature review also identified two knowledge gaps that are relevant to this 

study. Firstly, while there have been a number of valuable empirical studies carried out 

which have identified problems with the RPGE’s implementation (Li, 2011; ODC, 2011; 

Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zhou, 2018; Zhu, 2019), there has been less focus on the causes 

of these problems. One reason for this is the timing of the research. As a relatively new 

policy, it is understandable that researchers seek to understand the ‘what’ before they 

being to analyze the ‘why’. Empirical studies often generate many potential questions, 

and it is up to subsequent researchers to determine which ones to ask. Another possible 

reason for this knowledge gap may be methodological. Specifically, all past studies of 

the RPGE’s implementation have drawn only on the views of OCs (Gui, 2014; Li, 2011; 

ODC, 2011; Wang, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018). While the views of OCs, as the primary 

target group of the policy, are integral to understanding the efficacy of the RPGE, this 

thesis suggests that the views of RPGE policy actors (RPGE officials, employers, and 

examiners) are also important. Since RPGE policy actors and skilled OCs have different 

roles and responsibilities in the RPGE’s implementation process, they are likely to have 

different perspectives and insights on the process. For instance, while skilled OCs may 
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be able to identify problems with the RPGE’s implementation, the RPGE policy actors 

may be able to explain these problems. By comparing the views of RPGE policy actors 

and skilled OCs, this research provides a comprehensive investigation of causes of the 

RPGE’s implementation problems. An in-depth understanding of the RPGE’s 

implementation will help to improve the efficacy not only of the RPGE, but also of 

other similar policies in China and abroad.  

 

The second knowledge gap relates to the effect of the RPGE’s implementation on 

skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. Separately, there have been many studies examining 

the RPGE (Gui, 2014; Li, 2011; ODC, 2011; Wang, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018), and 

many studies into the needs and mobility decisions of OCs (Hao et al., 2015; He & 

Zhang, 2018; Luo & Wang, 2013; ODC, 2011; Zhong, 2016; Zhu, 2019). However, 

there have been fewer studies directly considering skilled OCs mobility decisions in 

relation to the RPGE. Of those important studies which do exist, they have generally 

focused only on RPGE recipients, seeking to understand why they have returned to 

China (Gao, 2013; Zhang, 2011; Zhao & Huang, 2018; Zhu, 2019; Zuo & Wang, 2012). 

However, in order to understand the efficacy of a skilled migration policy, it is also 

necessary to examine why non-returnees and circular migrants do not respond. 

Including the views of these cohorts, would enable the researcher to better understand 

where problems with the policy exist, and how such policies could be better tailored to 

meet migrants’ needs and thus more effectively achieve their aims.  

 

Drawing upon the analysis of extant literature and the identification of knowledge 

gaps, the following overarching research question has been formulated: 

 

How does the implementation of the RPGE influence the mobility decisions of skilled 

OCs? 
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This overarching question aims to examine the impact of the implementation of the 

RPGE on skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. To this end, there are two additional research 

sub-questions. 

 

The first research sub-question asks: ‘How do RPGE officials, RPGE examiners, 

and the employers of RPGE recipients implement the RPGE?’. Few studies consider 

the behavior of government officials when examining the RPGE. Since these officials 

are the main policy actors, responsible for implementing the RPGE, their inclusion in 

this research will provide a more comprehensive understanding of causes of problems 

encountered by the RPGE recipients. The second research sub-question asks: ‘How do 

skilled OCs respond to the RPGE?’. This question aims to address a knowledge gap in 

the current literature in relation to the impact of RPGE implementation upon skilled 

OCs’ mobility decisions.  

 

In order to address these two questions in a logical and rigorous manner, a 

theoretical framework will be developed. This framework, which integrates relevant 

literature and theories from skilled migration, public policy, and China studies, will 

guide the empirical study and provide a lens through which to analyze the findings. 

This framework will be presented in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four: Theoretical Framework 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework for the thesis. Section 4.1 

introduces diaspora theory, which is the key theory guiding this research. This theory 

posits that the migration policies of the home and the host countries influences the 

mobility decisions of diasporic people by indicating the governments’ attitude towards 

them, and by setting out incentives aimed at attracting or retaining them (Portes, 1989; 

Shuval, 2000). Notably, diaspora theory indirectly emphasizes the importance of policy 

implementation, insofar as the implementation is seen by migrants to reflect the 

government’s attitude and insofar as it determines whether and how incentives are 

delivered. To help examine how implementation can do this, section 4.2 focuses on 

public policy literature relating to policy implementation. It draws upon public policy 

literature to explain how factors relating to policy design can affect the efficacy of 

policy implementation. It then continues (in section 4.2.2) by considering what recent 

studies within the policy behavioralist literature, and in particular scholarship on the 

‘dark side’ of policy-making, can tell us about the role that self-interest plays in 

bureaucratic behavior.  

 

Section 4.3 then turns to the literature on skilled migration to identify the various 

monetary and non-monetary factors (needs) that are thought to influence migrants’ 

mobility decisions. The section draws in particular upon push-pull theory, which offers 

an explanatory model of the relationship between (dis)incentives, barriers and 

motivations. Finally, bringing together the key tenets of the above models – context, 

motivation, and behavior – section 4.4 details the present study’s conceptual framework. 

This framework provides a conceptual map to guide the study’s empirical research. 

Specifically, it draws a theoretical link between each of these three key variables, 

suggesting that the RPGE’s design and China’s administrative and cultural institutions 

are important contextual factors that can influence the motivations of both RPGE policy 
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actors and skilled OCs, ultimately influencing their respective behavioral responses to 

the RPGE. 

 

Section 4.1 Diaspora Theory  

Diaspora theory focuses on diaspora, which are ethnic minority groups of migrant 

origins residing in host countries but maintaining strong sentimental and material links 

with their countries of origin – their homeland (Sheffer, 1986, p. 3). A diaspora is 

composed of people, or descendants of people, who left their homeland to escape from 

political persecution, poverty, disease or wars, or simply to pursue economic advantage 

and higher living standards (Portes, 1989; Shuval, 2000). Diaspora theory concerns the 

conditions according to which members of a diaspora (or diasporic people) will return 

to their homeland (Gilroy, 1987; Mankekar, 1994; Rouse, 1991; Shuval, 2000). The 

theory emphasizes three conditions. The first relates to diaspora members’ relationship 

with their hostland (the country they are currently living in) (Gilroy, 1987; Shuval, 

2000). That is, whether members of the diaspora feel welcomed in the hostland and 

have a relatively better standard of living than in their homeland. The second condition 

concerns diasporic members’ relation to their homeland, including whether they would 

feel welcome should they return, and whether they feel they would have a satisfactory 

standard of living there (Rouse, 1991; Shuval, 2000). The third condition concerns 

diaspora members’ relationship with the diasporic community in the hostland (Rouse, 

1991; Mankekar, 1994; Shuval, 2000). For example, if a particular diasporic 

community remains supportive of, and retains a high level of affinity with, their 

homeland, the possibility that individual members will consider returning will remain 

high. Liu (2012) reports that Chinese diasporic communities often become social 

spheres (also see Liu & van Dongen, 2013). Through the regular interaction with other 

members of their diasporic community, members of the Chinese diaspora can retain a 

strong sense of Chinese identity, which may encourage them to return to China (Ibid).  
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Governmental policy towards diasporas has an important impact upon the members’ 

relations to both their homeland and their hostland (Kearney, 1995; Kymlicka, 1996; 

Shuval, 2000). For example, to the extent that governmental policy is a reflection of 

local people’s attitudes towards members of a diaspora, the policy environment can 

influence diasporic members’ sense of belonging (Munz & Ohliger, 1998). As an 

example, the former Trump administration’s hostile policy towards China was reported 

to have directly or indirectly increased anti-Asian hate crimes in the US, especially 

against members of the Chinese diaspora, with rates rising by almost 150% from 2019 

to 2020 (Yam, 2021). Likewise, the discrimination against the Chinese diaspora in 

Australia before the 1970s was partly attributed to the Australian Government’s White 

Australia Policy (in effect from 1901 to 1973) (Fitzgerald, 2007). However, it should 

be noted that local people’s attitudes do not always align with governmental policy 

(Shuval, 2000). For example, Liu (2012) reports that local Singaporeans were 

dissatisfied with diasporic members for harming their interests – particularly their 

employment prospects – despite the Singaporean government’s higher education policy 

aiming to attract skilled migrants from abroad. Likewise, discrimination against 

returnee scholars has occurred in China, despite the fact that their return was actively 

incentivized by the Chinese Government (Qin, 2002; Jin, 2003; Li, 2005; Hou, 2012; 

Wang et al., 2012; Sun & Liu, 2014). 

 

Governmental policy can also affect the wellbeing of diasporic members, which 

may indirectly influence their mobility decisions (Kearney, 1995; Kymlicka, 1996; 

Shuval, 2000). Many developed countries, including Australia, the US, and the UK, 

have formulated incentive policies which promise easier access to permanent residence 

status and citizenship for skilled migrants, with the aim of attracting skilled migrants 

and retaining skilled diasporic members (Green & Hogarth, 2017; Hawthorne, 2005). 

Along with the often well-developed social security systems and higher per-capita 

income, these policies can make the country more attractive for diasporic members 
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(Hawthorne, 2005). As a response, many developing countries, such as China, have 

introduced policies with monetary and non-monetary incentives aiming to encourage 

their diasporic people, including skilled OCs, to return to their homeland (Wang & 

Miao, 2016, 2017; Zweig & Wang, 2013).  

 

Although diaspora theory provides the overarching framework to guide this 

research, it is important to note that this thesis only employs a part of the theory. 

Specifically, it incorporates the aspects of diaspora theory that address diasporic 

members’ relation to their homeland. It does not address the relationship of diasporic 

members to their host country. This is because this thesis is focused on how China’s 

RPGE (and not the host country’s policy) influences skilled OCs’ mobility decisions.  

 

Section 4.2 Policy Implementation Literature 

 This section encompasses three parts. Section 4.2.1 focuses on conventional public 

policy literature and discusses how policy design can influence the way a policy is 

implemented. As will be noted, conventional public policy scholars tend to focus on 

the ‘technical’ factors of policy design without taking into account how the design can 

influence policy actors’ motivations and behaviors (Agranoff & McGuire, 1999; 

Hogwood & Gunn, 1993; Howlett & Ramesh, 2003; Wu et al., 2017). By contrast, 

section 4.2.2 focuses on the emerging concept of the ‘dark side’ of policy-making, 

which is concerned with how policy actors’ self-interested motivations can manifest in 

adverse behaviors during the policy-making process (including the policy 

implementation stage) (Abbott, 2004; Gerston, 2010; Howlett, 2020; Howlett, et al., 

2019; Shaffer, 2007; McConnell, 2018). Finally, section 4.2.3 discusses the factors 

which can influence RPGE policy actors’ – motivations. 
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4.2.1 Key Factors Affecting Policy Implementation – Policy Design 

Public policy literature emphasizes that effective policy design – which in Howlett 

and Ramesh’s (2003) model includes agenda-setting, policy formulation, and decision-

making – can enhance the efficacy of policy implementation (Emad & Roth, 2009; 

Hudson, et al., 2019; Lippincott & Stoker, 1992; March & Simon, 1958; May, 2003). 

This section examines the key factors at the policy design stage that have been 

identified in the literature as having an important bearing upon policy implementation. 

 

Clarity of Policy Statements and Goals. At the agenda-setting stage of policy 

design, policy-makers must identify the problems they seek to resolve and the goals 

they wish to achieve (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003). Policy studies have noted that policy 

goals are sometimes left deliberately vague in order to avoid pushback from 

stakeholders, or to mask stakeholders’ disagreements (Cookson & Maynard, 2000; 

Seidel et al., 2005; Ward & Parr, 2011; Wu et al., 2007). Such disagreements may often 

relate to stakeholders’ conflicting interests, or to social factors – including religious 

beliefs, ideologies, and social norms (Wu et al., 2017). Vague policy statements and 

directives, however, give rise to issues of interpretability – an ambiguous goal may not 

be translated into a practicable program, leading to complexities, inconsistencies, and 

inequities in the implementation process (Hogwood & Gunn, 1993; Wu et al., 2017). 

Clear policy statements and goals help policy-makers to build stakeholders’ (including 

the target group’s) support for the proposed policy and goals (McConnell, 2018; Wu et 

al., 2017). Clear policy goals provide government officials with a clear direction of 

what is expected from them so that they can focus their effort on achieving the goals 

(Locke & Latham, 2002). Well-specified job goals focus attention, reduce the need to 

search for alternative solutions, and help to minimize role ambiguity (Pandey & Wright, 

2006; Wright, 2004). Clear policy statements and goals are thus essential for effective 

implementation.  
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Choice of Policy Instrument. When goals are set, policy-makers must identify 

possible policy options in order to meet the policy goals at the policy formulation stage, 

and then select the preferred option at the decision-making stage (Howlett & Ramesh, 

2003; Peters, 2015). A key task at these stages is to identify and select the most 

appropriate policy instrument(s) to achieve the policy goals (Colebatch, 2018; Hood, 

1986; Howlett & Ramesh, 2003; Linder & Peters, 1989; Peters, 2015). As Peters (2015) 

explains, policy-makers must search their toolbox and decide which tool will be used. 

Given that policy instruments determine how a policy is delivered, this stage of the 

policy design process will have a direct influence on the efficacy of the policy’s 

implementation. 

 

Public policy scholars have developed different models, schemes, and taxonomies 

to classify policy instruments. Among these, Hood’s (1986) NATO scheme is 

commonly cited (Colebatch, 2018; Howlett & Ramesh, 2003; Peters, 2015). Hood 

(1986) categorizes policy instruments in relation to the governing resources available 

to governments. NATO stands for the four most typically utilized governing resources 

of Nodality (information or knowledge), Authority (government’s legal power), 

Treasure (financial resources), and Organization (human resources) (Table 4.1). Hood 

(1986) argues that different instruments relying upon different governing resources can 

perform differently, depending on the circumstance.  

 

Table 4.1 The ‘NATO’ Scheme 

Type of Instrument 

(based on governing 

resources) 

Governing 

Resource 

Strength(s) Limitation(s) 

Nodality-based (or 

information-based) 

Information The least coercive 

and expensive type of 

instrument 

The least effective 

type of instrument 

because it relies on 

people’s voluntary 

compliance. 
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Authority-based Legal or official 

powers 

The most coercive 

type of instrument. 

People are mandated 

to comply with a 

policy without having 

a choice. 

Coercion may 

increase people’s 

dissatisfaction. 

Treasure-based Financial resources More effective than 

nodality-based 

instruments because 

it assumes that 

money will motivate 

people to willingly 

comply. Though it is 

less coercive than 

authority-based 

instruments (as 

people have the 

choice to refuse to 

comply) 

The economic cost is 

usually higher than 

other types of 

instruments. It relies 

on substantial 

(financial) resources, 

which can in turn be 

costly to implement. 

Organization-based Human resources Less costly than 

treasure-based 

instruments, but more 

coercive than 

treasure- and 

information-based 

instruments 

The cost of human 

resources (including 

salaries) is typically 

high. 

Source: Colebatch (2018); Hood (1983, 1986); Hood and Margetts (2007); Howlett (2019); Howlett 

and Ramesh (1995, 2003). 

 

Nodality-based (or information-based) instruments such as exhortation or 

persuasion are usually the least costly when compared with other types of instruments 

in the NATO scheme (Colebatch, 2018; Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). They are also 

considered the least effective in terms of altering people’s behaviors because they rely 

upon voluntary compliance (Hood, 1986; Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). However, whether 

or not this non-coercive nature is a limitation of information-based instruments depends 

upon the context of the targeted problem. For example, where coercive measures by 

governments to alter lifestyle choices (in relation to smoking or dieting, for example) 

often result in significant public dissatisfaction, non-coercive options – including 
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information campaigns – have the potential to be more effective as they are able to gain 

the support and cooperation of the public (Howlett & Ramesh, 1995).  

 

Authority-based instruments, including laws, regulations, and associated sanctions, 

are thought to be the most effective because these types of instruments involve the 

highest levels of coercion compared with other instruments in the NATO scheme (Hood, 

1986; Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). While coercion may not always be conducive to a 

supportive public, there are many circumstances where the public does support coercive 

action – such as government efforts to prevent and prosecute crimes (Berman & 

Friesendorf, 2008; Kane, 2007; Walby & Towers, 2018). Given that authority-based 

instruments rely on the government’s existing instruments of power, they are also 

usually less costly than treasure and organization-based resources (Hood, 1986; 

Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). However, coercive instruments may not be the most 

effective solution for all problems (Doern, 1981; Hood, 1986; Tupper & Doern,1981). 

In the realm of the economy, for instance, experience has taught even former communist 

regimes that regulations should be as light and well-directed as possible in order not to 

stifle the innovative potential of the market (see Brewer, 1993; Stiglitz, 2008).  

 

Treasure-based (or financial) instruments, including financial disbursements, 

subsidies, and tax incentives, are considered the most expensive type of governing 

resource (Hood, 1986; Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). In addition to the one-off cost to 

government, these often have longer-term financial implications, as it is notoriously 

difficult to suspend or reduce incentives once they have been introduced, as such an 

action will invariably receive public backlash (Bowles, 2016). Like information-based 

measures, financial incentives are also considered to be non-coercive. However, unlike 

information-based measures, financial incentives are generally more effective at 

altering people’s behaviors, as they are concerned directly with people’s financial 

security/gain (Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). Treasure-based instruments also include 

monetary disincentives such as taxation or fines, and unlike incentives, such measures 



92 

 

are generally coercive in nature (Howlett, 2019; Peters, 2015). Governments, thus, are 

able to employ both financial incentives and disincentives together in order to achieve 

their policy goals. For example, the waste segregation policy in Shanghai rewards 

citizens who separate their dry and wet waste with credits which can be exchanged for 

rewards or services, while people who fail to comply with the government policy are 

fined (Chen, 2019; Deng et al., 2019). 

 

Finally, organization-based instruments involve direct action by governments, 

using human resources and organizational capacities that are available within the public 

sector (Howlett, 2019; Lodge & Wegrich, 2012; Vabo & Røiseland, 2012; Zha & Lin, 

2014). The government can assign its departments and public agencies to implement its 

policy, or it may outsource implementation to non-governmental institutions (Hood, 

1986; Howlett, 2019; Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). Organization-based instruments have 

a relatively high level of visibility when compared with the NATO alternatives, as they 

involve direct service/project delivery. However, as they are the direct means through 

which governments exert their control, they also generally involve a high degree of 

coercion (Howlett, 2019). Organization-based instruments are, however, considered 

costly because human resources are expensive in many countries (Hood, 1986; Howlett, 

2019). Policy-makers must also consider the capacities of the proposed agencies or 

individuals when considering organization-based instruments (Hood, 1986; Howlett, 

2019; Howlett, & Ramesh, 1995). These capacities include the agency’s or individual’s 

financial resources, and the administrative capabilities (e.g., skills of coordination, 

professional knowledge and experience) required for facilitating policy implementation 

(Eggers & Goldsmith, 2004; Hood, 1986; Howlett, 2019; Peters, 2015; Wu et al., 2017).  

 

Policy scholars argue that the choice of policy instrument should be based on both 

an understanding of, and synergy between, the characteristics of the specific instrument 

and the context of the targeted problem (Cashore & Howlett, 2007; Colebatch, 2018; 
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Howlett, 2019). In studies of policy-instrument mix, scholars suggest using a 

combination of instruments so that the advantages of each instrument can offset the 

limitations of the other (Bressers & O’Toole, 2005; Grabosky, 1994; Cunningham et 

al., 2013; Howlett & Rayner, 2007; Martin, 2016). For example, information-based 

instruments can be used for promoting a policy, financial-based instruments can 

incentivize policy compliance, authority-based instruments can punish disobedience, 

and organizational instruments can be used to deliver and coordinate the policy 

(Howlett, 2019).  

 

4.2.2 Key Factors Affecting Policy Implementation – Policy Actors’ Motivation 

As a key stage of policy-making, policy implementation involves the translation 

and application of a designed policy. Recent public policy studies argue that policy 

actors’ motivations can have an important bearing on the effectiveness of policy 

implementation, particularly when their interests run counter to the goals of the policy 

(Howlett, 2019; McConnell, 2018; Saxonhouse et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2017). Tracking 

a recent growth in interest on the issue of policy implementation within the behavioral 

policy literature, this section will discuss the issue of policy actors’ motivations and 

behaviors, focusing in particular on how policy actors’ self-interested behaviors can 

affect policy implementation.  

 

The ‘Dark Side’ of Policy-Making. Policy studies have long taken for granted the 

assumption that policy-makers are motivated to serve the public interest (Arestis & 

Kitromilides, 2010; Moore, 1994). Although policy scholars generally recognize the 

existence of self-interestedness amongst policy-makers – being as they are, rational 

human beings – they tend to nonetheless assume that policy-makers would prioritize 

the public interest over self-interest (Howlett, 2018; Saxonhouse et al., 2015 These 

assumptions have been challenged in recent studies, including those by Howlett (2020), 
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Leong and Howlett (2021), and McConnell (2018), which argue that policy-makers and 

policy-takers (i.e., the target group or recipients of the policy) often prioritize their self-

interest over the public interest, even if achieving their self-interest will harm both the 

achievement of policy goals and (by consequence) other people’s legitimate interests. 

These self-interested behaviors of policy actors have been labelled the ‘dark side’ of 

policy-making (Howlett, 2020; McConnell, 2018). 

 

The ‘dark side’ of policy-making is not always readily visible. It is dark both in 

terms of its negative effects and in terms of its difficulty to be detected. Policy-makers 

may use some noble policy objectives to cover their underlying, self-serving objectives 

(Bradshaw, 1976; Christensen et al., 2007; Howlett, 2020; McConnell, 2018; Shaffer, 

2007). McConnell (2018) defines these self-serving objectives, which cannot be 

publicly articulated but will nevertheless shape public policies, as ‘hidden agendas’. 

Hidden agendas can be discerned, for example, when simple, harmonious slogans are 

used to address complicated or polarizing issues – often to disguise governmental 

inaction on the issue (Head & Alford, 2015; McConnell, 2018). Hidden agendas may 

also be used to disguise a policy that aims to punish its opponents or reward supporters 

(Gans-Morse et al., 2014; Howlett, 2020; Howlett et al., 2017; Marie Goetz, 2007). 

Hidden agendas have destructive effects on policy implementation because they divert 

resources away from efforts to achieve the policy’s legitimate goals (McConnell, 2018). 

As McConnell (2018) argues, it is not unusual for some governmental policies to be in 

place solely to achieve hidden agendas – thus, the policy is the means for achieving the 

hidden agenda, rather than an end in itself.  

 

Just as policy-makers’ self-interested behaviors can harm policy implementation, 

policy-takers’ self-interested behaviors can also sabotage policy implementation 

(Headworth, 2019; Howlett, 2020; Leong & Howlett, 2021). Acknowledging this, 

policy studies have long suggested adjusting incentives to encourage target group 

compliance (Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Schneider & Ingram, 1990, 2005). Recent 
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studies suggest that such recommendations fail to recognize the complexity of policy-

takers’ motivations (Howlett, 2020; Leong & Howlett, 2021). Even a well-intended 

policy may be sabotaged by the self-interested behaviors of policy-takers – such as, for 

example, when people report false information to claim social welfare (Headworth, 

2019). Recent studies have cast significant doubt on the efficacy of adjusting incentives 

in situations where policy-takers’ self-interested behaviors cannot be controlled 

(Howlett, 2020; Leong & Howlett, 2021). 

 

The ‘dark side’ of policy-making literature also acknowledges that policy-makers 

and policy-takers can collude and engage in corrupt behaviors (Feldman 2018; Howlett, 

2020; Leong & Howlett, 2021; Hoppe, 2017). For example, policy-makers may 

formulate policies that are beneficial to particular cohorts of the population in order to 

gain their votes (Brancati, 2014; Manor, 2013). Policy-makers may also transfer 

national resources to policy-takers through outsourcing, contracting or government 

procurement, with the intention of receiving kickbacks from the intermediary service 

deliverers (Scott, 1969; Treisman, 2007).  

 

The ‘Dark Side’ of Policy-Making and Bureaucrats. Current scholarship on 

policy implementation stresses that bureaucrats who are responsible for implementing 

policies possess both the motivations and the capabilities to act in a self-interested 

manner (Wu et al., 2017). It has been argued that bureaucrats can sabotage policy 

implementation when their interests do not align with the policy goals (Ibid). Similarly, 

Lampton et al. (1987) have argued that policy outcomes in China can be damaged as 

different implementing agencies often prioritize meeting the interests of their own 

organization over others. The commonly cited principal-agent theory, from the field of 

economics, has long argued that agents (e.g., bureaucrats) usually seek to maximize 

their self-interests, even if it will harm other people’s – including the principal’s (e.g., 

policy-makers’) – legitimate interests (Alchian & Demsetz, 1972; Braun & Guston, 

2003; Carlier, 2001; Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Principal-agent 
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theory identifies two types of self-interested behavior associated with information 

asymmetry between the agents and principals (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). The first, 

which is known as adverse selection, refers to opportunistic behaviors by the agents 

during the policy selection process. The agents take advantage of information 

asymmetry to guide the principal towards decisions that will benefit the agents’ interests, 

usually at the cost of other’s (including the principal’s) interests (Braun & Guston, 2003; 

Ceric, 2012; Steinle et al., 2014). The second, which is known as moral hazard, refers 

to the agents’ opportunistic behaviors in the course of carrying out their work, as a result 

of inadequate monitoring by the principals (Eissenhardt 1989; Rauchhaus, 2009; 

Steinle et al., 2014; Stevens & Thevaranjan, 2010). Drawing on the lessons from the 

literature on street-level bureaucrats –officials who have direct contact with clients or 

policy-takers (Lipsky, 1980) – it is evident that the potential for moral hazard can rise 

in line with the level of discretion that bureaucrats is afforded in their role. While 

discretion is intended to enable flexibility and responsiveness during implementation 

(Lipsky, 1980; 2010), some empirical studies of street-level bureaucrats have reported 

that discretion can be misused to pursue self-interest, and indeed, can be a key reason 

for corruption in the public sector (Decarolis et al., 2020; Klatt, 2019; Roll, 2018; Smart, 

2018).  

 

We cannot, however, assume that all bureaucrats are solely driven by self-interest. 

The stewardship theory, for example, argues that people are often other-oriented, such 

that their own career satisfaction is intimately tied to their ability to help others (Arthurs 

& Busenitz, 2003; Donaldson & Davis, 1991; Fox & Hamilton, 1994; Davis et al., 1997; 

Jones, 2016). When other-oriented bureaucrats perceive that they are unable to serve 

the public interest, they can feel frustrated in their role even if their own personal 

interests remain unaffected (Tummers & Bekkers, 2014). Instead of complying with a 

policy that conflicts with their clients’ or policy-takers’ interests, street-level 

bureaucrats may find ways to use their discretion to serve the policy-takers’ interests 

without completely undermining the spirit of the policy itself (Keulemans & 
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Groeneveld, 2020; Tummers & Bekkers, 2014). Police officers’ use of warnings rather 

than fines for those who unintentionally break traffic laws is an example of this behavior. 

Stewardship theory also recognizes the importance of extrinsic benefits in shaping 

behavior. It maintains that other-interested bureaucrats, who gain their satisfaction from 

assisting others and pursuing the common good, also expect to be suitably 

acknowledged for their work, such as through a fair salary and career progression and 

higher levels of discretion in their role (to signify their supervisors’ increased trust in 

them) (Arthurs & Busenitz, 2003).  

 

4.2.3 Factors Influencing Policy Actors’ Motivations 

In some instances, one’s motivation can be influenced by external factors. For 

instance, to constrain people’s self-interested motivations, studies suggest 

strengthening external controls (Ceric, 2012; Eissenhardt, 1989; Howlett, 2020; Rose-

Ackerman, 1978). The principal-agent theory emphasizes the benefits of monitoring 

mechanisms, such as performance monitoring of the agents’ behaviors, to reduce the 

information asymmetry between the agents and the principals (Ceric, 2012; Radner, 

1981; Strausz, 1997; Whynes, 1993).  

 

Likewise, the policy literature suggests that the process of policy design should 

take the ‘dark side’ of policy-making into account (Howlett, 2019; 2020; Leong & 

Howlett, 2021; McConnell, 2018). Howlett (2020) argues, for example, that procedural 

policy instruments can be used to constrain policy actors’ opportunistic motivations. 

Howlett (2000, 2019) draws upon Hood’s (1986) NATO scheme and proposes that the 

four types of policy instruments can be further classified into two sub-categories. The 

first category of policy instrument – substantive instruments – are used to directly 

achieve specific policy goals by delivering goods and services. The second category, 

on the other hand, includes procedural instruments, which are not used to achieve any 
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specific goals but to influence the policy-making process. In his recent study, Howlett 

(2020) argues that some procedural instruments can be used to improve the policy-

making process by strengthening monitoring and accountability frameworks. As 

presented in Table 4.2, substantive information-based instruments can be used to 

directly achieve policy goals, such as by releasing relevant information, while 

procedural information-based instruments can be used for disclosure purposes to 

improve transparency during policy implementation. Similarly, substantive authority-

based instruments can provide legal punishment for people who do not comply with the 

policy, while procedural authority-based instruments can reduce the possibility for 

corruption. Such procedural instruments aim to increase the possibility for 

opportunistic behaviors being exposed and punished, which should in turn lower the 

likelihood that policy actors will choose to engage in corruption (Rose-Ackerman, 1978; 

Klitgaard, 1988; Boyne, 1998; Lessmann & Markwardt, 2010). 

 

Table 4.2 Substantive and Procedural Instruments in the NATO Scheme 

NATO Category Substantive Instrument 

Examples 

Procedural Instrument 

Examples 

Information-based Information campaign; 

government advertisement 

Information disclosure 

Authority-based Sanction and legal 

punishment 

Whistle-blower laws; 

sunset laws; conflict of 

interest laws 

Treasure-based Financial incentives Monitoring and 

verification; Enforcement;  

Inspections 

Organization-based Task forces; line 

departments 

Anti-corruption agencies; 

Independent watchdogs 

Source: Howlett (2020, p.618) 

 

In addition to policy design, the China studies literature has highlighted many 

occasions where China’s institutional context has influenced bureaucrats’ motivations. 

Institutions are “multifaceted, durable social structures…, which impose restrictions by 
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defining legal, moral, and cultural boundaries setting off legitimate from illegitimate 

activities…, and support and empower activities and actors” (Scott, 2013, p.50; Xu et 

al., 2021, p.2). Scholars have identified eight types of institutions, including, 

administrative, cultural (cognitive), demographic, economic, knowledge, regulatory, 

normative, and political. As presented in Chapter Three (see section 3.1.2, pp.66-67), 

the China studies literature has highlighted the impact of China’s administrative and 

cultural institutions on Chinese bureaucrats’ motivations. Administrative institutions 

are “the bureaucratic patterns of a country due to colonial ties, language, religion, and 

the legal system” (Berry et al., 2010, p.1467). In China, the authoritarian political 

system constitutes an administrative institution in which subordinates may find it 

difficult to refuse their superiors. This is because subordinates’ wellbeing (e.g., income 

and promotion opportunities) is, in large part, subject to the discretion of their superiors 

(Lin, 2012; Qi, 2019). Cultural institutions, on the other hand, are considered the “taken 

for granted” structures, which are essential to be legitimated within a specific society, 

such as behaviors and attitudes toward authority, trust, individuality, and importance 

of work and family (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999, p.69; Berry et al., 2010, p.1464). China’s 

guanxi culture is a quintessential example of a long-standing cultural institution that 

places demands and expectations upon people – in particular, to abide by norms of 

social reciprocity (Gold et al., 2002; Xin & Pearce, 1996; Yang, 2017). Thus, the 

literature indicates a possibility that RPGE policy actors may reluctantly impede the 

RPGE’s implementation as a response to their superiors’ or acquaintances’ requests, 

due to the impact of China’s administrative and cultural institutions. 

 

Drawing on the above literature, the first research proposition (P1) is formulated:  

RPGE policy actors’ decision to facilitate or impede the implementation of the 

RPGE is dependent on both their personal motivation (self-interest and other-

interest) and the policy and institutional context in which they operate. 
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As detailed above, ‘policy context’ refers to the RPGE’s design, including the 

clarity of its goals and the policy instruments employed. Institutional context refers to 

China’s administrative institution (the authoritarian political system) and cultural 

institution (guanxi culture). 

 

Section 4.3 The Motivations and Mobility Decisions of Skilled OCs 

Diaspora theory emphasizes that diasporic people’s response to a governmental 

policy often depends on whether their needs are addressed by the policy (Kearney, 1995; 

Kymlicka, 1996; Shuval, 2000). Thus, this section focuses on the literature of migration, 

aiming to identify the needs of skilled OCs, and how these needs influence their 

mobility decisions. In Chapter Three (see section 3.2, pp.68-80), it was noted that 

skilled OCs’ mobility decisions are influenced by both monetary incentives (such as, 

income and research funds) and non-monetary incentives (such as, the wellbeing of 

family members). Given that these two factors compose key elements of push-pull 

theory, this theory is employed to examine how skilled OCs respond to the incentives 

offered by the RPGE.  

 

Push-pull theory is regularly utilized in studies that seek to understand the 

reasoning behind migrants’ (including highly-skilled migrants’) mobility decisions 

(Castles & Kosack, 1973; de Haas, 2010; Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lee, 1966; Stark, 

1991; Mihăilă, 2019; Van Hear & Sørensen, 2003). The theory provides a rubric for 

distilling an invariably multi-faceted decision-making process into its component 

factors – with a particular emphasis on the contextual setting of both the host and the 

home countries (Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lee, 1966; Van Hear et al., 2018, p. 928). In 

simple terms, it suggests that migrants may be ‘pulled’ to a host country by 

advantageous factors (pull factors) in that country, and may also be ‘pushed’ to leave a 
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country of origin by disadvantageous factors (push factors) in the home country (Lee, 

1966). 

 

4.3.1 Key Elements of the Push-Pull Theory 

The central elements of push-pull theory were formulated by Lee in 1966. Lee 

(1966) identified three key elements of the push-pull theory: push-pull factors, personal 

factors, and intervening obstacles. 

 

Essentially, ‘push-pull factors’ refer to the economic and non-economic factors 

within the host and the home countries which address migrants’ monetary and non-

monetary needs (Lee, 1966). Economic factors refer to material economic conditions 

such as salary, tax, and housing, while non-economic factors generally concern the less 

tangible factors, such as procedural fairness, family responsibilities, and patriotic 

sentiment (Bryer et al., 2020; de Haas, 2011; Mihăilă, 2019; Van Hear et al., 2018). 

Earlier scholars of the push-pull theory assumed that economic push-pull factors were 

the key determinants of migrants’ mobility decisions, and thus viewed migration as an 

act of income maximization (Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lee, 1966; see also Ravenstein, 

1885). Recent scholars, however, have highlighted the fact that skilled migrants can 

usually find a well-paid job to satisfy their monetary needs, and are hence driven 

equally if not more so by the non-economic benefits that may flow from migration 

(Bryer et al., 2020; Mihăilă, 2019). 

 

The second element of push-pull theory – ‘Personal factors’ – refers to migrants’ 

demographic characteristics, which can determine their attitudes towards specific push-

pull factors (Kirkwood, 2009; Klein et al., 2009; Lee, 1966; Shah et al., 2010; Vergani 

et al., 2018). For example, for married migrants the quality of tertiary education in the 
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destination country can be an important push-pull factor, but this will typically be less 

important for single migrants or families without children (de Haas, 2010; 2011; Lee, 

1966). The third element – ‘Intervening obstacles’ – on the other hand, refers to factors 

which are typically beyond the control of migrants, including geographical distance and 

transport between origin and destination countries, as well as migration restrictions in 

the home and the host country (Chang et al., 2014; Hsieh et al., 2012; Krishnakumar & 

Indumathi, 2014; Van Hear et al., 2018). While these intervening obstacles were of 

considerable importance in the 1960s when the push-pull theory was formulated, they 

are considered to be much less relevant today given the spread of globalization, the 

opening up of national economies, and advancements in information and transportation 

technologies (Chang et al., 2014; Hsieh et al., 2012).  

 

4.3.2 Economic Push-Pull Factors 

Economic push-pull factors relate to migrants’ material, financial considerations, 

which address their monetary needs. These factors include their income, subsidies, level 

of taxation, and research funds (Castles & Kosack, 1973; Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lee, 

1966; Stark, 1991). Earlier studies of the push-pull theory argued that these economic 

factors were the key determinants of migrants’ mobility decisions (Castles & Kosack, 

1973; Harris & Todaro, 1970). While contemporary scholars now emphasize the role 

of both economic and non-economic factors, the former nonetheless retain a central 

place within the theory, and thus any study into migrants’ motivations will necessarily 

need to consider their monetary needs. 

 

Income Gap Between Home and Host Countries. The income gap between the 

home and host countries has been identified by many push-pull theorists as a crucial 

factor influencing people’s mobility motivations (Akl et al., 2007; Astor et al., 2005; 
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Gregory, 1991; Khoo et al., 2007; Ngoma & Ismail, 2013; Nifo & Vecchione, 2014). 

As noted in Chapter Three, skilled OCs may hesitate to return to China because of its 

relatively lower income and higher cost of living (Simon & Cao, 2009; Hao et al., 2015; 

Wang & Miao, 2016). Income is usually considered a push factor for less developed 

home countries, and a pull factor for more highly developed host countries (Ngoma & 

Ismail, 2013; Nifo & Vecchione, 2014). Despite the growing number of scholars 

focusing on the importance of non-economic factors, the income gap between countries 

is still considered to be an important factor driving migration away from developing 

countries (or emerging economies, like China and India) (Aluttis et al., 2014; Lin & 

Kingminghae, 2017; Mihăilă, 2019). Astor et al. (2005), for example, found that 

economic factors had a critical influence on the decision of physicians from India, 

Nigeria, Pakistan, Colombia, and the Philippines to migrate to more developed 

countries in North America and Western Europe. While specific economic factors may 

be valued differently by physicians from different countries, the pursuit of higher 

income was a shared goal (Ibid). Massey et al. (1993, p. 434) draw a similar conclusion 

that migrants’ calculations of costs and benefits will lead them to anticipate a net 

positive return– usually in terms of monetary income – from migration.  

 

Further demonstrating the importance of economic factors, recent studies have 

found that many migrants repatriate to their native country once the economy of their 

home country shows significant improvement (recent examples include China and India) 

(Hugo, 2003; Keren, 2003; Saxenian, 2005, 2008; Wang & Miao, 2016, 2017; 

Wiesbrock, 2008). These studies indicate that migrants may return to their native 

countries if income rises to a level that is considered satisfactory (Saxenian, 2008). As 

the income gap between home and host countries continues to close, several researchers 

have predicted that more migrants may return to their home countries in the future 

(Borjas, 1989, 1990; Castles & Miller, 2009; Massey, 1993).  
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The push-pull theory’s assumption regarding the influence of income gap between 

home and host countries upon migration decisions align with that of neoclassical 

economic theory. Neoclassical economic theory focuses on differentials in wages 

between host and home countries, and argues that migration is primarily an act of 

income maximization (Massey, 1993; see also Iredale, 2001). A similar view is 

espoused by human capital theory, which argues that people often migrate to places in 

order to find employment and remuneration which is more in line with their educational 

qualifications and skill level (Bodvarsson et al., 2015; Mixon & Hsing, 1994; Taylor & 

Martin, 2001; Yezer & Thurston). 

 

Research Funds. Research funding for OCs and other similar groups is usually 

considered a push factor in the home country and a pull factor in the host country (Ariss 

et al., 2013; Crescenzi & Holman, 2017; Elveren, 2018; Mihăilă, 2019). As discussed 

in Chapter Three, some skilled OCs may choose not to return to China because they 

can receive a higher level of research funding in their host country (Hao et al., 2015; 

He & Zhang, 2018; Luo & Wang, 2013; ODC, 2011; Zhong, 2016; Zhu, 2019). 

Likewise, recent studies employing the push-pull theory have reported that many 

skilled international migrants depart their home country and settle in their host country 

partly in order to obtain increased research funding (Crescenzi & Holman, 2017; 

Elveren, 2018; Güngör & Tansel, 2014). Host countries typically offer more research 

funds than home countries for two reasons. First, the host countries are usually 

developed countries which have relatively higher financial capacity (in both the public 

and private sectors) than the home countries (developing countries) to invest in research 

projects (Hall, 2002; Kuemmerle, 1999; Wang & Zhang, 2018). Second, developing 

countries may place a lower priority on scientific development and knowledge than 

developed countries, given their more immediate needs and requirements, such as 

infrastructure, healthcare, and primary education (Elveren, 2018; Mihăilă, 2019). 

Indeed, this latter factor can, of itself, have an important bearing upon skilled migrants’ 
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mobility decisions. For example, many Turkish, Indian, and Iranian students do not 

want to return to their home countries after completing their studies overseas because 

they are concerned that their knowledge and skills would not be appreciated in their 

home countries (Crescenzi & Holman, 2017; Elveren, 2018; Güngör & Tansel 2014; 

Hawthorne 2014). 

 

4.3.3 Non-Economic Push-Pull Factors 

Over past two decades, a growing number of studies employing the push-pull 

theory have focused on non-economic push-pull factors (Ariu & Squicciarini, 2013; 

Dimant et al., 2013; Mihăilă, 2019). According to Bartolini et al. (2017), migrants – 

especially those who are highly skilled – are usually capable of finding satisfactory 

employment in either their home or their host countries. Their economic security is not 

in question. In these cases, therefore, non-economic factors – including procedural 

fairness, democracy, family-related factors, and living and working conditions – have 

an important bearing upon the migrants’ mobility decisions (Aluttis et al., 2014; Cooray 

& Schneider, 2016; Ferro, 2006; Lin & Kingminghae, 2017; Mihăilă, 2019). These 

arguments regarding the importance of migrants’ non-monetary needs aligns with 

Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’, which asserts that once an individual’s basic needs for 

survival (such as food and income) are satisfied, they will aim to satisfy higher level 

needs, such as a sense of belonging and esteem (Huitt, 2007; Maslow, 1943, 1954; 

McLeod, 2007). In this case, once migrants’ monetary needs are adequately met, the 

evidence suggests that they will tend to place greater value on incentives that address 

their non-monetary needs. 

 

Career Development (or Career Aspirations). Career development has been 

classified by different scholars as both an economic and a non-economic factor. Those 
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who view it as an economic factor emphasize its relationship to a migrant’s income 

level and social status (Bodvarsson et al., 2015; Rajendran et al., 2020). On the other 

hand, those who see it as a non-economic factor emphasize its importance to one’s 

sense of achievement and esteem (i.e., their level of respect and self-respect) (Baruffaldi 

& Landoni, 2016; Cho & Lee, 2006; Li et al., 2019; Thompson & Subich, 2006). In 

order to distinguish the economic and non-economic impacts of career development, 

this thesis categorizes income as an economic factor, and considers career development 

(or career aspirations) as a non-economic factor that impacts upon migrants’ emotional 

or psychological well-being.  

 

A range of scholars suggest that career development acts as a pull factor in host 

countries (Castles & Miller, 2009; Ferro, 2006; Mihăilă, 2019). For instance, because 

the specialized knowledge held by skilled migrants may not be able to be tapped to its 

fullest potential in their home countries – where there are often more restricted 

capacities, capabilities, and priorities – these experts may feel that they can only achieve 

their desired sense of career challenge and accomplishment by relocating abroad 

(Mihăilă, 2019). The perceived dearth of advanced scholarly opportunities and 

discourse in home countries is illustrated by the concept of the ‘invisible college’. 

Coined by skilled OCs, the invisible college is a reference to a network of similarly-

situated colleagues who can share ideas and generate important research insights 

through (often informal) discussion, with the implication that such ‘inspiration’ is not 

as likely to occur in discussions between skilled OCs and colleagues who were educated 

in China (Cao, 2008). On the other hand, career development can also be a push factor 

in host countries insofar as it relates to one’s sense of career satisfaction and self-esteem. 

This may occur, for example, where migrant workers’ career development may be 

compromised by their host country’s discrimination of minority ethnic groups (Currie, 

2007; Siar, 2013; Simmons & Plaza, 1998; Syed, 2008; Wahlberg, 2008). Some studies 
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have reported that a ‘glass ceiling’ and other forms of bias can severely limit migrant 

workers’ career development in host countries (Currie, 2007; Simmons & Plaza, 1998). 

 

Career development can also be viewed as a pull factor in developing countries and 

emerging economies such as China and India (Wang & Miao, 2016, 2017). With a 

growing economy, a huge demand for talent has been generated in countries like China, 

India, and Russia, and as a result, skilled migrants may perceive heightened career 

opportunities in these countries (Saxenian, 2005; Zweig, 2006). Skilled migrants, 

having gained an education and experience abroad, may also feel that their level of 

respect, status or prestige will be higher upon return (Cao, 2008; Simon & Cao, 2009). 

In a 2016-2017 study, more than 90% of recent returnees to China reported that they 

were optimistic about their future career, due to opportunities generated by China’s 

economic growth (Wang and Miao, 2016, 2017). This optimism also applies to India, 

where a growing number of skilled migrants are returning to their home country 

(Arowolo, 2000; Dhar & Bhagat, 2020; Sabharwal & Varma, 2016; Wiesbrock, 2008). 

It is important to note, however, that bias and discrimination against scholars can also 

exist in migrants’ home countries, particularly against returnees (Shuval, 2000; Wang 

et al., 2012). In China, returnee scholars may be excluded unfairly from opportunities 

by their domestic counterparts, arguably driven by a view that returnees represent 

competition and a threat to their career interests (Hou, 2012; Jin, 2003; Li, 2005; Qin, 

2002; Sun & Liu, 2014; Wang et al., 2012). On the whole, these concerns, in 

conjunction with a lack of effective policies and strategies to manage bias in the 

workplace, contribute to career development remaining a push factor for many skilled 

OCs who have returned to China – encouraging many to leave again (Cao, 2008). 

 

Family Responsibility. From a reading of the literature, it is difficult to determine 

whether a migrant’s family responsibility is, overall, a push or pull factor in the home 
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and host countries. Push-pull theorists have identified that family responsibility can be 

either (or both) push and pull factors for both home or host countries, depending on 

contexts and points of view (Güngör & Tansel, 2014; Massey et al., 1993; Massey & 

Constant, 2002; Mihăilă, 2019; Stevens, 2017). However, most scholars agree that 

migrants are not only self-interested, and that their mobility is also influenced strongly 

by the wellbeing of their family members (Boyd 1989; Cuamea Velázquez, 2000; 

Fawcett, 1989; Fawcett & Arnold, 1987; Mihăilă, 2019; Pessar, 1982; Van Hear et al., 

2018). 

 

Family responsibility can act as a pull factor in the home country and a push factor 

in the host country when family reunification is emphasized (Wang & Miao, 2016, 

2017). As Stevens (2017) reports, many Chinese skilled workers return to China from 

Australia due to caring responsibilities for their young children and aging parents. 

Although some of these skilled workers are eligible to apply for permanent resident 

status in Australia, which is greatly desired by most immigrants from developing 

countries (Ibid), their family in China is considered a higher priority. Alongside this, 

experiences of loneliness in a host country can be a push factor in migrants’ decision to 

repatriate (Stevens, 2017; Wang & Miao, 2016, 2017). Many immigrants live alone in 

the host countries, separated from family members (Hugo, 2003; Stevens, 2017; Wang, 

2014). Many also do not have strong social connections in their host countries, with 

language and cultural differences presenting as barriers to communication with local 

people (Bertelli, 1976; Ding & Hargraves, 2009; Gong, 2015; Pot et al., 2020). In these 

contexts, family separation, lack of local social connection and consequent loneliness 

act to push many immigrants back to their home countries.  

 

Family responsibility can also become a push factor in home countries and a pull 

factor in host countries, in contexts where migrants are motivated by better welfare for 
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their family (Borjas, 1990; Castles & Miller, 2009; Massey et al., 1993; Taylor, 1999). 

With respect to concerns for family, developed countries usually have better medical 

services and education; both of which are highly desirable to migrants from developing 

countries who bring family members with them (Castles & Miller, 2009). Many middle-

aged migrants are interested in supporting both the medical needs of their aging parents, 

and the education opportunities of their children (especially tertiary education) (Castles 

& Miller, 2003, 2009; Fawcett & Arnold, 1987). Many skilled OCs’ decision to remain 

overseas can also be due to their desire to keep their family in a clean and healthy 

environment. China’s poor natural environment (poor air and water quality and lack of 

urban green spaces) and poor food safety have been identified as significant push 

factors (Cao, 2008; Cheung & Xu, 2015; Hao et al., 2015; Simon & Cao, 2009; To, 

2014). Given such concerns, family responsibility can be a powerful pull factor 

influencing people’s decisions to immigrate to developed countries (Castles & Miller, 

2003, 2009; Massey, 1987, 1998).  

 

Responsibility to the Home Country. Like their family responsibility, migrants’ 

responsibility to their home country can be both push and pull factors for both the home 

and the host country. The diaspora option literature suggests that home countries seek 

the return of their diasporic populations in order to utilize their economic, human, and 

social capital to achieve local economic development and prosperity (Meyer et al., 1997; 

Pellerin & Mullings, 2013; Zweig et al., 2008). From the perspective of the migrants, 

their decision to respond to their home country and return is often driven by patriotic 

sentiment and a felt responsibility to help ‘build’ the home country (Bennett, 2020; 

Siegert, 2011; Tonkiss, 2013). For example, many skilled Chinese and Jewish people 

returned from North America and Western Europe to China and Israel, respectively, 

during key points in the development of their home countries (Cohen, 2009, Cohen, 

2009; King, 2015; Silber, 2008).  
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However, many skilled immigrants from developing countries also perceive that 

they can serve their home country effectively by remaining in the host country, 

particularly if this facilitates greater access to knowledge and technologies which they 

can then share with their home countries through international projects and programs 

(Crescenzi & Holman, 2017; Güngör & Tansel, 2014; Mihăilă, 2019). This view aligns 

with the brain-gain theory – whereby skilled migrants act as the knowledge repositories 

of their home country. They can permanently remain overseas, obtaining new 

knowledge and skills, periodically bringing this knowledge back to the home country 

(Batista et al., 2007, 2012; Boeri et al., 2012; Hunger, 2002; Straubhaar, 2000).  

 

Procedural Fairness. Issues of procedural fairness are commonly viewed as push 

factors in home (developing) countries, and pull factors in host (developed) countries 

(Ariu & Squicciarini, 2013; Cooray & Schneider, 2016; Dimant et al., 2013; Levatino, 

2015). When migrants note issues of procedural fairness, they are typically concerned 

with factors such as governmental and other institutional corruption, unfair 

employment and promotion practices, and unfair distribution of resources (including 

financial and personnel) (Cooray & Schneider, 2016; Dimant et al., 2013; Levatino, 

2015; Mihăilă, 2019). The ‘brain drain’ phenomenon is more likely to emerge in 

countries where corruption is common, widespread, and institutionalized (Bartolini et 

al., 2017; Dimant et al., 2013). Corruption – including nepotism and cronyism – 

compromises fairness in competition for jobs, training opportunities, promotion, and 

distribution of resources (Akl et al., 2007; Ariu & Squicciarini, 2013; Morano Foadi, 

2006).  

 

In many developing countries, highly sought-after positions are often strictly 

controlled by elite officers (Ariu & Squicciarini, 2013). People with closer relationships 

to those officers are more likely to be assigned to these positions, often at the expense 
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of those who do not enjoy such a close relationship even if they are more skilled, 

experienced, and capable (Akl et al., 2007; Ariu & Squicciarini, 2013). More than in 

developed countries, the process of assigning a position in many developing countries 

is not based on meritocratic criteria, but on nepotism and cronyism. Morano Foadi 

(2006) draws a connection between the lack of procedural fairness and failings in the 

meritocratic process, and argues that this will lead to the emigration of skilled talent. 

Some skilled emigrants even consider their emigration as an act of protest against their 

home society and its political elites, who (they perceive) have constrained their career 

opportunities (Bartolini et al., 2017).  

 

A lack of procedural fairness within a country also decreases the likelihood of 

skilled immigration (Dimant et al., 2013). Skilled migrants are unlikely to be interested 

in migrating to a country with significant corruption either because they themselves do 

not have political allies and personal connections in their destination country (Ibid), or 

because of their personal integrity and ethics (Bartolini et al., 2017). Chinese scholars 

have reported that returnees must spend considerable time developing their 

interpersonal career connections, which not only indicates how deeply rooted nepotism 

and cronyism are in Chinese culture, but also the extent to which skilled migrants must 

go in order to progress their careers in China (Cao, 2008; ODC, 2011; Wang & Miao, 

2016; 2017). Understandably, Simon and Cao (2009) have found that non-returnees 

express dissatisfaction with the rampant nepotism and cronyism associated with 

China’s guanxi culture. Demonstrably then, when a nation lacks sufficient procedural 

fairness, its skilled citizens are more likely to emigrate, and skilled foreigners are less 

likely to immigrate. Such a situation may create a debilitating feedback loop, whereby 

a lack of skilled talent will then lower the rate of economic development, which may 

push additional skilled talent away (Mihăilă, 2019).  
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The framework of the push-pull theory, including the discussion from the literature 

of the relative importance of various economic and non-economic factors affecting 

skilled migrants’ mobility, offers a solid basis upon which this thesis can examine 

skilled OCs’ responses to the RPGE. From a reading of the literature, however, it 

remains unclear whether economic or non-economic factors are considered of higher 

priority by skilled migrants. One reason for this knowledge gap relates to the fact that 

different scholars use different classifications for different factors. For example, career 

development is at times classified as an economic factor, and other times as a non-

economic factor (Cho & Lee, 2006; Bodvarsson et al., 2015; Rajendran et al., 2020). In 

addition, some factors, such as family responsibility and the responsibility to one’s 

home country, can have both a push and a pull effect for both the home country and the 

host country (Borjas, 1990, p. 225-228; Castles & Miller, 2009; Stevens, 2017; Wang, 

2014). Given the countervailing effects of multiple factors, an examination of the 

overall effect has been difficult. Differences in each individual’s personal 

circumstances could very well amount to an almost infinite number of push-pull factors 

(Lee, 1966; Shah et al., 2010; Vergani et al., 2018). In consideration of this, the present 

study focuses on the impacts of push-pull factors within a defined scope, which 

comprises all factors discussed in this section. By examining both economic and non-

economic factors, this study aims to contribute to the discourse around their relative 

importance within push-pull theory.  

 

Drawing upon push-pull theory and the above discussion, this thesis’s second 

proposition has been formulated (P2): 

Skilled OCs’ mobility-related responses to the RPGE are influenced by 

considerations as to whether the RPGE can satisfy both their non-economic and 

economic needs. 
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Section 4.4 Conceptual Framework  

Diaspora theory offers an overarching conceptual framework for this thesis, 

providing a lens though which to examine the impact of the RPGE’s implementation 

upon skilled OCs’ mobility decisions (see Table 4.3). This framework is composed of 

three factors – context, motivation, and behavior – connected in a table whereby context 

can influence policy actors’ motivation, which in turn influences their behaviors.  

 

For skilled OCs, the RPGE’s implementation process is a directly relevant 

reflection of China’s administrative context. As emphasized in diaspora theory, 

governmental policy not only indicates government’s general attitude toward members 

of a diaspora, but also addresses their monetary and non-monetary needs (or 

motivations) (Kearney, 1995; Kymlicka, 1996; Shuval, 2000). As noted in section 4.3, 

skilled OCs’ mobility decisions (behavior) are influenced by their monetary and non-

monetary motivations (Bryer et al., 2020; Mihăilă, 2019). As such, it is expected that 

the RPGE’s implementation will affect skilled OCs’ mobility decisions by addressing 

their different motivations.  

 

However, as discussed in section 4.2.2 (pp.93-94), a policy might not always be 

implemented in its intended manner. The literature review on policy implementation 

revealed that the behavior of policy actors during policy implementation can be shaped 

by their motivation and context (Howlett, 2020; Howlett & Ramesh, 2003; Shaffer, 

2007; McConnell, 2018; Wu et al., 2017). Drawing on the principal-agent theory, which 

emphasizes policy actors’ self-interestedness, it can be expected that RPGE policy 

actors may act to impede the policy’s implementation to advance their self-interest 

(Arthurs & Busenitz, 2003; Davis et al., 1997; Jones, 1996). As emphasized in the 

public policy literature, the policy’s design – including the policy instruments used for 

monitoring and accountability – can constitute an important contextual factor, enabling 
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or constraining policy actors’ opportunistic behaviors (Arthurs & Busenitz, 2003; Davis 

et al., 1997; Howlett, 2019, 2020; Jones, 1996).  

 

Taking into account the fact that not everyone is driven solely by self-interest, this 

study incorporates stewardship theory to explain two potentially divergent behavioral 

effects during the RPGE’s implementation. One is that other policy actors (e.g., skilled 

OCs or policy-takers) may motivate RPGE policy actors to nobly facilitate the RPGE’s 

implementation fairly and in line with the public good (Arthurs & Busenitz, 2003). 

Another is that other policy actors (e.g., superiors and acquaintances) may motivate 

RPGE policy actors to reluctantly impede the fair implementation of the RPGE out of 

a selfless desire to assist their superiors and acquaintances (Gold et al., 2002; Xin & 

Pearce, 1996). The latter occurrence is particularly likely in a Chinese context, given 

the crucial importance attributed by many to the cultural institution of guanxi and the 

hierarchical relationships that are fostered by China’s authoritarian political system 

(Gold et al., 2002; Li, 2012; Lin, 2012; Qi, 2019).  

 

Table 4.3 The Conceptual Framework of the Thesis 

 RPGE Policy Actors Skilled OCs 

Context The RPGE’s Design and 

China’s Cultural and 

Administrative Institutions 

The RPGE (Design & 

Implementation) and China’s 

Administrative and Cultural 

Institution 

 

Motivation Self-/Other-Interestedness Monetary/Non-Monetary Needs 

 

Behavior Facilitate or Impede the RPGE’s 

Implementation 

Return to/Remain in China, or 

Remain in Host Country 
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The theoretical framework is presented in Table 4.3. The row labelled 'context’ 

shows the contextual factors that influence the motivations of both RPGE policy actors 

and skilled OCs. Two contextual factors influence RPGE policy actors’ motivations. 

The first is the RPGE’s design, which includes the clarity of its statements and policy 

goals, and the choice of policy instruments used for monitoring and accountability. The 

second is China’s administrative and cultural institutions – namely its authoritarian 

political system and its guanxi culture. For skilled OCs, two contextual factors 

influence their motivations. These are the RPGE’s design and the manner of its 

implementation, and China’s administrative and cultural institutions. Along the row 

labelled ‘motivation’, it is shown that skilled OCs’ mobility decisions are motivated by 

a range of monetary and non-monetary factors, while RPGE policy actors are motivated 

by their self- and other-interestedness. The row labelled ‘behavior’ represents the final, 

contingent step in the decision-making process. For the RPGE policy actors, behavior 

relates to their actions during policy implementation which may either facilitate or 

impede the RPGE’s implementation. For skilled OCs, behavior pertains to their 

mobility decision – whether or not they return to, and remain in, China. In summary, 

the theoretical framework illustrates that RPGE policy actors’ and skilled OCs’ 

behavior is directly dependent on their personal motivations, which in turn are 

influenced by their context. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter set out to develop a theoretical framework, supported by two research 

propositions, to help frame and guide the empirical investigations of this study. The 

theoretical framework provides a logic model to explain the behavior of both RPGE 

policy actors and skilled OCs. Diaspora theory, and its related discourse on the impacts 

of a government’s policy on diasporic people’s mobility decisions, was employed to 

conceptualize the link between the RPGE’s implementation and skilled OCs’ mobility 

decisions The theoretical framework posits that the behavior of both policy actors and 
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skilled OCs is determined by their respective motivations, which in turn are influenced 

by their context. Drawing on the insights of principal-agent theory – as well as learnings 

from the public policy and China studies literature – it is expected that the behavior of 

RPGE policy actors will be influenced by their self-/other-interested motivations, and 

that these motivations can, in turn, be influenced by the policy and institutional context 

within which they operate (these are, specifically, the RPGE’s design and China’s 

administrative and cultural institutions). On the other hand, drawing upon the insights 

of push-pull theory, the behavior (mobility decisions) of skilled OCs is expected to be 

influenced by their monetary and non-monetary needs, and their perception of whether 

the RPGE can help them to meets these needs.  

 

Although the theoretical literature provides valuable insights, it also reveals several 

knowledge gaps that this theoretical framework can help to address. Specifically, as 

noted in this chapter, while push-pull theory has been instrumental in explaining the 

motivations of skilled migrants, further studies are necessary to fully understand the 

conditions under which migrants will prioritize their monetary or non-monetary needs. 

By identifying and examining skilled OCs’ monetary and non-monetary motivations, 

this study can help to inform push-pull theory using evidence from a Chinese context. 

Finally, by considering the (adverse) motivations and behaviors of policy actors, this 

study will contribute empirical evidence to inform the emerging literature on the ‘dark 

side’ of policy-making – in particular, on how hidden agendas and self-interested 

behaviors manifest during policy implementation.  
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Chapter Five: Methodology 

This chapter presents this study’s research methodology. The chapter begins by 

setting out the overarching research approach that will be used to answer the research 

questions (Section 5.1). Next, the methods of primary data collection (Section 5.2) are 

detailed, followed by an explanation of the analytical techniques that will be applied to 

analyze the data (Section 5.3). Section 5.4 then addresses the strategies for secondary 

data collection and analysis. The chapter concludes by discussing the potential 

limitations of the methods used in this study (Section 5.5).  

 

Section 5.1 Research Approach and Method 

Before discussing this study’s research methodology, it is useful to review the 

study’s aims, research questions, and propositions as they have an important bearing 

upon the methods that are ultimately adopted (Goddard & Melville, 2004; Kothari, 

2004; Mills & Birks, 2014). This research has two aims. The first aim is to explore the 

impact that the implementation of a government’s talent attracting policy can have on 

the mobility decisions of skilled migrants. To this end, the research focuses on the 

specific case of the RPGE – China’s key talent-attracting policy. The study’s 

overarching research question is:  

How does the implementation of the RPGE influence the mobility decisions of 

skilled OCs? 

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, this question has two aspects. The first – as 

reflected in Research Sub-Question 1 – requires consideration of how specific groups 

of policy actors (RPGE officials, employers, and examiners) implement the RPGE, and 

specifically, how implementation at each stage of the RPGE implementation process 

(nomination, selection, and incentive delivery) is affected by these policy actors’ 
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motivations and behaviors. Integral to this analysis is the identification of real and 

potential problems in the implementation process that are caused by these policy actors’ 

adverse behaviors (i.e., behaviors that impede the RPGE’s implementation).  

RQ1: How do RPGE policy actors implement the RPGE?  

 

The second aspect that is necessary to consider is the perspective of the skilled OCs, 

and specifically, how they respond to each stage of the RPGE’s implementation process 

– including the recruitment (nomination and selection) and incentive delivery stages. 

Integral to this investigation is a consideration of how problems in the implementation 

process (particularly those caused by policy actors’ adverse behaviors) affect the 

mobility decisions of skilled OCs. Thus, Research Sub-Question 2 asks: 

RQ2: How do skilled OCs respond to the RPGE? 

 

Based on the review of theories, concepts, and empirical studies, two propositions 

were formulated as potential answers for these research questions. 

P1: RPGE policy actors’ decision to facilitate or impede the implementation of the 

RPGE is dependent on both their personal motivation (self-interest and other-

interest) and the policy and institutional context in which they operate. 

 

P2: Skilled OCs’ mobility-related responses to the RPGE are influenced by 

considerations as to whether the RPGE can satisfy both their non-economic and 

economic needs. 

 

To answer the research questions and, in turn, explore these two propositions, this 

study adopts a qualitative exploratory case study design. This section discusses the 
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underlying rationale for this research methodology, and its suitability to this particular 

study. 

 

5.1.1 Qualitative Exploratory Approach 

Qualitative, exploratory research methods focus on people’s perceptions, 

experiences, and opinions – the key aim being to formulate an in-depth understanding 

of a phenomenon (Astin et al., 2014; Carson, 1990; Güngör & Özkara, 2017). The 

qualitative, exploratory approach has been espoused for its suitability to exploring and 

describing less well-studied or new phenomena within a specific context (Riveros et al., 

2016; Neuman & Robson, 2012), and is thus commonly used to address ‘how’ and ‘why’ 

questions (Barnham, 2015; Yin, 2003). As reported in Chapter Three, the extant 

literature pays little attention to the implementation of the RPGE, which has resulted in 

an inadequate understanding of why skilled OCs do not return to, or remain in, China 

in response to the RPGE. Addressing this research gap requires the researcher to 

develop an understanding of the voices, views and experiences of skilled OCs and 

RPGE policy actors – a task which is particularly well suited to the qualitative, 

exploratory approach. 

 

By contrast, quantitative approaches are not considered as well-suited to this 

particular study. Quantitative approaches are typically applied to measure phenomena 

in terms of frequencies, durations, statistical trends, and variable relationships 

(Hancock et al., 2009; Howe, 1992; Landrum & Garza, 2015; Meredith et al., 1994; 

Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018). Thus, quantitative researchers measure their data through 

statistical tests in order to answer questions such as ‘how much’ and ‘how often’ 

(Bryman, 2006; Dixon-Woods et al., 2005; Gelo et al., 2008; Hancock et al., 2009; 

Howe, 1992; Patel, 2009; Reichardt & Rallis, 1994). However, quantitative methods 
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are less suited to examining why or how people engage in particular behaviors, or to 

exploring the dynamics of a specific context (including the effects of unidentified 

variables) – these are important aspects of the present research.  

 

5.1.2 Case Study Method 

A case study is a qualitative method typically applied to investigate a phenomenon 

that occurs within a bounded context, or when a researcher is investigating a specific 

set of people, a certain problem, or a unique situation (Bas & Kivilcim, 2017). Case 

study research is particularly beneficial for research that seeks to gain a deep 

understanding of a phenomenon in a natural context where the researcher has little or 

no control over the events (Yin, 2003). Applied to this thesis, the ‘certain problem’ 

refers to the RPGE’s implementation and skilled OCs’ response to this policy, while 

the ‘context’ refers to the RPGE’s design and China’s administrative and cultural 

institutions. The case study approach thus enables an in-depth understanding of how 

these contextual factors may affect RPGE policy actors’ motivations and behaviors, 

and in turn, how these motivations behaviors affect the implementation of the RPGE. 

It also enables an examination of the processes by which migration incentives can affect 

the mobility decisions of skilled OCs. 

 

Generalization is another rationale for the case study method. Specifically, the 

study does not merely seek to understand the dynamics of motivation and behavior in 

the context of the RPGE, but it also aims to draw lessons which may be pertinent in 

other similar circumstances. Although qualitative research methods are often 

considered to be limited in their generalizability (Gerring, 2007; Hägg & Hedlund, 1979; 

Woodside, 2010), they are not necessarily non-generalizable (Firestone 1993; Firestone 

& Herriott 1983; Lincoln & Guba 2000; Tellis 1997; Yin 2003). Certainly, 
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generalization of qualitative, case study results should be undertaken cautiously, given 

that the results are typically based on a subjective interpretation of data drawn from a 

limited sample (Firestone, 1993; Woodside, 2010). Nevertheless, proponents argue that 

qualitative case studies can offer an ‘analytic generalization’, which is increasingly 

accepted as a legitimate and rigorous step in the theory testing and development process 

(Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Yin, 2003).  

 

The value of a qualitative case study and the generalizability of its findings will 

depend on the extent to which the selected case is typical and representative of the 

phenomenon under investigation (Firestone, 1993; Tellis, 1997; Creswell, 1998; Yin, 

2003; Stake, 2005; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2012). It would not be appropriate to 

generalize from the analysis of a case which could be considered ‘extreme’, atypical, 

or unrepresentative (Tellis, 1997). Researchers therefore emphasize the importance of 

considering the degree to which the circumstances are typical or unique prior to 

undertaking a case study (Creswell, 1998; Stake, 2005). A similar concept is that of the 

‘critical case’ (Firestone, 1993; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2012). Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 230), 

for example, defends the generalization of results from qualitative, critical case studies, 

arguing that:  

“if [the result] is valid for this case, it is valid for all (or many) cases”. 

 

The RPGE is the only case under study in this thesis. However, it is expected that 

the findings which result from investigating this case will offer insights into China’s 

policy-making and policy implementation more broadly. Many of the problems which 

have already been identified in the RPGE’s implementation, such as the delivery of 

inadequate incentives, have also been noted in other Chinese Government policies that 

offer incentives – including those relating to environment protection and poverty 

reduction (Laurens & Maino, 2007; Lieberthal, 1997; Sinkule & Ortolano, 1995; 
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Swanson et al., 2001). The findings from this case study are likely to be broadly 

indicative of the dynamics that can occur during the implementation of incentive-based 

policies. This study may also offer pertinent insights and lessons that may be applied to 

the analysis of other talent-attracting policies in China. Although the RPGE is China’s 

national policy for attracting skilled overseas workers, the RPGE model is utilized as 

the template for approximately 181 other regional talent-attracting policies across 29 

provinces in China (RPGE n.d. a).  

 

Section 5.2 Primary Data Collection 

Data for the study are collected through a series of semi-structured interviews, both 

of RPGE officials and skilled OCs. The recruitment of study participants is carried out 

according to a purposive sampling strategy, which seeks to ensure the representation of 

officials from key government agencies at each stage of the implementation process, as 

well as a diverse cohort of skilled OCs, including both RPGE recipient and non-RPGE 

recipient returnees, non-returnees, and circular migrants. This section will detail the 

sampling methods and interview procedures used in this study, including their rationale, 

as well as the steps taken to ensure high quality data are collected.  

 

5.2.1 Research Setting 

Most face-to-face interviews were conducted in Beijing (China) and Perth 

(Australia). As noted in Chapter Three, Beijing is the most popular destination for 

returnees. For this reason, conducting interviews in that city will ensure that there is 

ready access to a diverse cohort of skilled OCs. Moreover, as the capital of China, 

Beijing is the location of most Chinese central government departments that administer 

the RPGE (Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, 2013). Thus, it is an 

accessible location from which to interview central government officials involved in 
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the RPGE. Additionally, this location enabled the researcher to access officials from 

the regional government of Beijing, which also has a role in the implementation of the 

RPGE at the regional level. Many interviews were also conducted in Perth, where the 

researcher was based during this study. Perth, the capital city of the state of Western 

Australia, is home to five universities, including the University of Western Australia, 

which is ranked within the world’s top 100 universities (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2019). 

Given the proximity of these well-regarded institutions, the researcher was able to make 

contact with the many accomplished OC scientists who reside and work in Perth. 

 

Although the main interview settings were within the cities of Beijing and Perth, 

many skilled OCs from other places, including (but not limited to) the US, the UK, 

Canada, Germany, Japan, and the eastern cities of Australia (e.g., Sydney and 

Melbourne), were interviewed using a remote interview strategy49. Since the RPGE 

aims to attract skilled OCs from around the world, and since the study aims to offer 

generalizable findings, it was considered important that the participant-pool be 

extended to include those OCs living beyond the cities of Beijing and Perth. Indeed, 

with countries such as the US and the UK being popular destinations for skilled OCs 

(Wang & Miao, 2016, 2017), it was important to gather the insights of OCs working in 

those locations.  

 

The researcher utilized two popular software platforms for undertaking remote 

interviews – WeChat and Zoom. WeChat is a popular social media platform used by 

most Chinese people, and its video chatting functionality is popularly used in both 

social and professional settings. According to an official report from 2019, there are 

approximately 1.12 billion users of WeChat worldwide (Tencent News, 2019). Zoom 

 
49 A remote interview is conducted via telephone or video call, and thus can take place without the 

participant and interviewer meeting in person (Bolderston, 2012). 
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is also a commonly used platform for teleconferences in a professional setting. Having 

gained in popularity since the outbreak of COVID-19 in late 2019, its worldwide 

userbase reached 350 million by December 2020 (Recode, 2020). Both software 

applications allowed the researcher to record the interview with the participant’s 

permission, which was essential for the later transcribing process.  

 

5.2.2 Sampling Strategies 

In order to gain an in-depth understanding of the RPGE’s implementation and its 

impact on skilled OCs’ mobility decisions, this study focuses on two cohorts of 

participants: RPGE officials and skilled OCs. RPGE officials include any central and 

regional government official who has a role in implementing the RPGE. Although 

employers of RPGE recipients and RPGE examiners are also considered to be RPGE 

policy actors, the researcher was not able to interview them for reasons which are 

explained in the following section (see section 5.5, p.155). In relation to skilled OCs, 

this study was open to including any Chinese emigrant who meets the eligibility criteria 

for the RPGE – specifically, they must hold a PhD degree granted in an overseas 

research institution, and they should have full-time work-experience in an overseas 

research institution. The recruitment of both cohorts was generally guided by the same 

purposive sampling strategy, and supplemented by a snowball strategy for the 

recruitment of skilled OCs.  

 

Purposive Sampling Strategy. Commonly used in qualitative studies, purposive 

sampling strategies are utilized to enhance the representativeness of a sample. They 

allow researchers to purposely select – based on their knowledge and considered 

judgement – key informants from a wider group of experts who are considered most 

knowledgeable about an organization or issue of interest (Etikan et al., 2016; Guarte & 

Barrios, 2006; Lavrakas, 2008; Tongco, 2007). Purposive sampling’s popularity in 

qualitative research stems from its three key advantages. First, purposive sampling 
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strategies are considered to be time and cost effective (Acharya et al., 2013; Etikan et 

al., 2016; Lavrakas, 2008). Key informants are usually representative of the research 

population, so researchers do not have to interview or survey the entire population in 

order to gain relevant insights (Lavrakas, 2008). Second, key informants selected 

through purposive sampling are usually experts in the particular research topic, so their 

knowledge can usually directly contribute to addressing the research questions 

(Lavrakas, 2008; Tongco, 2007). Third, the purposive method enables the researcher to 

access highly dispersed and difficult-to-reach population groups (and in such 

circumstances, purposive sampling is often the only feasible sampling method available 

to the researcher) (Homburg et al., 2012; Lavrakas, 2008). 

 

While purposive sampling has important advantages, the onus is nonetheless on 

the researcher to carry out the purposive strategy judiciously. Given that purposive 

sampling is, by nature, a non-random method of selection that relies on the researcher’s 

subjective judgement, a well-designed sampling strategy is essential (Acharya et al., 

2013; Etikan et al., 2016; Homburg et al., 2012; Krannich & Humphrey, 1986; Marshall, 

1996). Scholars suggest three principles for designing an effective purposive sampling 

strategy (Homburg et al., 2012; Lavrakas, 2008; Marshall, 1996). First, the sample must 

include individuals or sectors that are frequently mentioned in the literature as relevant 

actors in the particular research context (Etikan et al., 2016; Tongco, 2007). Second, 

the sample needs to include a mix of individuals from different sectors and different 

contexts (Lavrakas, 2008; Tongco, 2007). Third, participants must possess the required 

knowledge and experiences to offer a relevant contribution to the research (Lavrakas, 

2008; Marshall, 1996).  

 

Recruitment of RPGE Officials. Since the RPGE is a national policy, its 

implementation involves more than 20 government agencies. The purposive method 

enables the researcher to select agencies that play a significant role in the RPGE 
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implementation process. This study focuses on all the three stages of RPGE 

implementation, including the nomination of applicants, the selection of recipients, and 

the delivery of incentives. Four government agencies (all of which are located in 

Beijing) are directly responsible for these processes – the Organization Department of 

the CPC (ODC), the Ministry of Education (MOE), the Ministry of Science and 

Technology (MOST), and the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security 

(MOHRSS) (Cao & Fan, 2009; Wang et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2010; Zheng et al., 

2015). The role that each of these agencies has in the implementation of the RPGE is 

detailed in Table 5.1.  

 

Table 5.1 Government Agencies and Their Role in the RPGE’s Implementation 

Agency name Agency Description and Role in the RPGE 

The Organization 

Department of the 

CPC (ODC) 

The ODC is a central department of the Chinese government, responsible for 

the assignment of personnel and the management of talent-related affairs 

(Nathan & Gilley, 2002; Zweig, 2006). The ODC is also the leading 

government department of the Central Coordinating Group on Talent (CCGT), 

which includes more than 20 government agencies, departments, and 

ministries (Zhong, 2009). Thus, the ODC is the host department of the RPGE, 

with responsibilities that range from policy design, to the cross-government 

coordination of RPGE implementation, to the monitoring of RPGE policy 

actors (Ren, 2012). 

The Ministry of 

Education (MOE) 

The MOE is a member of the CCGT. The MOE is responsible for coordinating 

with Chinese universities who are employers of RPGE recipients (Cao & Fan, 

2009). In addition, the MOE is jointly responsible for managing the 

recruitment of applicants in the RPGE’s sub-categories of Innovative Talent, 

and Young Professionals (Wang, et al., 2012). 

 

The Ministry of 

Science and 

Technology 

(MOST) 

The MOST is a member of the CCGT. It is one of the most important 

employers of RPGE applicants, being solely or jointly responsible for 

recruitment into five of the six categories of the RPGE (Wang, et al., 2012). 

The MOST is jointly responsible for managing the recruitment of applicants in 

the RPGE’s sub-categories of Innovation Talent (long term and short term), 

Entrepreneurs, and Young Professionals (Ibid). 
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The Ministry of 

Human Resources 

and Social Security 

(MOHRSS) 

The MOHRSS is a member of the CCGT. It has two responsibilities relating 

to the RPGE. First, it is jointly responsible for managing the recruitment of 

applicants in the RPGE’s Entrepreneurs sub-category (Wang, et al., 2012). 

Second, the MOHRSS’s regional organizations usually have talent supporting 

offices or divisions whose role is to assist RPGE recipients in accessing to their 

incentives by coordinating with their employers or other government agencies 

(Wang, 2017). 

 

Reflecting the importance of these agencies to the RPGE’s implementation, the 

sampling strategy places particular emphasis on recruiting officials from these 

organizations. The selection of these agencies aligns with the first principle of effective 

purposive sampling – that is, the sample must include individuals or organizations 

commonly cited in the literature (Lavrakas, 2008). Officials from these organizations 

are either responsible for checking nomination documents, organizing the selection 

process, or delivering RPGE incentives (see Definitions of Terminologies). The ODC 

is the primary authority for the RPGE, with responsibility for the design of the RPGE 

and oversight of the selection process (Zhang et al., 2010; Zheng et al., 2015). The 

MOE and the MOST are responsible for the recruitment of innovative (research) 

applicants, including checking the nomination documents submitted by Chinese 

universities and research institutions (Cao & Fan, 2009; Wang et al., 2012). If these 

documents have been completed without error, these agencies will send them to RPGE 

examiners (Cao & Fan, 2009). Finally, the MOHRSS is responsible for recruiting 

applicants who are entrepreneurs, and mediating conflicts between employers and 

RPGE recipients, especially relating to the delivery of incentives promised by 

employers. Its regional departments coordinate with other government agencies and 

employers to ensure that RPGE recipients receive their promised incentives (Wang et 

al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2010). For example, RPGE recipients can submit a complaint to 

the regional department of human resources and social security about employers who 

fail to assist them to enroll their children into local schools.  

 

The purposive selection of these four agencies also aligns with both the second 

principle of purposive sampling, which suggests that the study participants should 
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represent different contexts or work in different sectors, as well as the third principle 

which emphasizes the importance of study participants possessing knowledge directly 

relevant to the research questions (Homburg et al., 2012; Lavrakas, 2008; Marshall, 

1996). Other organizations that are involved in the RPGE implementation were not 

selected for this research because of their weak connection to the research aims. For 

example, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is responsible for issuing visas to non-Chinese 

RPGE recipients (Beijing Human Resources Public Service Platform, 2012) but this 

research does not focus on visa policies nor non-OCs. In addition to selecting relevant 

government agencies, this study adopts a further sampling criterion at the individual 

level – that is, the participants must be personally and directly engaged in the RPGE 

implementation process. A direct engagement in RPGE implementation is essential for 

individuals to be considered ‘RPGE policy actors’.  

 

While this research had adequate access to a diverse cohort of relevant RPGE 

officials, there was much more limited access to RPGE employers and examiners. As a 

result of the deteriorating relationship between China and the US since 2018, the RPGE 

has been suspected by the US Government of violating intellectual property, which has 

led to formal investigations on the RPGE by the US and other Western countries 

(Bloomberg, 2019; The United States Senate, 2019). As a result, the RPGE has become 

a sensitive issue in China. Indeed, most (Chinese-based) webpages about the policy 

have been removed from the internet in order to protect the RPGE and its recipients 

(Matters, 2020; New York News Net, 2020). Possibly as a result of this challenging 

political climate, combined with the fact that the present study is being conducted by a 

researcher at an Australian (i.e., a Western) university, the employers of RPGE 

recipients were generally reluctant take part in the study. This reluctance affected not 

only the ability to access RPGE recipients and their employers, but also RPGE 

examiners – for, given that the identity of examiners is confidential to the public, the 

researcher could not approach them without the assistance of their employers (typically 

universities and research institutions). Requests made to RPGE officials for examiners’ 

contact details were also refused on privacy grounds. As a result of these limitations, 
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analyses of the motivations and behaviors of RPGE employers and examiners could 

only be conducted indirectly, by relying on the information provided by RPGE officials, 

skilled OCs, and secondary data. Further details on this cross-checking process, 

including the associated limitations, are discussed in section 5.3.2. 

 

Six RPGE officials from the above agencies participated in this study. These 

individuals have been working in their agencies for at least seven years and have also 

directly participated in the implementation of the RPGE on at least three occasions. 

Their details are presented in Table 5.2. These six RPGE officials were recruited with 

the assistance of four coordinators working in the government agencies. The 

coordinators were approached through the researcher’s personal connections in China 

because email contact through official channels often failed to receive a response50. All 

coordinators were fully informed about the sampling criteria to assist them to identify 

suitable participants (though it is noted that the coordinators did not directly participate 

in this research as they either did not meet the sampling criteria or were not available 

at the time)  

 

Table 5.2 Details of the Six RPGE Officials participating in this Research 

Participant’s Code Department/Ministry Participation in the RPGE 

Central Government 

Official 01 

Ministry of Science and 

Technology (MOST) 

The RPGE’s design, assessment, and 

the recruitment of examiners. 

Central Government 

Official 02 

Ministry of Education 

(MOE) 

The RPGE’s design, assessment, 

recruitment of applicants, and 

coordination with Chinese universities  

 
50 The lack of email response may partly relate to the deteriorating relationship between China and the 

US/Australia because it was advised informally by a number of RPGE officials that it ‘is not a good 

time to be interviewed about a sensitive issue like the RPGE’.  
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Central Government 

Official 03 

Ministry of Human 

Resources and Social 

Security (MOHRSS) 

The RPGE’s design, assessment, and 

the mediation of disputes between 

RPGE recipients and their employers 

(in relation to the delivery of 

incentives). 

Regional Government 

Official 01 

Organization Department 

of Beijing 

RPGE’s implementation in Beijing, 

including marketing, coordination 

among employers in the region, and 

providing assistance to the central 

government for the recruitment of 

examiners and applicants. 

Regional Government 

Official 02 

Bureau of Education of 

Beijing 

RPGE’s implementation in Beijing, 

including coordinating with Chinese 

universities located in Beijing, and 

providing assistance to the central 

government for the recruitment of 

examiners and applicants. 

Regional Government 

Official 03 

Bureau of Human 

Resources and Social 

Security of Beijing 

RPGE’s implementation in Beijing, 

including providing assistance to 

RPGE recipients in relation to the 

delivery of incentives. 

 

Recruitment of Skilled OCs. The recruitment of skilled OCs was also guided by 

the purposive sampling strategy. Since this research aims to examine the impact of the 

RPGE’s implementation on skilled OCs’ mobility decisions, OCs who are not qualified 

for the RPGE are unlikely to consider the RPGE a motivating factor. Therefore, the 

first criterion for the selection of skilled OCs should relate to their qualification. To this 

end, this study took into consideration the minimum qualification for the RPGE when 

selecting skilled OC participants; that is, they must have a PhD degree obtained 

overseas and a minimum of three-years’ work experience in overseas universities or 

research institutions. In addition to their qualifications, the skilled OCs’ migration 

status was taken into consideration. As reported in Chapter Three, past studies of the 

RPGE have focused solely on RPGE recipients, which means that these studies could 

not explain why many skilled OCs decide not to apply for the RPGE (ODC, 2011; Zhao 

& Huang, 2018; Zhu, 2019). This study differentiates skilled OCs into three groups: 

returnees, non-returnees, and circular migrants. Interviews with returnees, including 
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both RPGE recipients and non-recipients, can provide insights into why skilled OCs 

return to China and how the RPGE has encouraged them to do so. Interviews with non-

returnees who reside overseas permanently can assist in understanding why many 

skilled OCs choose not to return to China despite being eligible to apply for the RPGE. 

Interviews with circular migrants, being those who returned to China but left again soon 

after, can reveal why the RPGE may have failed in its long-term aim of attracting OCs 

to re-settle permanently in China. By applying the above criteria, it can be ensured that 

skilled OC participants have the appropriate knowledge and experience to directly 

contribute to the research questions, while their varied circumstances and contexts can 

reduce the likelihood of a biased sample (Homburg et al., 2012; Lavrakas, 2008; 

Marshall, 1996). Interviews with the skilled OCs can provide valuable insights into the 

motivations and behaviors of employers and examiners, who, as noted earlier, are not 

directly represented in the sample. As an advantage of purposive sampling, most 

participants of this research are key informants who have direct contact to employers 

and examiners, thus their experience and views can help the researcher to gather 

information relating to employers and examiners (Faifua, 2014; John & Reve, 1982; 

Marshall, 1996). It is important to note that, when they were interviewed, all returnees 

were residing in China, while all non-returnees and circular migrants were residing 

overseas. No ordinary returnee, circular-migrant or non-returnee had ever been an 

RPGE recipient. 

 

At the early stages of recruiting, it proved difficult to recruit a sufficient number of 

appropriately skilled OCs in accordance with these criteria. For this reason, a snowball 

technique was applied to supplement the purposive sampling strategy. Commonly 

utilized in qualitative studies, snowball sampling leverages participants’ social 

networks to recruit additional eligible participants. The researcher invites existing 

participants to recommend people from among their contacts and acquaintances who 

match the sampling criteria (Blenacki & Waldof, 1981; Handcock & Gile, 2011; Noy, 

2008; Tongco, 2007, pp. 5-6). Scholars often recommend the use of snowball sampling 

in combination with purposive sampling, as it can be an effective way of increasing the 
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size and representativeness of the sample, while also meeting the pre-defined purposive 

criteria (Etikan & Bala, 2017; Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007; Teddlie & Yu, 2007).  

 

To access skilled OCs, the researcher conducted an online keyword search, which 

identified 22 governmental and non-governmental organizations likely to be employers 

of OCs (including RPGE recipients). Once identified, letters (in both English and 

Chinese) were sent to each of these organizations, inviting eligible employees to 

participate. Three of these organizations agreed to cooperate with the researcher, 

contributing 16 eligible participants to the sample (none of whom were RPGE 

recipients). These three organizations were the Beijing Returned Overseas Chinese 

Federation (BROCF), the Inno-Way, and the Western Australia Chinese Scientists 

Association (WACSA). The BROCF, being a division of the National Returned 

Overseas Chinese Federation located in Beijing, is a governmental organization that 

serves returnees. With the assistance of its Vice-Chair, Dr. David Tao, the researcher 

was able to interview six OC returnees. The Inno-Way (also known as Zhongguancun 

Innovation Street) is one of the earliest and most well-known innovation parks in China 

(Ma, 2019). It offers support to skilled OCs who want to return to China in order to 

continue their research or to start a business (Ma, 2019; Zhu, 2014). With the assistance 

of its Deputy-Director General, Ms. Nie, five OC returnees were interviewed. In 

addition to these 11 returnees, WACSA was able to connect the researcher with five 

eligible non-returnee OCs.  

 

Despite the success of the above strategy in recruiting OC returnees and non-

returnees, it is noted that no RPGE recipients or circular migrants were able to be 

recruited via these three channels. To broaden the pool of potential participants, the 

snowball sampling method was employed. The researcher contacted two returnee 

professors who had earlier expressed an interest in the research, and requested that they 
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recommend potential participants from amongst their professional networks. With the 

assistance of these professors and their employers, the researcher was put in contact 

with nine additional, eligible returnees, all of whom were RPGE recipients. This 

snowball sampling strategy was repeated several times during 2018 and 2019, as these 

nine participants introduced 22 other eligible colleagues and acquaintances to the 

researcher and, in turn, these new participants introduced an additional 21 

acquaintances – both from China and overseas.  

 

In all, the final sample includes a total of 68 skilled OCs, hailing from nine different 

countries. This total is composed of 28 returnees (13 ordinary returnees and 15 RPGE 

recipients), 25 non-returnees, and 15 circular migrants (see Table 5.3). Additional detail 

on the skilled OC participants is provided in Appendix 1. 

 

Table 5.3 Skilled OC Participants by Cohort and Country 

            

Cohorts of OCs  

 

 

 

Host Countries 

Returnee 

(Ordinary) 

Returnee  

(RPGE 

recipient) 

Non-

Returnees 

Circular 

Migrants 

Total 

(per 

country) 

US 2 12 7 3 24 

UK 2 3 5 5 15 

Australia 2 - 5 5 12 

Canada 1 - 2 2 5 

New Zealand 1 - 2 - 3 

Japan 1 - 1 - 2 

Germany 1 - 2 - 3 
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France 1 - - - 1 

Finland 1 - - - 1 

Singapore 1 - 1 - 2 

Total OCs 28 15 25 15 68 

 

5.2.3 Saturation of Sampling 

To be confident of the validity of the research findings, qualitative researchers must 

be satisfied that their sample reaches the point of data saturation (Fusch & Ness, 2015; 

Mason, 2010). In broad terms, data saturation is the point at which, were data collection 

to continue, no additional new information would be obtained (Bernard, 2012; 

Burmeister & Aitken, 2012 Fusch & Ness, 2015; Guest et al., 2006; Mason, 2010). 

When interviews are adopted as the primary data collection method, the researcher 

needs to consider whether their sample provides a sufficiently high quality and quantity 

of information. (Burmeister & Aitken, 2012; Dibley, 2011; Fusch & Ness, 2015, 

pp.1409). For interviews, the sampling strategy should aim to generate a dataset that is 

rich in quality, which means that it should be multi-layered, intricate, detailed, and 

nuanced (Dibley, 2011; Fusch & Ness, 2015); that is, there should be ‘depth’ to the data 

(Burmeister & Aitken, 2012). This depth is achieved by ensuring that all relevant target 

groups and viewpoints are included and represented in the sample (Fusch & Ness, 2015). 

In addition, there should be an adequate number of participants in the sample to achieve 

saturation (Ibid). Guest et al. (2006) report that in-depth interviews of six participants 

per sample cohort should provide sufficient information about key points of interest, 

and should enable the attainment of basic saturation; although full saturation generally 

requires 12 interviews. On the other hand, Bernard (2012) argues that while it is 

important to aim for a sample size that can achieve data saturation, qualitative 

researchers sometimes need to ‘take what [they] can get’ (see also Fusch & Ness, 2015, 

p.1409). 
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In broad terms, the sample obtained for this study appears to meet these quality and 

quantity criteria. The sample of RPGE actors includes participants from a range of 

agencies, both at the central and regional level. The RPGE officials work at different 

agencies and levels of government, which should ensure a comprehensive 

understanding of the RPGE’s implementation process and RPGE officials’ behavior. 

The sample of skilled OCs consists of representatives from all migrant status cohorts 

(ordinary returnees, RPGE recipients, non-returnees, and circular migrants) who are 

qualified for the RPGE and have direct or indirect experience with the RPGE. It is thus 

expected that the sample includes a wide diversity of viewpoints, spanning a wide 

gamut of OC contexts and experiences. The total number of skilled OC participants (68) 

greatly exceeds the suggested minimum number required to attain minimum saturation 

(Guest et al., 2006). Similarly, although the number of RPGE official participants is 

relatively small (six), it meets the minimum sample size required for minimum 

saturation, as suggested by Guest et al. (2006).  

 

5.2.4 Ethics Issues 

In qualitative research that involves human participants, a range of ethical issues 

must be considered, including informed consent, participants’ privacy, and anonymity 

(Bresler, 1995; Miles & Huberman, 1994). This research was undertaken with the 

approval of the University of Western Australia’s Human Research Ethics Office 

(Reference Number: RA/4/20/4084). As required by the Ethics Office, each participant 

received and completed a written ‘informed consent’ form (see Appendix 2). The 

researcher also verbally clarified the participants’ rights, including their freedom to 

withdraw from the research at any time without providing reasons, and explained how 

participants’ data would be de-identified to ensure anonymity. The informed consent 

forms also stated that participants were expected to be honest when answering interview 

questions. All participants signed their informed consent forms. All participants are de-
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identified in this research, with names replaced by numerical identifiers. For context, 

the participants’ academic discipline is noted at a broad level (e.g., social sciences) to 

avoid the possibility of them being identifiable. Finally, it is noted that the employers 

of OC participants have not been identified at any point in this thesis. 

 

5.2.5 Semi-Structured Interviews 

This study employed the semi-structured interview as its method for primary data 

collection. Interviews are a commonly utilized method of data collection in qualitative 

studies because they provide researchers with insights into participants’ voices, feelings, 

and experiences (Carruthers, 1990; Given, 2008; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994; Stark & 

Torrance, 2004). According to Brinkmann (2013), few interviews are fully structured 

because most people provide information that goes beyond what is anticipated by the 

pre-determined question set. Similarly, no interview is completely unstructured because 

researchers always have at least a general idea of what will be discussed during the 

interview (Ibid). Semi-structured interviews, as utilized here, aim to provide a middle 

ground between fully structured and unstructured interviews. Semi-structured 

interviews allow researchers to collect in-depth and open-ended qualitative data, which 

is also suitably reliable and comparable (Crabtree, 1999; DeJonckheere &Vaughn, 2019; 

Given, 2008).  

 

To undertake semi-structured interviews, the researcher first formulates a number 

of structured interview questions based on a reading of the relevant theoretical and 

empirical literature (Brinkmann, 2013; DeJonckheere &Vaughn, 2019). These 

questions help to guide the interviews towards issues relevant to the study’s aims. 

However, semi-structured interviews are also partly exploratory in nature; they utilize 

open-ended question formats to encourage in-depth consideration of the pertinent issues 
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and to enable unexpected angles and ‘surprising’ views to be revealed (Stark & 

Torrance, 2004). Researchers generally recommend developing a written guide prior to 

conducting semi-structured interviews (incorporating the list of questions), in order to 

assist the interviewer and ensure that each interview is conducted in a consistent manner 

(Brinkmann, 2013; Hancock & Algozzine, 2006; Lofland & Lofland, 1984; Yin, 2012).  

 

Two different sets of interview questions were developed for the two groups of 

participants: RPGE officials and skilled OCs. Interviews with RPGE officials sought to 

garner their views on the RPGE’s implementation, with a focus on any observed 

problems and their causes. The interviews typically commenced with a preliminary 

question about the participant’s duties and personal experiences in relation to the 

RPGE’s implementation. This initial set of questions then led to a conversation about 

problems with the RPGE’s implementation. Here, the interviewer sought to obtain the 

participant’s views of problems which have already been exposed in the literature, as 

well as identify any novel problems that have been witnessed or experienced by the 

participant. Next, the conversation was directed towards the various potential causes of 

these problems, especially causes associated with the motivations and behaviors of 

RPGE policy actors.  

 

Interviews with skilled OCs aimed to garner their views on the impact that RPGE 

implementation problems may have had on their mobility decisions. As with the 

interviews of RPGE officials, these interviews typically commenced with a preliminary 

question about the skilled OCs’ personal experiences with the RPGE. This question 

then led to a discussion about problems with the RPGE’s implementation. Given the 

semi-structured design, the participants were encouraged to freely discuss any issues 

which came to mind in relation to the RPGE –those associated with implementation 

and those associated with the design and structure of the policy. This was important 
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because shortcomings in policy design are often at the root of implementation problems 

(Wu et al., 2017). When discussing the causes of the RPGE’s implementation problems, 

the researcher directly asked the participants to comment on the behaviors and possible 

motivations of RPGE policy actors. The skilled OCs were encouraged to consider the 

economic and non-economic motivations affecting their mobility decisions, and 

identify the most important motivation influencing their mobility decision. Finally, 

having addressed the RPGE’s implementation problems and mobility-related 

motivations, the interviews concluded by discussing the impact of the RPGE’s 

implementation on their mobility decisions. 

 

 The interview questions are presented in Appendix 3. Interview questions were 

sent to participants at least three days in advance to provide them with sufficient time 

to prepare their answers. The length of the interviews was generally between 45 and 60 

minutes. All interviews were recorded for transcription with the participants’ 

permission. The researcher also took short notes to record key information during the 

interview, and these notes were checked by the participant at the end of each interview. 

When the transcription was complete, this was also sent to the participant for 

verification. In order to minimize misunderstandings as a result of language barriers, 

all interviews were conducted in Chinese. 

 

5.2.6 Follow-Up Interviews 

Although the first-round of interviews provided many valuable insights addressing 

the research questions, a number of points were raised which were either unclear or 

contradictory (i.e., different cohorts had different views of the same issue). Scholars of 

the qualitative methodology suggest that follow-up interviews may be used as a method 

to clarify findings and to obtain a more detailed understanding of an idea, event, or 
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issue (deMarrais & Lapan, 2003; Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Turner, 2010; Valenzuela & 

Shrivastava, 2002). In this research, follow-up interviews were conducted with 11 

participants, including three RPGE officials (one central official and two regional 

officials) and eight skilled OCs (three RPGE recipients, one ordinary returnee, two non-

returnees, and two circular migrants). There were two reasons for selecting these 

participants for the follow-up interviews. First, a number of participants provided key 

pieces of relevant information in the initial interviews that, when brought up with other 

interviewees, generated substantial interest and discussion. Thus, the researcher felt that 

it would be beneficial to continue these discussions in follow-up interviews with the 

participants who had not had the opportunity to discuss these issues previously (because 

they had already been interviewed when the topic was raised). Second, these 

participants agreed to engage in follow-up interviews, while other invited participants 

were not available to take part. For a schedule of the follow-up interview questions, 

including a detailed explanation and rationale for each question, see Appendix 5. 

 

Section 5.3 Primary Data Analysis 

This section details the analytical technique – thematic analysis – that is used to 

collate and analyze the interview transcripts. Thematic analysis, which is defined as a 

method for “identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun 

& Clarke 2006, p.3), is a commonly utilized method in qualitative research. As a 

method of data analysis, it aims to identify – through the use of coding – thematic 

patterns within a qualitative dataset (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018; Vaismoradi et al., 

2013;). The themes that emerge help to explain the phenomena in question (Evans & 

Lewis, 2016; Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Since thematic analysis allows researchers 

to examine data that appear repeatedly in interview transcripts, and thereby allows them 

to identify key themes (Castleberrya & Nolen, 2018), the method enables researchers 

to create a world in which texts ‘make sense’ in the context of answering specific 

research questions (Joffe, 2012; Vaismoradi et al., 2013).  
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Due to its powerful theory-building capabilities, the researcher used the NVivo 12 

qualitative data analysis software to conduct the thematic analysis (Albert et al., 2018). 

NVivo 12, which is commonly used among qualitative researchers, permits the 

researcher to store, organize, analyze, and – importantly – thematically code the 

interview data (Gibbs, 2014; Lewis, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To undertake the 

thematic analysis, the researcher followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2015) ‘six steps’:  

1. Familiarization with the data;  

2. Coding;  

3. Generating initial themes;  

4. Reviewing themes;  

5. Defining and naming themes;  

6. Writing up.  

 

5.3.1 Thematic Analysis Step One – Familiarization 

“Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data, noting down 

initial ideas” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p.11). 

The first step of thematic analysis involves the researcher familiarizing themselves 

with the interview transcript. The process of transcribing and translating interviews 

allows researchers to examine participants’ views and identify key messages relevant 

to the research objectives. In this study, the researcher commenced by transcribing all 

interviews from the recordings, before then translating forty-six of the transcriptions 

personally (due to a lack of time, the remaining transcriptions were translated by a 

professional interpreter). All interviews were transcribed in full verbatim in order to 

minimize the possibility of missing key information. A commonly used computer 

program, oTranscribe, was used by the researcher to assist in the transcribing process 
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(Chen & Bruncak, 2020; Hossain, et al., 2017). All transcriptions were imported into 

NVivo 12 and stored in files the researcher had created for each participant. Each file 

included not only the transcription, but also notes, a key-point summary, and questions 

for follow-up interviews. Memos on important information were also taken.  

 

5.3.2 Thematic Analysis Step Two: Coding 

“Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion across the entire 

data set, collating data relevant to each code” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p.11). 

This thesis employs a latent coding strategy, in which codes or themes are 

identified based on underlying ideas and assumptions (Braun & Clarke 2006; 2015). 

Prior to commencing the coding, the researcher identified key information from the 

extant literature about the RPGE’s implementation and skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. 

Scholars define this preliminary understanding as the ‘coding agenda’ (Mayring, 2004; 

Kohlbacher, 2006). Despite the coding agenda being rooted in the literature, scholars 

note that coding is an inherently subjective process, which includes a risk of bias (Albert 

et al., 2010; Eisenhardt, 2011); also referred to as the ‘technical fuzziness’ of qualitative 

study (Mayring, 2004; Kohlbacher, 2006). To mitigate this risk, scholars advise that 

coding needs to be guided by established theory, as technical fuzziness can be balanced 

by theoretical stringency (Mayring, 2003, 2010; also see Yin, 2012). In the current 

research, the coding process was guided by key concepts summarized from the review 

of extant studies and theories in Chapters Three and Four. For example, given the 

emphasis within the literature on economic motivations, any information about a 

participant’s aims for promotion or increased income would be identified and coded. 

As noted earlier, NVivo 12 was used during coding; This software package has 

powerful coding functions that allow researchers to both create codes and to categorize 

any relevant information into codes (Vallance, 2005). Sub-level codes can also be 
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created, to develop a ‘coding tree’ (codebook) which assists in the identification of 

themes and sub-themes. The codebook is presented in Appendix 4. 

 

5.3.3 Thematic Analysis Step Three: Generating Initial Themes  

“Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to each 

potential theme” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p.11). 

Themes are different from codes because they “are broad units of information that 

consist of several codes aggregated to form a common idea” (Creswell 2013, p. 186). 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), researchers should evolve their themes with 

their growing knowledge of the phenomenon under study, rather than complete this 

process in one step. As stated in the previous paragraph, the coding function of NVivo 

12 can generate a coding tree comprised of different levels of code, which can support 

the identification of themes and sub-themes (Vallance, 2005). Through this process, 

initial themes were generated – which were broader and more interpretive than the 

individual codes (Evans & Lewis, 2018; Joffe, 2012). Similar to the coding process, the 

initial identification of themes was also guided by the understandings gleaned from the 

extant literature. This initial process of theme generation can lead to an excess of themes, 

linked with weak and contradictory logic. At this stage, the researcher did not combine, 

refine, separate, or discard any results, because each may turn out to be relevant after 

further analysis. As Braun and Wilkinson (2003) state, the initial process of theme 

generation does not aim to obtain a ‘perfect’ result.  

 

To demonstrate the initial theme generation process, Figure 5.1 presents the initial 

themes and sub-themes that emerged from skilled OCs’ statements about the factors 

that affect their mobility decisions. As shown in Figure 5.1, some sub-themes remain 

broad at this stage, but are retained as they may prove to be a focus of further analysis. 
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For example, the sub-themes of ‘patriotism’ and ‘family members’ well-being’ are 

separate from the sub-themes of ‘career’, even though some of their codes are 

connected to the career sub-theme. Similar issues emerged when generating and 

considering many of the other themes, including the RPGE’s Incentives, RPGE policy 

actors’ Behaviors in the Implementation of the RPGE, and Problems with RPGE 

Implementation. Together, this indicates that the information from the initial theme 

generation requires further refinement in later steps of the thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, 2015). 

 

Figure 5.1 Initial Themes and Sub-Themes of Motivations Considered by Skilled OCs  

 

 



144 

 

5.3.4 Thematic Analysis Step Four and Step Five: Reviewing, Defining and Naming 

Themes  

Step 4 – “Reviewing Themes: Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded 

extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ 

of the analysis” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p.11).  

Step 5 – “Defining and Naming Themes: Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics 

of each theme, and the overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions 

and names for each theme” (Ibid). 

 

The aims of Steps Four and Five are to revise and check the themes and sub-themes 

generated at Step Three. The themes generated in Step Three reflect issues related to 

three aspects of the RPGE: (1) RPGE incentives; (2) Behaviors of RPGE policy actors; 

and (3) Skilled OCs’ response to the RPGE. Accordingly, these three aspects were 

identified as the three themes of the thematic analysis (Figure 5.2). It is important to 

note that these themes extracted from the primary data have also been verified through 

use of secondary data (see section 5.4, pp.153-154). Patton (1990, 2002) argues that 

themes should be internally homogeneous and externally heterogeneous. As Bengtsson 

(2016, p.12) notes,  

“No data should fall between two groups nor fit into more than one group”. 
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Figure 5.2 Themes and Sub-themes of this Research 

 

 

In relation to the first theme – RPGE Incentives – many codes focused on whether 

the RPGE’s incentives are attractive to skilled OCs, and whether the RPGE’s incentives 

meet skilled OCs’ needs (see Appendix 4). Table 5.4 presents how the first theme – the 

RPGE’s Incentives – was generated and revised. The example quote from an RPGE 

recipient indicated three sources of research funds. Two of them are RPGE incentives 

provided by the government and the current employer, while the other one refers to 

additional funds provided by other employers. In Step Two, this quote generates three 

codes: ‘Incentive of research funds offered by the current employer’; ‘Incentive of 

research funds offered by the government’, and, ‘Additional research funds offered by 

other employers’. In Step Three, the first two codes were themed as ‘RPGE’s 

Incentives’, while the third code was described as ‘Benefits Relating to the Identity of 

the RPGE Recipient’. These two initial themes, however, were revised in Step Four 
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because they are both connected by the RPGE. While the research funds from the 

government and the current employer are both clearly directly attributable to the RPGE, 

the additional funds are also indirectly attributable to the RPGE, as the participants’ 

identity and status as an RPGE recipient was instrumental in enabling him to access 

these additional funds. Therefore, the first theme of this research was revised as ‘The 

RPGE’s Incentives’, with two sub-themes – Direct Incentives and Indirect Incentives.  

 

Table 5.4 The Process of Generating and Revising the First Theme – Example 

Quote Codes 

(Phrase 2) 

Initial Themes 

(Phrase 3) 

Revised Theme and 

Sub-themes (Phrase 

4) 

I don’t think research 

funding is a problem to me. 

I received RMB three and 

two million funds 

respectively from the 

government and my 

employer as the RPGE’s 

incentive. More importantly, 

other employers are happy 

to invite me to their projects 

because of their trust in the 

research capabilities of a 

researcher recognized by 

the government, which 

provides me with an 

additional source of 

research funds. 

Code 1: Incentive 

of research funds 

offered by the 

current employer; 

 

Code 2: Incentive 

of research funds 

offered by the 

government; 

 

Code 3: Additional 

research funds 

offered by other 

employers 

RPGE’s Incentives;  

 

Benefits Relating to 

the Identity of 

RPGE Recipient 

 

The RPGE’s Incentives: 

Direct Incentives and 

Indirect Incentives 

 

The next theme to emerge in Step Three was ‘Behaviors of RPGE Policy Actors’. 

The analysis of this theme involved the same process as detailed in relation to the first 

theme. This theme was reflected in a large number of codes (see Appendix 4), and 

although this theme remains unchanged in Step Four, most of its sub-themes were 
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summarized into two categories. Many codes, including ‘the desire for better 

performance indicators’ and ‘protecting skilled OCs’ interests’, indicate that RPGE 

policy actors’ internal motivations can be both self-interested and other-interested 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Martine & Butler, 2017; Taylor, 2020; 

Tosi & Gomez-Mejia, 1989; Tosi et al., 2000; Wade et al., 1990). However, the coding 

also indicates that that RPGE policy actors have ‘reluctant’ motivations when acting 

self- or other-interestedly, and that these are influenced by China’s administrative and 

cultural institutions. This was reflected in codes such as ‘doing a favor to a 

friend/relative’, and ‘the power of superiors’. Another sub-theme that emerged in this 

process was ‘External Conditions’, which refers to external forces – such as the 

presence or absence of monitoring and accountability mechanisms – that determine the 

scope for opportunistic behaviors.  

 

As above, Step Four retained the third theme that had been generated in Step Three 

– i.e., ‘Skilled OC’s Response to the RPGE’ – but revised its sub-themes. Retention of 

this theme was considered necessary as it is critical for addressing the second of the 

two main questions of this study51. However, as noted previously, the sub-themes that 

were generated in Step Three were not sufficiently clear. Having reference to push-pull 

theory, and its emphasis on economic (monetary) and non-economic (non-monetary) 

factors (Benson & O’Reilly, 2009; Castles & Kosack, 1973; de Haas, 2010; Lee, 1966; 

Mihăilă, 2019; Stark, 1991; Van Hear & Sørensen, 2003; Van Hear et al., 2018), two 

revised sub-themes emerged in Step Four: Monetary Needs and Non-Monetary Needs. 

As presented in Chapter Four, the monetary needs of skilled OCs can include income 

and research funds, both of which are directly addressed by the RPGE’s incentives. The 

non-monetary needs of skilled OCs can include career aspirations, family wellbeing, 

patriotic feelings, and social justice. These sub-themes will help the researcher to 

 
51 That is, ‘How do skilled OCs respond to the RPGE?’. 
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understand the decision-making of skilled OCs, which will in turn facilitate an analysis 

of the RPGE’s influence on their mobility. 

 

With the completion of Step Four – i.e., reviewing themes – Step Five then required 

the researcher to engage in a process of defining and naming. To this end, definitions 

of themes and sub-themes are presented in Table 5.5. 

 

Table 5.5 Definitions of Themes and Sub-Themes 

Themes and Sub-

Themes 

Definition 

Theme 1 and its sub-themes 

Theme 1 

RPGE Incentives 

Benefits offered by the Chinese government and RPGE 

recipients’ employers, with the aim of attracting skilled OCs to 

return to and remain settled in China. 

Sub-Theme 1.1 

Direct Incentives 

Incentives which are directly provided through the RPGE. 

1.1.1 Direct Monetary 

Incentives 

Incentives directly offered by the RPGE to satisfy RPGE 

recipients’ monetary needs (motivations), such as income and 

research funds. 

1.1.2 Direct Non-

Monetary Incentives 

Benefits indirectly related to the RPGE, which satisfy RPGE 

recipients’ non-monetary needs (motivations), such as 

incentives for the well-being of family members. 

Sub-Theme 1.2 

Indirect Incentives 

Benefits which are not included in the package of RPGE 

incentives, but which nonetheless emerge once an RPGE 

recipient settles and commences working in China. 

1.2.1 Monetary Indirect 

Incentives 

Benefits, such as additional part-time employment and 

engagements, which are outside of the employment contract 

that is linked to the RPGE, but which nonetheless satisfy 

RPGE recipients’ monetary needs. 
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1.2.2 Non-Monetary 

Indirect Incentives 

Benefits, such as a respected social status, which do not 

constitute a formal element of the RPGE, but which nonetheless 

satisfy RPGE recipients’ non-monetary needs. 

Theme 2 and its sub-themes 

Theme 2 

Behaviors of RPGE 

Policy Actors 

Refers to the actions of RPGE policy actors during the process 

of the RPGE’s implementation, and specifically the extent to 

which they act with other-interested motivations (in order to 

protect other people’s legal interests and the principle of 

justice), or whether they act in a self-interested manner (in order 

to maximize their personal gains). 

Sub-Theme 2.1 

Internal Motivations 

Refers to RPGE policy actors’ other-interested/self-interested 

motivations, which can positively or negatively impact policy 

implementation. 

2.1.1 Self-Interested 

Motivations 

Refers to RPGE policy actors’ personal desires, including their 

desire for promotion and income. It also refers to the reluctant 

motivations of RPGE policy actors, who may not intend to 

hinder the RPGE implementation, but feel compelled to do so 

in order to protect their own interests. 

2.1.2 Other-Interested 

Motivations 

Refers to RPGE policy actors’ desire to serve other people’s 

interests. It also refers to the reluctant motivations of actors 

who, while not intending to hinder the RPGE implementation 

per se, feel compelled to do so in accordance with the prevailing 

social norms of reciprocity.  

Sub-Theme 2.2 

External Conditions 

The external forces that can influence policy actors’ 

motivations. 

2.2.1 External Controls Management methods, such as monitoring and accountability 

mechanisms, which aim to reduce possibilities for RPGE policy 

actors’ opportunistic behaviors. 

2.2.2 China’s 

Institutions 

China’s cultural norms or administrative structures which may 

influence Chinese bureaucrats’ motivations during policy 

implementation.  

Theme 3 and its sub-themes 

Theme 3 

Skilled OC’s Mobility 

Decisions 

Refers the migration-related decisions of skilled OCs, which are 

influenced by how their needs can be satisfied in both the home 

and host countries. 
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Sub-Theme 3.1 

Monetary Needs 

Monetary needs refer to factors that are integral to skilled OCs’ 

financial position, including salary, housing, taxation, and 

research funds. 

Sub-Theme 3.2 

Non-Monetary Needs 

Non-monetary needs refer to factors that are only indirectly 

linked, or not at all linked, to skilled OCs’ financial position, 

including career aspirations, family wellbeing, patriotic 

sentiment, and procedural fairness. 

 

5.3.5 Thematic Analysis Step 6 Writing Up 

“The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling extract 

examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the analysis to the 

research question and literature, producing a scholarly report of the analysis” 

(Braun & Clarke 2006, p.11). 

 

The final step in thematic analysis is the process of ‘writing up’ (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, p.20), wherein the key findings from the data are extracted and reported upon. 

Here, it is particularly important to link the analysis back to the research questions and 

to the literature. The structure provided by the thematic analysis can assist in this 

process, and it is thus helpful to draw on the thematic analysis when reporting the 

research findings. To this end, Chapter Six (Research Findings One) will focus on the 

second theme and its sub-themes, aiming to identify the motivations and external 

conditions that can influence the behavior of RPGE policy actors. Chapter Seven 

(Research Findings Two) will focus on the first and third themes, and associated sub-

themes, in order to identify which of the RPGE’s incentives are considered most 

relevant by skilled OCs, and which push-pull factors have the greatest influence on their 

mobility decisions. Chapter Eight (Discussion and Conclusion) will – in addition to 

summarizing the findings – attempt to link these two streams by discussing how policy 
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actors’ behaviors can influence the effectiveness of the RPGE’s implementation, and 

how, in turn, this may influence skilled OCs’ responses to the RPGE. 

 

5.3.6 Robustness Testing 

In order to minimize the risk of researcher bias in the process of data analysis, a 

‘robustness’ check of the coding process was conducted by an independent rater, who 

is also a qualitative researcher. This process is facilitated through NVivo 12, which 

allows cross-checking between the researcher and an independent rater, with the aim of 

reducing the potential for bias in the analysis of the results (Vallance, 2005). The 

independent rater coded one of the interview transcriptions, which was also coded by 

the primary researcher. The two sets of results were compared using NVivo 12’s 

‘coding comparison’ function. NVivo 12 calculates a Kappa value to measure the level 

of similarity between the two sets of coding results. The similarity ratings range from 

‘poor agreement’, to ‘fair to good agreement’, to ‘excellent agreement’ (Table 5.6). In 

this case, the Kappa value between the coding undertaken by the independent 

qualitative researcher and this study’s principal researcher ranged between 0.42 to 0.46 

(Table 5.7), and the agreement rate between the two coding tasks was above 90%. This 

indicates a good level of reliability.  

 

Table 5.6 Guidelines of Interpreting the Value of Kappa 

 

Source: NVivo 12 (n.d.) 

 

Kappa Value Interpretation 

Below 0.4 Poor agreement 

0.40 – 0.75 Fair to good agreement 

Over 0.75 Excellent agreement 
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Table 5.7 Results of the Coding Comparison 

 

Node (Code) 

 

Kappa Agreement 

(%) 

Disagreement 

(%) 

  

Average for node "Monetary 

Needs\Income" (unweighted)   

0.4673 90.01 9.99 

  
       

  

Average for node "Monetary Needs\Income" 

(weighted by Source Size) 

0.4218 90.23 9.77 

  
       

  

Average for all nodes & 

sources (unweighted)    

0.4450 90.52 9.48 

  
       

  

Average for all nodes & sources 

(weighted by Source Size)   

0.4682 90.15 9.85 

 

Cross-Checking for Reliability of Primary Data. In order to ensure the reliability 

of this qualitative research, different cross-checking procedures were employed. The 

first procedure was to cross-check the data collected from different sources. Scholars 

suggest that collecting and comparing data collected from multiple sources can help in 

gaining a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon, and in testing the validity of 

the findings (Carter, 2014; Hussein, 2009; Oliver-Hoyo & Allen, 2006). The findings 

and analysis of this research are based on interviewing multiple cohorts of participants. 

In relation to the RPGE implementation, both RPGE policy actors (RPGE officials) and 

policy recipients/potential recipients (skilled OCs) were interviewed. In relation to the 

impact of the RPGE’s implementation upon skilled OCs’ mobility, interviews were 

conducted with three different types of skilled OCs (returnees, non-returnees, and 

circular migrants) in order to gain a comprehensive understanding from different 

perspectives. When comparing the views of different cohorts of participant, opposite 

views emerged. Consequently, the researcher conducted follow-up interviews in order 

to obtain a comprehensive understanding of issue in question.  
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The second cross-checking procedure was conducted between the researcher and 

each participant. As stated in Section 5.2.5, the researcher always took notes of key 

information during the interview, and checked these notes with the participant at the 

conclusion of the interview. When the researcher completed a transcription of an 

interview, it was again checked by the participant. This cross-checking between the 

researcher and participants was essential for effectively minimizing misunderstandings 

and the potential for biases. Finally, the third cross-checking procedure was conducted 

between the researcher and the independent rater during the process of data analysis. 

This process aimed to minimize the potential for the researchers’ subjectivities and 

biases to influence the coding and theme generation processes (Kim et al., 2016; Woolf 

& Silver, 2017). Further detail on this cross-checking procedure is provided in Section 

5.3.1.  

 

Section 5.4 Use of Secondary Data 

This study provides an in-depth analysis of secondary data to verify the results of 

the primary data analysis, and to provide information that was not possible to obtain 

via the interview method (Corbetta, 2003; Crouch & Housden, 2003; Jack & Raturi, 

2006; Stewart & Kamins, 1993). As it is important that secondary materials contribute 

meaningfully to the research aims (Heaton, 2003; Hox & Boeije, 2005; Johnston, 2017), 

the secondary materials utilized in this study center on the process of RPGE 

implementation and on skilled OCs’ motivations for migration. Secondary materials 

concerning RPGE examiners and employers of RPGE recipients were also particularly 

valuable because these two cohorts lacked representation in the study’s sample. 

 

When identifying relevant literature, the researcher considered the credibility of 

the sources, including their methodological rigor (Cope, 2014; Castle, 2003; Guest et 

al., 2012). Official data, such as government reports and documents, provided an 
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important source of secondary empirical data (Cope, 2014; Patton, 1999). Compared 

with research conducted by individuals, government studies typically have larger and 

more representative samples, which tend to increase their reliability. For example, the 

ODC’s (2011) report on the RPGE’s implementation involved 582 RPGE recipients, as 

well as 256 family members, 1,508 employers, and 2,156 (domestically-educated) 

colleagues, in addition to 900 ordinary Chinese citizens. However, the ODC’s (2011) 

report is the only official material published on the RPGE’s implementation, and only 

its summary (three pages in length) is publicly available. Thus, this study also relied on 

semi-official materials, including reports of government-funded projects and 

institutions. These semi-official materials, such as those of Wang and Miao (2017) and 

Zhao and Huang (2018), were often conducted with the assistance of the government. 

Both official and semi-official materials provide valuable data on the RPGE 

implementation process, while also offering a point of comparison when evaluating and 

justifying this study’s findings.  

 

An in-depth analysis of the scholarly literature relating to the research topic was 

also conducted. This analysis relied on publications written in both English and Chinese. 

A review of the literature was essential for understanding the process of RPGE 

implementation and the relevant theoretical concepts, and it was also necessary in order 

to determine this study’s place within, and contribution to, the extant knowledge base. 

International scholarly databases52, housing a large number of relevant journals53, were 

searched for English-language works. The primary relevant database for secondary 

Chinese-language materials was the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI, 

 
52

Including Springer, SAGE Journals, Oxford Academic, and Cambridge Core, 

53Asian Ethnicity, Asian Population Studies, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, Chinese Southern 

Diaspora, China Perspectives, China quarterly, Journal of Asian Studies, Journal of Chinese Overseas, 

Studies, Journal of Contemporary China, Modern China, South Asian Diaspora, The Chinese Journal of 

International Politics. 
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also known as ‘the knowledge website’ or ‘Zhi Wang’), which is China’s largest 

database and archive (Qiu, 2005).  

 

Section 5.5 Research Limitations 

There are two methodological limitations of this thesis. The first limitation relates 

to the qualitative method. Although qualitative methodologies are common in social 

science research (Bendassolli, 2013; Creswell, 2013; Häggström et al., 2006), bias is 

an important potential risk which needs to be addressed carefully by researchers to 

ensure that it does not compromise the findings (Creswell, 2013; Titscher & Jenner, 

2000). In order to mitigate bias, this research employs three different methods of cross-

checking: (1) clarifying participants’ statements though follow-up interviews and 

discussions with other participants (Carter, 2014; Hussein, 2008; Oliver-Hoyo & Allen, 

2006), (2) a robustness check (Vallance, 2005), (3) use of secondary data (Corbetta, 

2003; Crouch & Housden, 2003; Jack & Raturi, 2006; Stewart & Kamins, 1993) (see 

Section 5.3.5, pp.139-141). The second limitation relates to the sample composition. 

One of the aims of this research is to explore the motivation and behavior of RPGE 

policy actors, including RPGE officials, employers, and examiners. However, as 

discussed in section 5.2.2 (p.124), the study does not involve the direct participation of 

any employers or examiners. This limitation is partly associated with the deteriorating 

relationship between China and the US/Australia (Bloomberg, 2019; United States 

Senate, 2019), which is unforeseen and beyond the researcher’s control. However, 

efforts were made to minimize this limitation by using the purposive sampling strategy 

to recruit key informants (from the group of RPGE officials and skilled OCs) who could 

share their (direct or indirect) experiences with employers and examiners (Etikan et al., 

2016; Guarte & Barrios, 2006; Lavrakas, 2008; Tongco, 2007). 
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Conclusion 

This study uses a qualitative, exploratory case study design to examine the RPGE’s 

implementation. This chapter has detailed both the rationale for this research 

methodology, as well as the methods and procedures applied. The methods utilized in 

this study have allowed the researcher to investigate the motivations and behaviors of 

RPGE officials and skilled OCs by obtaining direct information from both groups. The 

primary data were collected via a series of semi-structured interviews. In all, 74 

participants took part in this study, including 68 skilled OCs and six RPGE officials. 

The process of primary data analysis, including coding, theme generation, and thematic 

analysis, was conducted through NVivo 12. Secondary data have also been used as a 

means of verifying the results of the primary data analysis. 
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Chapter Six: Research Findings I –  

The RPGE’s Implementation  

Chapter Six presents the findings relating to the first research sub-question: ‘How 

do RPGE policy actors implement the RPGE?’. Specifically, this chapter draws on the 

interview responses to examine how the RPGE is implemented, from the perspective 

of both policy actors and skilled OCs. Importantly, this chapter will identify problems 

with the RPGE’s implementation process and report on participants’ views as to the 

possible causes of these problems. The chapter proceeds as follows. First, section 6.1 

considers how the self-interested motivation and behavior of RPGE policy actors and 

skilled OCs has impacted the RPGE’s implementation. Section 6.2 then addresses the 

impacts of RPGE policy actors’ other-interested motivation and behavior. Next, section 

6.3 draws on the findings to develop an understanding of the policy instruments that 

are used to monitor the RPGE, and considers how problems with this monitoring 

framework might affect the RPGE’s implementation. Finally, section 6.4 considers how 

skilled OCs’ experiences with the RPGE have influenced their perception of the 

Chinese Government’s attitude towards the Chinese diaspora.  

 

Section 6.1 Impact of Policy Actors’ and Skilled OCs’ Self-Interested Behavior on 

the RPGE’s Implementation 

According to the theoretical framework presented in Chapter Four (see section 4.4, 

pp.113-115), RPGE policy actors may facilitate or impede the RPGE’s implementation. 

How they decide to act will depend upon their self-/other-interested motivations, which 

in turn may be influenced by their context – specifically, the RPGE’s design and China’s 

administrative and cultural institutions. This section reports on the findings relating to 

the ‘dark side’ of the RPGE’s implementation; that is, problems arising from the RPGE 

policy actors’ and skilled OCs’ self-interested motivations and behavior. This section 
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comprises four sub-sections. Sub-section 6.1.1 considers the self-interested behavior of 

employers when nominating applicants for the RPGE. Next, sub-section 6.1.2 reports 

on the self-interested behavior of examiners when assessing RPGE applications. Sub-

section 6.1.3 then details the self-interested behavior of employers when it comes to the 

delivery of RPGE incentives. Finally, sub-section 6.1.4 analyses the self-interested 

behavior of RPGE officials during the recruitment phase of the RPGE (i.e., nomination 

and selection).   

 

6.1.1 Self-Interested Behavior of Employers during the RPGE’s Nomination Process 

Given the lack of attention within the literature on the RPGE’s nomination process 

(with the notable exception of Zweig & Wang, 2013), it is necessary to briefly outline 

how this process operates, from the perspective of the study participants54. The first 

point to note is that skilled OCs’ prospective Chinese employers, particularly 

organizational leaders, are the key policy actors at the nomination stage. These actors 

are typically senior professors or scientists who can judge whether the applicant is 

qualified for the RPGE, based on their knowledge and experience. As noted in Chapter 

Two (see section 2.3.3, pp.51-52), the nomination process begins when a skilled OC 

contacts a Chinese employer seeking employment in an organization and nomination 

for the RPGE. Returnees (RPGE recipients) 02, 12 and 14 reported that the decision-

making process for determining whether to support an OC’s nomination for the RPGE 

is usually conducted in a closed-door meeting, attended by the organizational leaders 

and key experts from the relevant disciplines. According to Returnee (RPGE recipient) 

01 and Central Government Official 01, meeting attendees will typically discuss the 

strengths and limitations of the applicant, with the final decision generally determined 

by a vote among the meeting attendees. As noted by Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01, 

 
54 Mapping the nomination process from the perspective of RPGE policy actors and skilled OCs not 

only provides context to the ensuing analysis, but it offers an important contribution to the literature, as 

the detail of this process has not been previously revealed in either scholarly or grey literature. 
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although each member of the leadership group can freely express their opinions, the 

opinion of the most senior leader usually affords the greatest weight. Indeed, Returnees 

(RPGE recipients) 12 and 14, and Regional Government Official 02, report that in some 

organizations, the senior leader may even make the determination alone.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12: The result of nomination is decided by 

organizational leaders who are senior professors. The opinion of the head of 

school is considered important because he is the top leader.  

 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 14: Organizational leaders usually have to vote for 

whether an applicant will be nominated. If the vote is tied, the primary leader 

may make the final decision. But occasionally, the primary leader will be the 

sole decision-maker, although this depends on the authority of the primary 

leader and the administrative style of the organization. 

 

Whether the decision is made alone or as a group, if the decision is to support the 

nomination of a skilled OC, the organization (rather than the applicant themselves) will 

lodge the appropriate documentation with the RPGE officials. In this way, the 

nomination process provides an initial screening function prior to the official 

examination stage. 

 

As noted in Chapter Two (see section 2.3.3, pp.53-55), several basic criteria apply 

before an application will reach examination stage. Notably, RPGE applicants need to 

have obtained a PhD from an overseas university, and need to have worked a minimum 

of three-years in overseas universities or research institutions55. However, all RPGE 

officials and RPGE recipients commented that employers will often specify additional 

criteria above these minimum standards, depending on their own needs. As this research 

found, while these specific criteria do vary from employer to employer, most employers 

 
55 Criteria for entrepreneurial talent may be slightly different, but this research only focuses on 

innovative talent as stated in the introductory chapter. 
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consider the quality and quantity of the applicant’s publications (particularly those 

published in core international journals).  

Circular Migrant 03: To nominate an applicant, organizational leaders must 

usually consider how many papers the applicant has published in international 

journals. This is because most international journals have stricter requirements 

for the quality of the paper than Chinese journals56.  

 

Employers’ Self-Interested Motivation and Behavior. Based on responses from 

the skilled OCs, this research finds that organizational leaders may prejudice the 

nomination process in order to achieve their self-interests – in a manner which echoes 

what Howlett (2020) and McConnell (2018) have labelled the ‘dark side’ of policy-

making. As indicated by 61% (n=17) of returnees, 44% (n=11) of non-returnees, and 

80% (n=12) of circular migrants, organizational leaders may, at times, misuse their 

discretionary authority by formulating or amending nomination criteria to place their 

preferred applicants in a relatively advantageous position. Circular Migrant 03 

witnessed how organizational leaders manipulate the nomination process. 

Circular Migrant 03: When I applied for the RPGE, I thought the number of 

publications placed me at an advantage because I had the greatest number of 

publications in international journals compared with other applicants. However, 

the primary leader revised the rule. He identified some Chinese journals as 

‘equivalent’ to international journals. So, the number of publications has 

suddenly become a disadvantage for me. Although other applicants had fewer 

publications in international journals than me, their greater number of 

publications in Chinese journals helped them to beat the competition due to the 

revised rule. I think this is unfair. 

 
56 As articles published in Chinese journals do not have to be written in English, the level of (post-

publication) peer scrutiny of results and methodology is likely to be lower. Moreover, there has been 

concern that the review process for Chinese journals can be manipulated in favor of particular candidates, 

because some RPGE employers are also the chief editors of Chinese journals. 
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 The findings indicate that the biased behavior of employers during the nomination 

phase is often driven by their self-interest. Specifically, their behavior can be seen to be 

linked to both their monetary and non-monetary interests. This connection between 

employers’ self-interest and their adverse behavior is depicted in Figure 6.1.  

 

Figure 6.1 Employers’ Self-Interested Motivation and Behavior during the RPGE’s 

Nomination Process 

 

Note. This figure illustrates the findings, which suggest that employers’ monetary and non-monetary 

self-interest leads them to impede the RPGE’s nomination process, with the intention of gaining 

monetary (income and subsidies) and non-monetary (authority and promotion) benefits. 

 

Employers’ Monetary Interests. The impact of employers’ monetary interests on 

the nomination process was identified by 68% (n=19) of returnees, 52% (n=13) of non-

returnees, and 80% (n=12) of circular migrants. Returnee 22, for example, alleged that 

three of his organizational leaders nominated an applicant with relatively mediocre 

research skills because this applicant had a personal connection who could offer them 

a pecuniary benefit. Similarly, Returnee 26 reported that his organizational leader was 

invited to participate in a research project after nominating an applicant, which led to 

the organization receiving considerable research funds and subsidies. 

Returnee 22: The father of the nominee hired my leaders to give lectures to his 

employees at a considerable rate. 

 

Returnee 26: My leader nominated an applicant because the applicant could 

offer him considerable research funds and subsidies. 

Impede the RPGE's 
Nomination Process

Income and 
Subsidies

Monetary Self-
Interests

Authority and 
Promotion

Non-Monetary 
Self-Interests
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Employers’ Non-Monetary Interests. Non-monetary interests of organizational 

leaders usually centered on their desire for greater authority. Leaders may nominate 

acquaintances to build their personal support and authority within the organization. 

Acquaintances, including one’s relatives and friends (as well as the children of 

relatives/friends) are more likely to become the leaders’ allies due to their mutual trust 

and affiliation. RPGE recipients are recognized as world-class experts in China, so their 

voice in support of the leaders’ decisions will generally have greater influence than the 

voices of others. Thus, RPGE recipients can strengthen their leader’s authority within 

the organization, especially at times when the leader’s interests conflict with the 

interests of other senior personnel. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 03: Organizational leaders need allies to strengthen 

their authority within the organization. Thus, acquaintances are usually the 

preference. When leaders provide a favor to an acquaintance, such as supporting 

their RPGE nomination, the acquaintance will be grateful to the leader, and will 

thereafter act as the leader’s ally within the organization.  

 

Since the RPGE application process is usually discussed between all members of 

an organization’s leadership team, different leaders may cross-nominate each other’s 

preferred applicant, creating a relationship of reciprocity among the leaders. This 

relationship can strengthen the leaders’ authority, not only in the RPGE nomination 

process, but also more broadly within the organization.  

Returnee 19: My organization nominated two applicants at the time. Each 

nominee was supported by a different leader because each nominee was 

supported by the other nominee’s supervisor. Thus, these two leaders nominated 

each other’s student, which formulated an alliance between the two leaders. 

Actually, this relationship also affects the decision-making of other issues in the 

organization. 
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Organizational leaders’ desire for future promotion (achieved through improved 

results in relation to performance indicators) also forms an important non-monetary 

motivation. Although promotion can directly increase one’s income, it can also fulfil 

one’s need for esteem and a sense of achievement (Ballentine et al., 2003; Chekwa et 

al., 2013; Jyothi, 2016). Regional Government Officials 01 and 02, for example, 

expressed their concern that many scholars (including leaders of Chinese universities) 

appear to dedicate considerable time and effort to seeking promotion opportunities, 

especially opportunities to join the bureaucratic system. Both officials noted that due to 

China’s authoritarian system, employment within the bureaucracy is a great honor to 

Chinese people. As Regional Government Official 01 reported, academics typically 

earn a higher income than government officials, so academics seeking such 

employment opportunities are unlikely to be motivated by the income alone.  

 

As reported by Returnee 23 and Central Government Official 02, the number of 

skilled migrants (e.g., RPGE recipients) that an organization attracts can improve the 

perceived performance of organizational leaders, thus enhancing their reputation 

among superiors and opening future promotional opportunities. This was indicated by 

Returnee 18, who noted that when he helped his leader to draft the annual performance 

report, the leader kept reminding him to cite the number of skilled workers (including 

RPGE recipients) sourced. Due to the importance placed on recruiting skilled OCs, 

Returnee 23 suggested that some leaders may purposefully lower the nomination 

criteria in order to increase the number of OCs they attract. As an example, Returnee 

24 recounted how his leader promised to fund a colleague’s (who was a skilled OC) 

research project even though the research topic did not align with the organization’s 

focus. Yet, when this colleague was hired, he was advised that his research would not 

be funded and that he would not be nominated for the RPGE unless he changed his 

research topic.  
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Returnee 18: Even if the government does not reward the leader for his efforts 

in sourcing skilled people, this performance report can give officials a positive 

impression of the leader which helps his future prospects for promotion.  

 

Returnee 24: The leader recruited this OC simply to achieve improved 

performance metrics. So he promised something which could never be realized. 

 

6.1.2 Self-Interested Behavior of RPGE Examiners during the RPGE’s Selection 

Process 

Once employers submit their nomination and associated documentation, the RPGE 

officials will set about organizing the selection process. During this stage, the RPGE 

examiners assess the capabilities and potential future contribution of the RPGE 

applicants.  

 

It was suggested in Chapter Three (see section 3.1.2, pp.65-66) that the examiners’ 

lack of technical knowledge or familiarity with the applicants’ particular field of 

expertise may compromise their ability to conduct an informed examination of the 

applicants’ merits. Yet, this research has found that examiners have several methods 

available to them to narrow the gap in technical/domain specific knowledge. For 

example, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 06 reported that examiners may search for 

additional materials, discuss the application with other experts (and examiners), and 

may even interview the applicant. In this participant’s case, the examiner interviewed 

him, and they had a long conversation.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 06: Since my examiners were initially unsure about 

my expertise, they interviewed me and asked me many questions. After the 

interview, one examiner continued the conversation and we talked for almost 

two hours because he wanted to have an in-depth understanding of my expertise. 
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So I think the key issue is not the difference in professional backgrounds 

[between the examiner and the applicant], but whether the examiner makes the 

effort to understand applicants’ expertise.  

 

Not all examiners, however, want to spend the time and energy required to 

understand the expertise of applicants. Both RPGE recipients and RPGE officials57 

reported instances where examiners did not act responsibly, and where they treated their 

role as an insignificant temporary appointment. As reported by Regional Government 

Official 02, some examiners did not attend every session during the selection process 

because they prioritized their own work over their duties as an RPGE examiner. This 

participant also suggested that some examiners chose not to express their own opinion 

in examination meetings because they did not even read the application documents. 

When examiners are required to express their own opinion, they may just repeat other 

examiners’ opinions.  

Regional Government Official 02: I have seen many dedicated examiners who 

thoroughly read everything about the applicants and promptly communicated 

with other examiners. But there are some irresponsible examiners who did not 

want to spend too much of their ‘valuable’ time in the selection process. For 

these irresponsible examiners, being an RPGE examiner might be just an 

insignificant part-time job. 

 

The findings indicate that the RPGE examiners’ irresponsible behavior can be 

explained with reference to their monetary and non-monetary self-interests (see Figure 

6.2). Examiners who exhibit irresponsible behavior – which can impede or compromise 

the fairness of the selection process – are attracted to serve as RPGE examiners largely 

because of the appeal of extrinsic incentives, such as monetary compensation and an 

enhanced professional status. While not all examiners set out to compromise the 

 
57 40% (n=6) of returnees (RPGE recipients); 33% (n=1) of central government officials; 33% (n=1) of 

regional government officials. 
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selection process, the fact that extrinsic rewards are offered to/accrue to examiners 

means that many self-interested persons may be driven to become RPGE examiners. 

 

Figure 6.2 RPGE Examiners’ Self-Interested Motivation and Behavior during the 

RPGE’s Selection Process 

Note. This figure illustrates the findings, which suggest that examiners’ monetary and non-monetary 

self-interest leads them to impede the RPGE’s selection process, with the intention of gaining 

monetary (compensation) and non-monetary (academic reputation and authority) benefits. 

 

RPGE Examiners’ Monetary Interests. The issue of remuneration for RPGE 

examiners was raised in the interviews in order to find out whether the RPGE examiners’ 

irresponsible behaviors were caused by their dissatisfaction with the level of 

compensation. Two contrasting responses were received from the skilled OCs and the 

RPGE officials. On the one hand, all ten skilled OCs who commented on the issue58 

felt that the level of compensation provided to the examiners was relatively low. Non-

Returnee 24, for example, reported that his friend had only received approximately 

RMB 30059 per day for being an RPGE examiner in 2012, while Returnee 24 reported 

that his colleague had received RMB 500 per day in 2016. Returnee 24 reported that 

the rate of compensation for RPGE examiners is usually lower than the rate for other 

part-time jobs, such as teaching or employee training.  

 
58 Among 68 skilled OC participants, only 10 responded. The remainder did not respond because they 

did not know much about the payment of examiners. These 10 participants include five RPGE 

recipients, three ordinary returnees, and two non-returnees. Their views are based on stories of their 

friends who are former RPGE examiners. 

59 RMB 1 ≈ AUD 0.2 or USD 0.15 
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Returnee 24: My colleague spent two days examining RPGE applicants and he 

received RMB 1,000. This rate is a lot lower than other part-time jobs. For 

example, as a full professor, my colleague can receive RMB 3,000 per hour for 

training employees of public or private enterprises.  

 

These views suggest that examiners may be dissatisfied with the level of 

compensation, which may explain why some examiners may not dedicate as much 

effort to the task as would be expected. On the other hand, all six RPGE officials 

emphasized that the examiners are compensated in accordance with the financial 

regulations, which the RPGE officials considered to be a fair rate, particularly when 

compared to their salary. Moreover, it was noted that the government may offer 

additional subsidies when inviting distinguished experts, such as academicians from the 

Chinese Academy of Sciences or the Chinese Academy of Social Science.  

Regional Government Official 02: The monthly salary for a full professor in 

China is usually RMB 5,000 [without other subsidies], while they can receive 

RMB 1,000 per day for being an RPGE examiner. The compensation is paid 

according to the regulation introduced by the Ministry of Finance. We will also 

provide additional subsidies for distinguished experts. For example, an 

academician may receive up to RMB 5,000 per day. 

 

Despite their differing views, all skilled OCs and RPGE officials who discussed the 

issue of the examiners’ compensation agree that being an RPGE examiner is an honor, 

as it indicates that one’s skills and capabilities are recognized by the government. Given 

the prestige that is attached to the position, the participants felt that the examiners are 

under considerable social and political pressures to take the role seriously and to treat 

every applicant fairly. The fact that some examiners do not appear to do so may be an 

indication that they feel the level of monetary compensation does not adequately reflect 

the importance of the role. As reported by Returnees (RPGE recipients) 01 and 07, some 

examiners felt that the government should acknowledge the importance of the RPGE 
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examiner’s role by offering appropriate compensation. Returnee 24 felt that examiners 

were being undervalued. For example, rather than the RMB 5,000 per month that was 

quoted by Regional Government Official 02, Returnee 24 claimed that most full 

professors receive a salary of RMB 10,000 to 20,000 per month (inclusive of subsidies), 

and thus the compensation for examiners of RMB 1,000 per selection meeting is not 

highly attractive, given the time involved60. As Returnee 24 and Non-Returnee 24 note, 

most examiners will spend a month reading the applicants’ documents and assessing 

their capabilities, and these efforts are not rewarded.  

Returnee 24: My friend was only paid RMB 1,000 for spending a month on 

examiner’s duties. But he could make 10,000 if he spent the same time on doing 

other works such as training employees of private enterprises. 

 

RPGE Examiners’ Non-Monetary Interests. As indicated by 43% (n=12) of 

returnees, 44% (n=11) of non-returnees, and 53% (n=8) of circular migrants, RPGE 

examiners can bias the RPGE selection process in order to meet or protect their non-

monetary interests. Returnees (RPGE recipients) 01, 07, 09, and 12, suggested that the 

examiners may intentionally create difficulties for the applicants in retaliation for their 

academic authority being challenged. For example, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12 

reported that one of his examiners singled him out for retaliation because the examiner 

believed that the applicant had ‘humiliated’ him in front of the other examiners and 

officials.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12: I am very dissatisfied with an examiner. He 

neither read my materials nor listened to my presentation. He asked some basic 

questions which I had already explained. Nevertheless, I answered all his 

questions nicely. Maybe my words embarrassed him. Then, he kept criticizing 

me without any hard evidence. Fortunately, the other examiners recognized my 

 
60 Examiners usually attend two (day-long) selection meetings for each applicant. 
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capabilities. I could see that the other examiners were dissatisfied with this 

examiner. 

 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 09 recounted a similar experience of an examiner acting 

in an unprofessional manner, biasing the selection process in order to assert his 

academic reputation. In this case, however, the examiner’s negative attitude was 

directed not at the applicant, but at another examiner.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 09: Examiner A and Examiner B had a bad personal 

relationship because they had criticized each other’s work in the past. Other 

scholars often contrast and compare these two examiners, intensifying the 

competition between them. Unfortunately, their personal ‘war’ erupted when 

examining me. Examiner A was happy with me, so Examiner B felt he ‘must’ 

disagree. Then, the two examiners started criticizing each other. The government 

official even had to stop their argument and suggested a 5-minute break. Later, 

I heard that both examiners refused to attend any selection session that the other 

one would also be attending.  

 

6.1.3 Self-Interested Behavior of Employers in the Delivery of the RPGE’s Incentives 

As detailed in Chapter Two (see section 2.3.3, p.56), employers are expected to 

provide a range of incentives to RPGE recipients, including a salary that is no lower 

than the recipient’s previous salary overseas, accommodation, and family-related 

incentives (children’s education and spousal employment). Employers also often 

provide additional resettlement and research allowances to supplement those provided 

by the government. 

 

However, this study indicates significant problems in the delivery of the RPGE 

incentives. Notably, 80% (n=12) of the RPGE recipients participating in this study 
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reported that they did not (fully) receive the incentives promised by their employers. In 

addition, 24% (n=6) of non-returnees and 33% (n=5) of circular migrants personally 

knew RPGE recipients who did not fully receive their promised incentives.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 04: As far as I know, the government usually delivers 

upon the promised resettlement allowance and research funds. It may take a 

longer time than anticipated, but it is usually delivered. However, employers may 

not be as dedicated as RPGE officials. I still have not fully received the 

incentives committed by my employer after returning to China seven years ago. 

Sometimes, I wonder whether my organizational leader ever intends to deliver 

those incentives. My friends have had similar experiences to me. 

 

The responses from skilled OCs indicate that employers’ adverse behavior in the 

delivery of incentives may be related to their monetary and non-monetary self-

interest. Specifically, as presented in Figure 6.3 and detailed in the subsequent 

discussion, the findings suggest that employers’ willingness to deliver the research 

funding incentives depends on the level of subsidies they will personally receive 

from the research project. The findings also suggest that employers often recruit 

RPGE recipients by offering incentives that they know their organization is unlikely 

to be able to deliver (fully) upon. Employers may do this because the number of 

skilled OCs an organization attracts is typically a key performance metric; thus, 

recruiting skilled OCs can enhance employers’ reputation and future career 

prospects. 
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Figure 6.3 Employers’ Self-Interested Motivation and Behavior in Relation to the 

Delivery of Incentives 

Note. This figure illustrates the findings, which suggest that employers’ monetary and non-monetary 

self-interest leads them to impede the delivery of RPGE incentives, with the intention of gaining 

monetary (subsidies and research funds) and non-monetary (enhanced reputation and career 

opportunities) benefits. 

 

Employers’ Monetary Interests. Whether or not the employers follow through on 

the provision of research funds can depend on the level of ‘commission’ they receive. 

In China, a proportion of research funds are typically allocated as subsidies for the 

research participants, which can be regarded as an income supplement. As 32% (n=9) 

of returnees reported, the likelihood of an employee’s research proposal being approved 

often depends on the level of subsidy allocated to the organizational leader, who is 

usually designated as the lead researcher of any project carried out by the organization 

(even if they do not have a direct involvement in the project). For example, Returnee 

(RPGE recipient) 14 recounted how he failed to have his project approved because he 

did not know this ‘rule of the game’. After he tripled the subsidy allocated to the leader, 

his proposal was approved.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 14: Maybe I stayed overseas too long so I did not 

know the rules in China. After tripling his subsidy, I received the research funds 

which were promised by the leader. Of course, I also revised other elements of 

the research proposal, such as the method of sampling as suggested by the 

leader. I knew that if I only revised the section on subsidies, I would embarrass 
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him. As it turned out, I collected my sample using my original method, and my 

leader was satisfied with it.  

 

Employers’ Non-Monetary Interests. Regarding the employers’ non-monetary 

interests, 71% (n=20) of returnees, 44% (n=11) of non-returnees, and 53% (n=8) of 

circular migrants reported that the employers may exaggerate the promised incentives 

in order to attract skilled OCs. As noted in section 6.1.1 (p.163), employers are 

incentivized to do this by performance measures which emphasize the number of skilled 

OCs an organization attracts. By exceeding these targets, employers can enhance their 

reputation among superiors, and expand their opportunities for career advancement. All 

three regional government officials confirmed the contention that many employers 

source skilled OCs simply to meet their performance targets. As reported by Regional 

Government Official 01, some employers blindly source skilled OCs and even promise 

incentives that they know would be beyond their organizations’ capacity to fulfill. As 

this participant noted, when employers source skilled OCs primarily to game 

performance measurement targets rather than to fulfill a genuine organizational need, 

they will tend to renege on the full delivery of incentives, as they have little to lose if 

the skilled OCs decide to leave. Non-Returnee 13 suggests that the employer may even 

benefit when an RPGE recipient leaves.  

Non-Returnee 13: My friend told me that his employer did not deliver the 

promised housing incentive. He decided to resign when he realized the employer 

never intended to deliver this incentive. However, the employer reported his 

resignation to the regional government and took it as an opportunity to apply for 

more funds. The employer stated that the organization was unable to retain 

skilled people because of lack of funds. My friend was annoyed when he was told 

of this report by his friend in the organization. 

 

The findings indicate that differences in the research priorities of employers and 

returnees can be a key reason for the failure to deliver incentives. Organizational leaders, 
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acting out of a concern for their promotion, may hesitate to deliver research funds if 

they will not personally receive the credit that accrues from the project. A large 

proportion of skilled OCs – i.e., 64% (n=18) of returnees, 56% (n=14) of non-returnees, 

and 60% (n=9) of circular migrants – stated that the organizational leaders of some 

Chinese universities and research institutions prefer to fund research projects that have 

lower risks of failure and which can be completed within a short period of time. In this 

way, the leaders can avoid any responsibility for failed projects and enjoy the credit for 

successfully completing research projects – which in turn can improve their 

performance assessment. However, many returnee scholars (including RPGE recipients) 

tend to engage in longer projects that have higher risks of failure, as these often hold 

the potential for greater value to the organization and to society. Returnee (RPGE 

recipient) 08 recalled how the conflicting interests between him and his employer 

eventually compromised the flow of research funds that were promised to him. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 08: My leader implied that I may not receive any 

funds unless I changed my research proposal. I know he wants me to do easier 

and quicker projects, so both of us can enjoy the credit. However, the results of 

easier and quicker projects are usually less valuable.  

 

6.1.4 RPGE Officials’ Self-Interested Motivation and Behavior during the RPGE’s 

Recruitment Process 

 This research finds that RPGE officials can indirectly manipulate the results of the 

RPGE’s recruitment processes (i.e., the nomination and selection stages) by 

influencing employers’ and examiners’ decisions. A majority of OC participants, i.e. 

64% (n=18) of returnees, 68% (n=17) of non-returnees, and 87% (n=13) of circular 

migrants, reported that the RPGE officials may request employers and examiners to 

support a particular RPGE applicant. If employers and examiners refuse to cooperate, 

the RPGE officials may refuse them future promotional and research funding 
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opportunities. This is pertinent because RPGE officials of the Organization 

Department, Ministry of Science and Technology, and Ministry of Education are 

responsible for senior personnel assignment within, and for providing research funds 

to, Chinese universities and research institutions. As Non-Returnee 11 reported: 

Non-Returnee 11: You know, in China, government controls universities and 

research institutions… RPGE officials can control the RPGE recruitment by 

controlling the decisions of employers and examiners.  

 

 The findings indicate that RPGE officials’ self-interested behavior may be driven 

by their monetary and non-monetary interests, as depicted in Figure 6.4.  

 

Figure 6.4 RPGE Officials’ Self-Interested Motivation and Behavior during the 

RPGE’s Recruitment Processes. 

Note. This figure illustrates the findings, which suggest that RPGE Officials’ monetary and non-

monetary self-interest could lead them to impede the RPGE’s recruitment process, with the intention 

of gaining monetary (financial inducements) and non-monetary (promotion) benefits. It is 

emphasized that the findings do not find evidence that RPGE officials are influenced by financial 

inducements; rather, this has merely been suggested by some participants as a possibility. 

 

RPGE Officials’ Monetary Interests. Given RPGE officials’ influence over 

employers and examiners, it may be posited that corrupt actors (including policy-takers) 

could attempt to offer financial inducements to encourage RPGE officials to act in their 

favor. While this possibility has been suggested by some study participants, it is 

emphasized that no evidence has been provided in this study to substantiate it. While a 
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minority of OCs, i.e. 14% (n=4) of returnees, 24% (n=6) of non-returnees, and 27% 

(n=4) of circular migrants, have raised concerns about the possibility of corruption 

between RPGE officials and applicants, they were not able to provide any supporting 

evidence. Circular Migrant 03 suggested that corruption may have been a factor in his 

former employer’s decision to revise the nomination criteria to the advantage of his 

competitor, although he had no evidence of this. Likewise, three RPGE officials, 

including Central Government Official 01 and Regional Government Officials 02 and 

03, reported that some RPGE officials may manipulate the results of the RPGE’s 

recruitment process to favor particular applicants. However, these participants did not 

provide examples of any specific case of corruption. Central Government Official 01 

mentioned that most RPGE officials are not experts in the relevant fields, so they 

typically do not interfere with the decisions of employers or examiners, unless to correct 

obviously biased decisions. Given that the potential for RPGE officials to be motivated 

by monetary self-interest has only been suggested rather than substantiated, it can only 

be concluded that financial inducements have the potential to influence RPGE officials’ 

behavior in a way that compromises the RPGE’s recruitment process.  

 

 RPGE Officials’ Non-Monetary Interests. Like employers, promotion is an 

important non-monetary interest of the RPGE officials. A majority of skilled OCs, i.e., 

96% (n=27) of returnees, 86% (n=24) of non-returnees, and 93% (n=14) of circular 

migrants, felt that RPGE officials may manipulate the RPGE recruitment process in 

order to benefit their own careers. For example, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 09 

contended that if the number of RPGE recipients consistently increases, RPGE officials 

will be praised or promoted for their contribution to the policy’s success. If the number 

drops, the RPGE officials may be criticized by their superiors, which will negatively 

impact their future promotion opportunities. This view was partially supported by 

Regional Official 01, who noted that a steadily increasing number of RPGE recipients 

will be viewed positively in RPGE officials’ performance assessments. However, this 

participant also noted that a decreasing number of RPGE recipients will not necessarily 
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reflect poorly on RPGE officials, because the policy’s success is determined by a range 

of factors that may be outside of their control. Therefore, Regional Official 01 noted 

that while RPGE officials have an interest in seeing the number of recruits rise, they 

are unlikely to feel pressured to support any particular applicant simply in order to 

advance their own careers.  

 

Section 6.2 Impact of RPGE Policy Actors’ Other-Interested Behavior on the 

RPGE’s Implementation 

While the previous findings suggest that the self-interest of RPGE policy actors 

has an important bearing on their behaviors, it is clear from this research that not all 

RPGE policy actors are driven by self-interested motivations. As anticipated by the 

stewardship theory (Arthurs & Busenitz, 2003; Davis et al., 1997), other-interestedness 

also plays an important role – though it is not always in a manner which facilitates the 

RPGE’s proper implementation. The findings suggest that RPGE policy actors’ other-

interestedness can lead them to protect the interests of skilled OCs as well as the 

national interest, even at the cost of their own personal interests. However, the findings 

also suggest that policy actors’ other-interested motivations can lead them, on occasion, 

to reluctantly impede the proper procedures of the RPGE, due to the influence of 

China’s administrative and cultural institutions. 

 

6.2.1 RPGE Policy Actors’ Other-Interested Behavior – Impeding the RPGE’s 

Implementation to Protect Other Individuals’ Interests 

This research finds that RPGE policy actors may reluctantly impede the RPGE’s 

implementation in order to advance other people’s self-interests. Such behavior is often 

influenced by the structures and norms of China’s administrative and cultural 

institutions – specifically, its authoritarian political system and its guanxi culture. 
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Impact of China’s Authoritarian Political System on RPGE Policy Actors’ 

Motivation. As found in the previous section (pp.175-176), RPGE officials may 

manipulate the RPGE’s recruitment process by influencing the decisions of employers 

and examiners. RPGE officials’ decision to engage in such behavior is often driven by 

self-interestedness. However as indicated by 58% (n=16) of returnees, 68% (n=17) of 

non-returnees, and 53% (n=8) of circular migrants, the decision of employers and 

examiners to bow to (or collude with) RPGE officials is often motivated by other-

interestedness. Specifically, these skilled OCs believed that employers and examiners 

may bow to this external pressure out of a desire to protect the collective interests of 

their organization, including their colleagues. Returnee 16 noted that his organizational 

leader felt compelled to nominate an unsuitable person because they were 

recommended by a regional official, whose department controls the research funds and 

benefits of the organization’s employees. The leader thus thought that it was important 

to set aside his own views in order to protect his employees’ interests.   

Returnee 16: My leader is a person of integrity, but he must bow to power. Even 

if he did not want to nominate that person, he must consider the consequences 

of refusing the official – that is, reduced funding and promotion opportunities 

for all colleagues in the organization. 

 

 Like employers, RPGE examiners can be pressured to obey the instructions of 

RPGE officials during the selection process because they too must protect the interests 

of their organizations. According to Returnee (RPGE recipient) 07, when a colleague 

once attempted to ignore an official’s instruction, the official directly contacted the 

colleague’s organizational leader. Under pressure from the official and the leader, the 

colleague obeyed and supported an applicant.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 07: My colleague had to obey because the official 

warned his leader that disobedience may cause serious consequences. Even if 

my colleague never intended to support the applicant recommended by the 

official, he felt he must do so to protect the interests of other colleagues. 
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In section 6.1.2 (pp.165-169), it was noted that RPGE examiners sometimes act 

irresponsibly and disrespectfully. This is generally seen to reflect poorly on the 

examiners. However, Non-Returnee 13 offered another potential reason for examiners’ 

irresponsible behaviors. Recounting the experience of a friend and former examiner 

who was asked by an official to support a specific applicant, he noted that this examiner 

knew the consequences of refusing the official, but he also did not want to cooperate.  

Non-returnee 13: My friend pretended to sleep during the examination of this 

applicant. When other examiners asked his opinion, he said he supported this 

applicant because this applicant was excellent in his dream. Everyone laughed 

and he successfully turned this assessment in to a joke, which was the way he 

expressed his dissatisfaction with the intervention of the official. He even 

expected the official or the applicant to expose his ridiculous behavior, so he 

could expose theirs.  

 

 In section 6.1.3 (pp.172-173), it was stated that employers may exaggerate their 

promised incentives in order to recruit more skilled OCs and thus improve their 

performance assessments. However, some skilled OCs, i.e. 39% (n=11) of returnees, 

32% (n=8) of non-returnees, and 27% (n=4) of circular migrants, reported that this 

behavior may have another purpose: to satisfy RPGE officials whose performance 

assessments can also be improved with the recruitment of more RPGE recipients. RPGE 

Recipient 07 reported that his employer was instructed by the regional government to 

source 20 world-class experts (e.g., RPGE recipients) within three years. Being one of 

these 20 recruits, his employer promised him a new laboratory with advanced 

equipment and 14 skilled research assistants. However, he was only given a small 

laboratory without equipment and two research assistants.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 07: When we had developed a closer relationship, 

my leader told me that he would have given me a more realistic promise if he did 

not have to satisfy the regional government. 
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 There may be a further reason for exaggerating incentives to recruit more skilled 

OCs. A number of skilled OCs, i.e. 68% (n=19) of returnees, 56% (n=14) of non-

returnees, and 60% (n=9) of circular migrants, suggested that recruiting RPGE 

recipients is an indirect way of obtaining additional research funding from the 

government. Since RPGE recipients are recognized as world-class experts by the 

government, their research proposals are highly likely to be approved and funded. Thus, 

RPGE recipients are valuable members of an organization because a proportion of their 

research funds can be distributed across the organization, including to other researchers’ 

projects.  

Returnee 17: Sometimes, RPGE recipients can be ‘cash cows’ to their colleagues. 

Employers can assign RPGE recipients as the coordinator of many research 

projects, meaning that these projects will be much more likely to be approved by 

the government. Part of these research funds will then be used to benefit all 

employees. 

 

Impact of the Guanxi Culture on RPGE Policy Actors’ Motivation. As noted in 

Chapter Three (see section 3.1.1, pp.62-63), the guanxi culture is a long-standing social 

norm in China. Due to its impact, Chinese people may feel compelled to assist their 

acquaintances; refusing the requests of friends or relatives is often viewed as unethical 

(Gold et al., 2002; Yang, 2017). Skilled OCs, i.e. 54% (n=15) of returnees, 64% (n=16) 

of non-returnees, and 60% (n=9) of circular migrants, reported that RPGE policy actors 

may reluctantly impede the RPGE in order to serve their acquaintances’ interests in line 

with the expectations of guanxi culture. Returnee 20 reported that his organizational 

leader hired and nominated the son of a close friend. Because of their long-standing 

personal relationship, the leader felt he could not refuse to nominate the son, even 

though he knew that he was not suitable for the RPGE. Returnee 20 reported that his 

leader would not have nominated this person if it were not for his friendship with his 

father. 
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Returnee 20: My leader knew that this applicant was not really qualified for the 

RPGE, but he still decided to nominate him because he could not say ‘no’ to such 

a close friend. The applicant did not pass the selection process, which did not 

surprise me. 

 

 Similar issues relating to the guanxi culture have also occurred during the selection 

process. Returnee 19 recounted how a colleague, who used to be an RPGE examiner, 

who was asked by another examiner to support a particular applicant (a close friend). 

Although his colleague did not think the applicant was the best candidate, he decided 

to cooperate as a favor to his friend. 

 

 While the findings demonstrate that employers and examiners can be influenced 

by guanxi culture to reluctantly impede the implementation of the RPGE, it is uncertain 

whether RPGE officials act similarly. All skilled OCs reported that it is likely that 

RPGE officials may impede the recruitment process in order to assist an acquaintance, 

but they did not know personally of any such case. Nevertheless, as Returnee (RPGE 

recipient) 03 highlighted, guanxi is deeply imbued in Chinese culture, so most people 

behave in line with this social norm. RPGE officials shared similar views. While not 

providing a specific case, Central Government Official 02, for example, noted that 

reluctantly helping acquaintances is usually the first step for many Chinese officials 

towards corruption. 

Central Government Official 02: I don’t know whether this situation exists in the 

RPGE’s implementation. But I do know that many corrupt officials confessed 

that they used to be honest until they reluctantly helped their relatives or friends 

by misusing their authority. This was their first step towards corruption. 
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6.2.2 RPGE Policy Actors’ Other-Interested Behavior – Facilitating the RPGE’s 

Implementation to Protect the Country’s Interest 

While other-interested policy actors can impede the RPGE’s implementation when 

their other-interest prioritizes colleagues, superiors and acquaintances, this research 

also finds that other-interested RPGE policy actors can facilitate the RPGE’s 

implementation when their focus is on protecting the country’s interests. 

 

RPGE Policy Actors’ Other-Interested Behavior during the RPGE’s 

Recruitment Process. 71% (n=20) of returnees, 52% (n=13) of non-returnees, and 27% 

(n=4) of circular migrants commented that many noble employers and examiners have 

made great efforts to facilitate the RPGE’s implementation due to their motivation to 

serve their country. In many cases, this other-interested behavior can come at a cost to 

their own personal interests. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02 reported how his 

organizational leader even offered to resign from the position of vice president and 

leave it to him because the leader wanted him to work in the organization. Although he 

did not accept this position, the returnee nonetheless accepted a role as the chief editor 

of a journal organized by the employer (a role the leader vacated for the returnee).  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02: My leader offered to resign as vice president and 

leave the position to me. He told me that the country and the organization need 

skilled talent like me. He wanted me to lead a research team to achieve 

breakthroughs in the field. I was very grateful for his sacrifice. However, I could 

not take the position. I want to earn it by myself. As an alternative, the leader 

resigned as the chief editor of a journal coordinated by the organization and 

asked me to take the position. This was a rare and valuable opportunity for a 

early career researcher like me.  
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Similarly, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 13 reported that his leader had used his own 

money to give him many expensive baby products because the leader appreciated his 

skills and wanted him to work in the organization.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 13: When I returned to China, I had two choices of 

employers. My current employer knew I had yet to make my final decision. So he 

came to my home and brought many expensive baby products. I did not have 

much time to purchase such products for my baby because I was very busy after 

returning to China at the time. I appreciated his help. He also told me that I was 

very needed by the organization. So I decided to work in his organization. 

 

Other-interested behavior was also demonstrated by some employers and examiners 

who refused the request of their superiors and acquaintances and instead insisted upon 

nominating or selecting RPGE applicants on merit. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10 

reported that his leader chose to nominate him on merit rather than nominate his favorite 

student because the leader believed it was the right thing to do for the country.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10: My leader never told me that he refused the 

request of one of his favorite students and instead nominated me. He hates 

cronyism and insisted on following the rules. I am very grateful for this because 

cronyism is very common in China due to the guanxi culture.  

 

In other examples involving RPGE examiners, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12 and 

Returnee 21 reported that their colleagues (who were RPGE examiners) refused the 

request of RPGE officials seeking to interfere with the selection. Returnee (RPGE 

recipient) 12 stated that his colleague not only refused the request of an RPGE official, 

but also reported the behavior of this official to the government61. This is because this 

examiner believed that protecting the integrity of the RPGE process, and confronting 

 
61The regional Commission for Discipline Inspection, which is responsible for supervising the 

misbehavior of government officials. 



183 

 

adverse behaviors, was the right thing to do. Due to a lack of hard evidence, this official 

was not held responsible, but he was warned by the government. However, in retaliation, 

the official later refused this examiner’s application for promotion.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12: My colleague is a decent man, but there is a cost 

to being decent sometimes. When he refused the official, the official warned him 

about research funds and future promotion. However, my colleague was not 

afraid, and he even reported the behavior of this official to the official’s direct 

superior. I do not know why the official was not held responsible; maybe he 

denied everything. When my organization wanted to promote my colleague as a 

vice-president before his retirement, the request was refused. Although the 

government provided some ‘legal’ reasons, we all know that this was a 

retaliation. 

 

RPGE Policy Actors’ Other-Interested Behavior in the Delivery of the RPGE’s 

Incentives. A large majority, 87% (n=13), of RPGE recipients report being aware of 

employers who have facilitated the delivery of RPGE incentives due to a desire to serve 

the country’s interests. Returnee (RPGE Recipient) 03 reported that he is living in a 

house which used to be occupied by his leader. While he was originally provided a 

smaller house, his leader voluntarily moved out of a larger house so that he (Returnee 

(RPGE Recipient) 03 could move in. In turn, the leader moved into the smaller house. 

Returnee (RPGE Recipient) 03: I was very grateful for what the leader did. I 

tried to refuse his offer. But he said the best way to repay him is to work hard 

and contribute to the country.  

 

In another example, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 05 reported that his employer found 

an alternative means of compensating him for the failure to deliver the promised 

research funds. Due to problems with the employer’s key sponsor, Returnee (RPGE 

recipient) 05 did not receive the promised funds and, as a result, his research was placed 

on hold. However, the organizational leader used his personal connections to arrange 



184 

 

for him a secondment to a key government department. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 05 

felt that this year-long position provided him with invaluable experience – it enabled 

him to learn the operation of the Chinese government and helped him to develop his 

personal networks. As a result, he was able to successfully apply for several government 

research grants to support his research. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 05: I am lucky to have a dedicated and responsible 

leader. My personal network in the government is even more important than the 

research funds. 

 

Other-interested behaviors of RPGE officials are also evident in their efforts to 

deliver upon incentives promised by the government to skilled OCs. As noted in 

Chapter Two (see section 2.3.3, p.56), RPGE officials are responsible for issuing 

resettlement allowances and research funds. The majority, 87% (n=13), of RPGE 

recipients reported that they were satisfied with the incentives delivered by the 

government. While two RPGE recipients reported that the waiting period for research 

funds delivered by the government was longer than anticipated, they nevertheless noted 

that there was no red tape or burdensome bureaucratic issues, and that all funds were 

eventually received with the assistance of RPGE officials. Returnees (RPGE recipients) 

01 and 06 reported that officials of the Organization Department and the Department of 

Education regularly checked with them about the delivery of their incentives. Returnees 

(RPGE recipients) 04 and 17 reported that the efforts of officials of the regional 

departments of the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security and their 

specialized divisions (e.g., talent-affair office or talent-service window) were 

instrumental in helping them to receive their promised incentives from their employers. 

Similarly, Returnees (RPGE recipients) 04 and 12 reported that RPGE officials 

provided a mediating role when their employers could not deliver the promised 

incentives. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 04: I am very grateful for the officials’ help. I told 

them that my employer did not have sufficient funds to support my research, so 
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they contacted my employer and arranged a meeting. In this meeting, the official 

suggested that I could revise my proposal according to the financial capacity of 

the employer. However, when the official realized the value of my research, he 

was happy to persuade his superior in the government to provide additional 

funds for me. I received these funds after two months.  

 

Central Government Officials 01 and 03 shared a belief that it is the officials’ 

responsibility to look after the wellbeing of the RPGE recipients. China needs skilled 

immigrants, and it is the task of RPGE officials to ensure that the RPGE operates 

successfully and that RPGE recipients feel supported. However, RPGE officials do not 

commonly provide material assistance to employers (in the form of top up funding) to 

assist with the delivery of promised incentives, even if they do want to help. Besides 

the fact that such support would become a financial burden for the Chinese state, there 

is a belief among RPGE officials that employers must be responsible for their own 

actions. If employers know that officials will always come to their aid by helping them 

to deliver their RPGE incentives, it might encourage employers to act irresponsibly by 

promising a level of incentives to skilled OCs that is beyond their organization’s 

capacity to provide. While RPGE officials will mediate and attempt to coordinate 

agreed solutions in cases where employers fail to deliver their promised incentives, 

Central Government Official 01 advised that sometimes RPGE officials must allow the 

situation to take its own course – even if the government could help. This can be 

interpreted as an example of reluctant behavior driven by other-interested motivation 

(i.e., the motivation to ensure the overall success of the RPGE).  

Central Government Official 01: Certainly, the government is capable of 

delivering the incentives promised by the employers when we hear that RPGE 

recipients did not receive those incentives from their employers. By doing so, we 

may serve the interests of specific recipients, and we may protect the credibility 

of the RPGE for a short time. However, this may encourage other employers to 
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promise skilled OCs inflated incentives that are not able to be fulfilled, which 

will eventually cause longer-term damage to the RPGE. 

 

Section 6.3 Impact of the RPGE’s Design on its Implementation Problems 

The public policy literature indicates that problems with a policy’s design can affect 

the policy implementation process (Cookson & Maynard, 2000; Howlett & Ramesh, 

2003; Seidel et al., 2005; Wu et al., 2007). This research finds two main deficiencies in 

the RPGE’s design which have contributed to implementation issues. The first is the 

lack of clarity in the policy statements regarding the obligations of employers and the 

standard of incentives (i.e., quality, quantity, and timescale for delivery). The second is 

the choice of policy instruments used to achieve the policy’s goals – specifically, 

deficiencies in the policy’s monitoring framework.  

 

6.3.1 Unclear Policy Goals and Statements 

The findings point to two related problems with the policy’s goals and statements. 

First, there is a lack of clarity as to the obligations of employers in relation to the 

delivery of incentives. Second, the policy fails to prescribe uniform standards for the 

incentives that are expected to be offered by employers. Both problems open 

opportunities for employers to pursue their self-interested motivations during the 

RPGE’s implementation phase. 

 

Unclear Statements Regarding the Responsibilities of Employers. Although the 

RPGE policy statements clearly note that employers should provide RPGE recipients 

with resettlement allowances, accommodation, research funds, family-related 

incentives, and a suitable salary (no lower than the RPGE recipient’s previous salary 

overseas), the feedback from participants has revealed that these appear to be guidelines 

rather than obligations. The majority of skilled OCs, i.e. 82% (n=23) of returnees, 76% 
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(n=19) of non-returnees, and 80% (n=12) circular migrants, report having felt misled 

into believing that employers were required to provide these incentives. For example, 

when Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12 did not receive a house from his employer, he 

believed that his employer was reneging on his obligations without facing any 

consequences. After complaining to an RPGE official, he was told that the employer 

has the discretion to determine the housing incentives. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12: I was surprised that the employer does not have 

to provide the incentives that are stated in the RPGE. If employers do not have 

to do anything, why didn’t the government say so in the policy?  

 

From the perspective of RPGE officials, however, if the employer has a need for an 

employee with a particular skillset, they will offer incentives to attract and retain them. 

Central Government Official 01 suggested that if skilled OCs are not satisfied with the 

incentives offered by an employer, they can find a different employer. However, 

Returnees (RPGE recipients) 01, 05, 07, and 09 contended that those holding such a 

viewpoint may not realize that when employers’ obligations are not clearly demarcated 

or enforced, the employer can renege on the promised incentives, or they can interpret 

their obligations differently, after the skilled OC has already resettled in China. As 

Returnees (RPGE recipients) 01 and 05 stated, once the skilled OCs have moved back 

to China, there may be little they can do about it – as finding other employment in China 

may take considerable time and can require the skilled OC to have strong professional 

networks, while the option of moving back to the host country will involve considerable 

expense. Moreover, because the RPGE does not require employers to provide any 

incentives, some highly sought-after employers (e.g., China’s top-tier universities and 

research institutions) may not provide any incentives at all to their RPGE recipients. As 

Returnees (RPGE recipients) 01, 05, 07 and 09 noted, this creates an inequitable 

situation whereby many RPGE recipients are compelled to choose between either a 

better career or better RPGE incentives. This is relevant because, as depicted in Figure 
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6.5, while all employers promised salary-related incentives in their first-round 

recruitment interviews, many did not offer other forms of incentives. 

 

Figure 6.5 RPGE Incentives Promised and Not Promised by Employers 

 

 

Even if skilled OCs are not satisfied with the incentives offered by employers, they 

may have little choice other than to accept them. Indeed, all (100%, n=28) returnees, 

88% (n=22) of non-returnees, and 93% (n=14) of circular migrants contended that 

finding a good employer is not as easy as the officials infer. This is because skilled OCs 

must consider the potential negative consequences, including financial stress, of being 

an unemployed returnee. Importantly, due to the impact of the guanxi culture, it is 

difficult for people who lack guanxi – like many skilled OCs – to find satisfactory 

employment. As such, even if RPGE recipients (or ordinary returnees) are dissatisfied 

with their Chinese employers, they may have to take whatever is currently on offer 

rather than wait indefinitely for the best offer. When an employer thinks that a skilled 

OC is desperate for immediate employment, they can take advantage of them by 

refusing requests for incentives. Situations such as this suggest that, contrary to the 

view of RPGE officials, the transaction that takes place between the employers and 
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skilled OCs is not purely a market activity, conducted by equals, but rather one that 

involves considerable power asymmetry.  

 

Unclear Standards for RPGE Incentives. Although the government has 

suggested several incentives to be offered by the employers, the policy does not dictate 

any specific standards for these incentives (i.e., the policy does not specify a minimum 

monetary value, a time limit for providing the incentives, or detail in relation to housing 

or schooling, etc.). This ambiguity has led to instances of conflict between the 

employers and recipients over the issue of incentives. RPGE recipients may feel that 

the employers have failed to deliver fully on the promised incentives but the employers 

may feel that they have fulfilled their obligations have been fulfilled. Without clear 

standards set by the government, even the RPGE officials find difficult to mediate these 

disputes.  

 

In relation to the delivery of the salary incentive, the RPGE states that employers 

should provide a satisfactory salary to RPGE recipients, and that this salary should be 

no lower than the recipient’s previous salary overseas. In the first-round of interviews, 

87% (n=13) of RPGE recipients reported that they did not receive a salary at the rate 

suggested in the RPGE. In follow-up interviews, Returnees (RPGE Recipients) 01, 05 

and 09 explained that the key point of contention relates to the term ‘no lower’. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 05 believes the most appropriate way of calculating salary 

should be by reference to the exchange rate. However, his employer had a different 

understanding of this criterion. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 05’s employer defined this 

requirement in terms of salary level (not salary amount). So, whereas the returnee was 

an associate professor at the third tier in his overseas organization, his Chinese 

employer paid him at the associate professor first-tier rate in China. In the opinion of 

the employer, the RPGE salary incentive was fulfilled because the returnee’s salary 

level rose from the third tier to the first tier. However, whereas Returnee (RPGE 
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recipient) 05 was previously on a salary of approximately RMB 900,000 per year in his 

host-country, he now receives only approximately RMB 400,000 in China. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 05: When I read the statement of the RPGE, I thought 

I will have approximately RMB 900,000. I can accept 800,000 or even 700,000. 

However, I did not expect 400,000. But my employer was surprised when I 

expressed my dissatisfaction. He thought I should be grateful because he offered 

the highest level of salary for an associate professor in my organization. How 

ridiculous that I should thank him and the RPGE for cutting 50% of my income.  

 

 Other incentives also have unclear standards. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 07 

reported that there is no clear standard for the housing incentives, such as the minimum 

size and location of the house or whether the house must be fully furnished. Returnee 

(RPGE recipient) 09 reported that there are no specific standards for the spousal 

employment incentive, such as minimum salary and working hours. In addition, it was 

noted that some employers may provide subsidies as an alternative (and often simpler) 

way of delivering some incentives (e.g., housing and spousal employment), despite the 

fact that these subsidies may not meet the RPGE recipients’ needs.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 09: My employer persuaded me to accept a subsidy 

instead of a job for my wife. However, a job not only relates to income but also 

one’s career development. Of course, offering a cash settlement is much easier 

than finding a satisfying job. 

 

6.3.2 Problematic Choice of Policy Instruments – Inadequate Monitoring 

As an important component of policy design, the choice of policy instruments can 

influence the efficacy of policy implementation (Hood, 1986; Howlett, 2019; Peters, 

2015). Drawing on Hood’s (1986) NATO scheme and Howlett’s (2000; 2019) concept 

of substantive and procedural instruments, as discussed in Chapter Four (pp.89-92, and 
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pp.97-98), this research found that the RPGE employs a mix of substantive instruments, 

all contributing to the ultimate goal of attracting skilled OCs to China. Substantive 

information-based instruments are used for advertising the RPGE and its incentives. 

Substantive authority-based instruments are used for clarifying the responsibilities of 

each RPGE policy actor. Substantive financial instruments are used as incentives to 

attract skilled OCs. Finally, the government assigns employers and examiners to assess 

the RPGE applicants, which can be categorized as a substantive organization-based 

instrument.  

 

However, based on the findings reported in this chapter, it is evident that these 

substantive instruments can be misused by policy actors to advance their own self-

interests. For example, employers can exaggerate (or overpromise on) the incentives 

offered to skilled OCs in their recruitment advertisements, which can be viewed as a 

way of misusing an information-based instrument (p.172). In addition, the RPGE’s 

research funding incentive is a financial instrument aiming to support RPGE recipients’ 

research; however, it can be misused to increase employers’ income or to improve 

employers’ performance assessments (see section 6.1.3, pp.171-173). 

 

A key reason for this, as this research has found, is that the RPGE employs 

inadequate procedural instruments for constraining the RPGE policy actors’ self-

interested behavior. Unlike substantive instruments, procedural instruments do not aim 

to achieve a specific policy goal. Instead, they are used for improving the policy-making 

process (Howlett, 2000, 2019, 2020). For example, Howlett (2020) highlights that 

procedural instruments can be used for the purpose of monitoring, in order to identify 

and address corruption in policy implementation. However, as reported by three RPGE 

officials, the only monitoring instrument employed for the RPGE is an organization-

based instrument relying solely on government employees (RPGE officials). Central 

Government Official 01 explained that the RPGE officials are responsible for 

monitoring other policy actors, including employers and examiners. Under China’s 
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authoritarian administrative structure, this is likely to be a top-down mode of 

monitoring. However, all skilled OCs who were asked about the RPGE’s monitoring 

framework (i.e., all skilled OCs who participated in follow-up interviews) raised 

concerns that this method of top-down monitoring has not been effective at holding 

policy actors to account for their undesirable behaviors. The participants identified 

three primary issues with the RPGE’s monitoring framework: inadequacies with the 

top-down monitoring method, the absence of bottom-up monitoring, and inadequate 

monitoring of RPGE officials. 

 

Inadequacies with Top-Down Monitoring Method. The first issue with the 

RPGE’s present monitoring framework relates to the limitations of the organization-

based instrument, particularly in the Chinese context. Hood (1986) argues that the 

effectiveness of organization-based instruments depends on whether the government 

has sufficient agents who are qualified to carry out the required tasks. Doubts have been 

raised as to whether the human resources dedicated to the RPGE’s oversight are 

sufficient. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01 indicated that the government officials do not 

typically monitor employers during the nomination process due to insufficient human 

resources. Likewise, Regional Government Official 02 reported that it is impossible for 

the government to monitor every nomination process across all employing 

organizations, as this task would exceed the present capacities of the central RPGE 

oversight agencies.  

 

Beyond the constraints imposed by a limited number of personnel, there are also 

limitations resulting from inadequate knowledge. most RPGE officials do not have 

expertise in the same fields as the employers and examiners, and as such, they may lack 

the technical knowledge necessary to adjudge their decisions. Central Government 

Official 01 reported that the RPGE officials usually rely on the decisions of employers 

and examiners with the expectation that these actors will carry out their jobs 

(nominating and assessing applicants) with integrity. This indicates that even if more 
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resources are dedicated to raise the number of RPGE officials, they would still be 

unable to effectively monitor the employers and examiners.  

  

 Absence of Bottom-Up Monitoring. The second issue with the RPGE’s 

monitoring framework relates to a lack of transparency in the RPGE’s implementation 

process, which constrains the ability of the public to monitor the RPGE policy actors. 

The RPGE nomination and selection processes are both conducted behind closed doors, 

and cannot be monitored by the public. Without transparency, the public cannot assist 

the RPGE officials to monitor the employers and examiners. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 

01, information disclosure should be considered by the government as a method to 

increase transparency. Regional Government Official 02 acknowledged that he had 

received several complaint letters from the public about the RPGE’s implementation 

but few of them were supported with reliable evidence because of poor transparency. 

This participant noted that the RPGE’s nomination is only conducted by organizational 

leaders, and no lower-level employees are informed about the decision-making process.  

 

 Inadequate Monitoring of RPGE Officials. The third issue with the RPGE’s 

present top-down monitoring method relates to concerns regarding the oversight of 

those who are entrusted with overseeing the policy – the RPGE officials. Central 

Government Official 01, for example, reported that RPGE officials are monitored by 

higher level superiors. Officials of both the central and regional Commissions for 

Discipline Inspection are responsible for monitoring the RPGE officials. This 

participant noted that the officials of these Commissions can launch formal 

investigations of RPGE officials after receiving complaints from other officials or the 

public. However, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 05 stated that if complaints do not involve 

sufficient evidence, the Commission is unlikely to launch an investigation. Returnee 23 

reported that even if officials of the Commission have access to additional avenues for 

obtaining information, corrupt RPGE officials are usually too smart to leave any trace 

of incriminating evidence.  
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Returnee 23: An RPGE official told my employer to support China’s development 

in *** industry, and particularly to focus on providing more opportunities for 

young and talented researchers. On the surface, his words appear to be fine. 

However, looking deeper, the words contain two hidden messages. First, his 

favorite applicant’s profession is within the *** industry. Second, the applicant 

is young. The official must have checked the list of applicants waiting to be 

nominated in advance because there was only one person who fitted both 

characteristics. No one was stupid enough to leave any evidence. 

 

Government’s Concerns about Increasing the Transparency of the RPGE. The 

findings indicate that a top-down monitoring instrument, on its own, may be inadequate 

for ensuring the accountability of all RPGE policy actors. Despite this, none of the 

RPGE officials who were asked about these issues supported the establishment of a 

more transparent monitoring framework involving the public. There were two reasons 

for this. Firstly, the RPGE officials were keen to emphasize the importance of the 

government having full control over the policy. Central Government Official 01 

reported that the RPGE is a key policy of the Chinese government, involving many 

senior officials and distinguished experts. Thus, any public exposure of its problems 

has the potential to damage the government’s reputation. Secondly, all RPGE officials 

raised concerns about the need to protect the privacy of the RPGE policy actors and 

skilled OCs, noting that this would be difficult to achieve in a more transparent 

environment. Central Government Official 01 – who has been involved in designing 

and evaluating the RPGE – as well as by Central Government Officials 02 and 03 

maintained that there are many technical problems that would need to be solved before 

transparency could be increased – including how the government could justify the 

selection of examiners while keeping their identities private. Regional Government 

Official 01 admitted that there are only a limited number of qualified examiners in some 

disciplines. If their identity are exposed, they might be harassed by people seeking a 

favor. Regional Government Official 01 also reported that once the RPGE applicants’ 
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identities are exposed, their failure to be selected as RPGE recipients will be a source 

of embarrassment and shame for them, and may constrain their future career 

opportunities in China.  

 

By contrast, the skilled OCs believed that most technical problems could be solved 

if the government were truly dedicated to the task of implementing a more transparent 

monitoring framework. Circular Migrant 03 suggested that the government could 

publish the feedback from employers and examiners while keeping the applicants’ 

identities anonymized. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01 suggested that the government 

could make public the number of academic articles that examiners and applicants have 

published, as this would demonstrate their research credentials without needing to 

release their identities. Given that such measures have not been taken, the skilled OCs 

– i.e., 71% (n=20) of returnees, 64% (n=16) of non-returnees, and 93% (n=14) of 

circular migrants – questioned the reasons for the lack of transparency. They expressed 

concern that by denying the public the opportunity to monitor the RPGE, the 

government is able to manage the RPGE’s problems in private. Non-Returnee 03 

discussed the issue of ‘resolving the issue internally’62, whereby a corrupt official might 

be secretly transferred to a non-important position, compelled to retire, or arrested. Thus, 

the government is able to protect its reputation without the issue becoming public. 

Returnee 23 suggested that the government’s aversion to transparency may also relate 

to its desire to control the public discourse in relation to the policy. Specifically, if 

citizens are able to see the problems with the policy, they may criticize the policy or the 

policy actors, creating difficulties for the government.  

 

 

 

 
62内部处理 
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Section 6.4 Impact of the RPGE’s Implementation on Skilled OCs’ Mobility 

Decisions 

As noted, diaspora theory suggests that a government’s migration policy has a 

symbolic function, in that it signals to diasporic members that they are welcome and 

needed in their home country. The research findings support this function, revealing 

that the effectiveness of the RPGE’s implementation is often perceived by skilled OCs 

as indicative of the Chinese Government’s commitment to the repatriation of skilled 

OCs. The ‘dark side’ of the RPGE’s implementation, such as biased recruitment 

practices and failings with the delivery of incentives, appear to reduce the skilled OCs’ 

likelihood of returning to China – because they feel that they are not as welcome in 

China as the Chinese Government claimed they would be. In contrast, this research has 

found that RPGE policy actors’ noble behaviors can encourage skilled OCs to 

contribute to China because they perceive that they are both needed and respected in 

China.  

 

6.4.1 Impact of the ‘Dark Side’ of the RPGE’s Implementation on the Mobility 

Decisions of Skilled OCs 

Earlier sections in this chapter reported that RPGE policy actors may at times 

impede the implementation of the RPGE due to their self- or other-interested motivation. 

Whether RPGE policy actors intentionally or reluctantly impede the RPGE’s 

implementation, their behaviors can harm the interests of skilled OCs and thus deter 

them from returning to, and remaining in, China.  

 

Citing biases in the RPGE’s recruitment process, a majority of skilled OCs, 

including 68% (n=19) of returnees, 68% (n=17) of non-returnees, and 87% (n=13) of 

circular migrants, had raised concerns about the Chinese Government’s commitment to 

attracting skilled OCs to China. Circular Migrant 03 could not understand why the 
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Chinese Government does not take steps to ensure a fair application process if it wants 

and needs skilled OCs to return to China. Circular Migrant 03 stated that he had applied 

for the RPGE twice but was not nominated due to cronyism.  

Circular Migrant 03: An organizational leader agreed to hire me but refused to 

nominate me as an RPGE applicant. This is because organizational leaders 

preferred to nominate their own students. This issue of cronyism is a key reason 

why I left China again. 

 

Among non-returnees, 48% (n=12) decided not to return to China because they did 

not believe their capabilities and skills would be appreciated by the self-interested 

RPGE policy actors. Instead, they felt that they would be more appreciated overseas 

where they could compete for positions fairly and on merit. Non-Returnee 12 noted that 

while his research proposal was highly regarded overseas, some Chinese employers did 

not even want to read it.  

Non-Returnee 12: When I sent my CV and research proposal to several 

employers in China, only two of them replied to me; neither of these two 

employers even read my research proposal. However, a research institution 

overseas replied at the time, and this employer was very interested in my 

research. So, why should I return to China where I am not appreciated?  

 

There is a sense among the participants that biased recruitment practices, which 

result in the recruitment and nomination of under-qualified applicants, may also 

undermine the credibility of the RPGE and in turn compromise the status of the RPGE 

recipients. A third (33%, n=5) of the RPGE recipients expressed concerns that many 

mediocre OCs had been recruited as RPGE recipients. As reported in Chapter Three, 

RPGE recipients are portrayed as world-class experts and national stars in official 

advertisements. All RPGE recipients in this study reported that they were proud to be 
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involved with the RPGE, which explains their concerns in relation to biased 

recruitment63.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01: I am proud to be an RPGE recipient. But I am 

not so proud when I hear that someone who had record of academic misconduct 

also became an RPGE recipient. The public may perceive that many recipients 

are like him. 

 

In addition to the impact on the reputation of RPGE recipients, biased recruitment 

may undermine the organization’s long-term performance. Returnees 17 and 23 

commented that they had RPGE recipient colleagues whose performance did not appear 

to be at the standard they would have expected of an RPGE recipient. They expressed 

concern that despite their employers having invested considerable resources into their 

research, these recipients had not made a marked contribution64.  

Returnee 23: My employer provided an RPGE recipient with a large house, 

research funds of more than RMB six million, a whole research team, and a new 

lab with equipment purchased from overseas. However, the RPGE recipient has 

not achieved much substantive progress after four years. Many colleagues have 

begun gossiping about the reasons for recruiting this recipient; for example, his 

relationship with one of the organizational leaders. 

 

Problems with the delivery of RPGE incentives seemed to confirm the skilled OCs’ 

suspicions that they were not needed or wanted in China. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 

 
63 As will be reported in Chapter Seven (see section 7.1.2, pp.213-214 and section 7.1.4, pp.219-220), 

the returnees’ reputation as RPGE recipients often affords them access to additional sources of income 

and funding. Thus, any damage to the RPGE’s status can also damage the RPGE recipients’ personal 

interests. 

64 There are other reasons why the RPGE recipients may fail to achieve planned research goals. They 

include China’s research environment (e.g., rampant academic misconduct) and the employers’ failure 

to deliver the promised incentives. These reasons will be discussed in Chapter Seven (section 7.2.1, 

pp.224-226). 
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16 reported that since his requests for research funds and housing were refused by his 

employer, he intends to leave China again. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 16: My employer did not even provide a private 

venture for my experiment on the excuse of insufficient funds. However, I know 

my employer receives a considerable amount of funds from the government every 

year, I also know that the leaders’ friends wasted those funds on some 

insignificant projects just to meet performance targets. I asked myself several 

times, am I really needed here? Should I really have returned to China?  

 

The RPGE officials acknowledged that problems with the RPGE’s implementation 

have damaged the credibility of the government and the RPGE, and have affected the 

willingness of many skilled OCs to return to China. Regional Government Official 01 

claimed that some organizational leaders act like dictators who refuse to listen to other 

colleagues and who nominate acquaintances for the RPGE. Although these applicants 

might be eliminated in the selection process, many other meritorious applicants miss 

out on the chance to be nominated, and as a result may decide to remain overseas 

permanently. 

Regional Government Official 01: Even if the government punishes those self-

interested employers, the government may lose the trust of the eliminated talent 

forever.  

 

The importance of maintaining skilled OCs’ trust was also emphasized by Central 

Government Official 03.  

Central Government Official 03: During the founding years of the PRC in the 

1950s, China was poor but many skilled OCs returned from Western countries 

because they trusted the government. If the government loses their trust today, 

they will not return regardless of how generous the incentives we promise them 

are.  
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The concerns expressed by Central Government Officials 01 and 03 are confirmed 

by many of the non-returnees. Three of the non-returnees explained that it was the 

experiences of their friends (RPGE recipients) failing to receive their promised 

incentives which led them to decide not to apply for the RPGE and not to return to 

China.  

Non-Returnee 01: Why should I return to China when the government cannot 

even keep its promise? The government should be grateful and treat skilled OCs 

well because some of them may give up better lives overseas just because they 

want to serve the homeland.  

 

This research also finds that perceived biases in the RPGE’s recruitment processes 

can result in some skilled OCs feeling forced to ‘work with the system’ by engaging in 

gift-giving and leveraging their personal networks. Circular Migrant 01, for example, 

explained that he privately met and offered a gift to a leader of a Chinese institution in 

order to obtain the leader’s support for his RPGE application. Circular Migrant 01 

rationalized that other applicants would also attempt to build their networks, and if he 

did not, it could place him in a disadvantaged position. Non-Returnee 17 related that 

returnees can often feel insecure and uncertain (about finding employment) due to the 

rampant cronyism in China, so the first thing many returnees must do is to build their 

networks and find someone who can help them to overcome the barriers. Of the 15 

RPGE recipients in this study, 13 admitted to privately meeting and giving gifts to their 

organizational leaders – although none felt that they had engaged in any unethical or 

illegal collusion with their employers.  
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6.4.2 Impact of the RPGE Policy Actors’ Noble Behavior on the Mobility Decisions 

of Skilled OCs 

While the ‘dark side’ of the RPGE’s implementation can discourage skilled OCs 

from returning to (or remaining in) China, the findings suggest that when RPGE policy 

actors’ engage in noble behavior, it can have a lasting positive effect on skilled OCs’ 

attitudes. Notably, 25% (n=7) of returnees stated that they were determined to return to, 

and stay in, China after experiencing or hearing about some RPGE policy actors’ noble 

behavior. An example of this, as recounted in Section 6.2.2 (p.181), was the 

organizational leader who offered to resign from his position in order to offer it to a 

skilled OC. In order to protect the credibility of the RPGE, some employers and 

examiners refused to collude with officials or to engage in favoritism with their 

acquaintances, even if their own interests (e.g., promotion and income) would be 

compromised. Likewise, the participants provided several examples of RPGE officials’ 

noble dedication to supporting skilled OCs, not only by delivering all of the incentives 

promised by the government, but also by mediating conflicts between the employers 

and the RPGE recipients.  

 

Such dedicated behavior from the RPGE officials also acts as a model to encourage 

others to behave nobly. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10 recalled how, when his leader 

refused to engage in cronyism and insisted upon nominating him, he felt inspired to 

become the same noble person as his leader. Similarly, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02 

reported that, when his leader wanted to resign and leave the position of vice president 

for him, he felt an obligation to repay this generosity by working hard and leading 

others to achieve research breakthroughs. When this returnee became an RPGE 

recipient and had the authority to choose his own team members, he refused the requests 

of some of his friends who wanted to join his research team.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02: If I accept these requests from my friends, I will 

fail my leader. Fairness needs to be protected by everyone.  
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Importantly, it can be seen that the positive impacts of RPGE policy actors’ noble 

behavior can often offset the negative impacts of the ‘dark side’ of the RPGE’s 

implementation. This was demonstrated in the case of Returnee 24, whose 

organizational leader initially did not nominate him because the leader had to prioritize 

the applicants who had powerful allies. However, the leader subsequently invited 

Returnee 24 to join three research projects, which helped to improve his career record. 

The leader also arranged a meeting with two RPGE recipients, who coached him on 

how to better prepare for the RPGE nomination and selection process next time. The 

experience of Returnee 24 was also echoed in the experience of Returnee (RPGE 

recipient) 05. As reported in section 6.2.2 (pp.183-184), when this participant’s 

employer was unable to fully deliver the promised research funds, the employer 

arranged for him to serve a temporary position in an important government department. 

This temporary post enabled Returnee 05 to establish and extend his network, which 

now includes several senior government officials. 

 

While noble behaviors may leave those who experience them with a positive 

outlook about the RPGE, 68% (n=17) of non-returnees and 73% (n=11) of circular 

migrants continued to have concerns about the ‘dark side’ of the RPGE’s 

implementation. In their view, only a minority of people behave nobly, while the 

majority choose to join the ‘dark side’; indeed, this is why these examples of noble 

behavior stand out so notably and are valued so highly by those who experience them. 

As stated by Circular Migrant 04, the assessment of applicants through a merit system, 

and the fulfilment of promises (such as the delivery of promised incentives) is 

considered to be normal behavior in many other countries, but when Chinese RPGE 

actors do it, skilled OCs feel grateful.  

Circular Migrant 04: I am not denying that some people of integrity demonstrate 

noble behaviors. However, nepotism, cronyism, and abuse of power have become 

rampant in China. Unless the Chinese Government can find a cure, I will not 

consider returning to China. 
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Conclusion 

 The findings reported in this chapter support the first research proposition, which 

states: 

 

The RPGE policy actors’ decision to facilitate or impede the implementation of the 

RPGE is dependent on both their personal motivation (self-interest and other-

interest) and the policy and institutional context in which they operate. 

 

This chapter has found that, when driven by their monetary and non-monetary self-

interests, RPGE policy actors may impede the RPGE’s implementation through 

biased recruiting practices and the withholding of promised incentives. On the other 

hand, when RPGE policy actors are driven by other-interested motivation that 

prioritizes the country’s interests, they are likely to facilitate the RPGE’s 

implementation by carrying out their roles in a fair and unbiased manner – or they 

may go ‘above and beyond’ by demonstrating noble behaviors. However, when RPGE 

policy actors’ other-interestedness prioritizes not the country but other individuals 

(e.g., acquaintances, colleagues or superiors), they can often be driven to reluctantly 

impede the RPGE’s implementation in order to benefit these other individuals. This 

occurs as a response to China’s administrative and cultural institutions – i.e., the 

authoritarian political system and the norms of guanxi – which place strong social 

pressure on individuals to serve their organizational superiors and their acquaintances.  

 

In addition, this chapter finds that problems with the RPGE’s design opens 

opportunities for the RPGE policy actors to pursue their self-interests and impede the 

RPGE. As a result of the lack of clarity in relation to employers’ obligations and the 

standards of incentives, employers are able to take advantage of skilled OCs by not 

delivering the incentives that are suggested by the RPGE. Compounding this issue, 

the policy instruments that are used to implement the RPGE do not appear to 

effectively monitor the RPGE policy actors’ behavior. there is a lack of transparency 
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in the RPGE’s decision-making processes (particularly during the nomination and 

selection stages of the RPGE application process). There also appears to be a lack of 

commitment among the RPGE officials to address these transparency problems, 

especially using increased monitoring by the public.  

 

 Finally, this chapter revealed that RPGE policy actors’ behaviors during the 

implementation of the RPGE can both negatively and positively influence skilled OCs’ 

mobility decisions. On the one hand, when the RPGE policy actors harm skilled OCs’ 

interests by impeding the RPGE’s implementation, skilled OCs may take this as a 

reflection of the government’s attitudes towards them, thus leading them to perceive 

that they are not needed or welcome in China, regardless of the incentives offered. On 

the other hand, when RPGE policy actors act nobly to support skilled OCs, they can 

encourage skilled OCs to feel positive about their role as RPGE recipients. The 

findings suggest that this not only encourages skilled OCs to return and remain in 

China, but it also often inspires them to follow in the footsteps of these noble policy 

actors.  
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Chapter Seven: Research Findings II –  

Skilled OCs’ Monetary and Non-Monetary Needs 

This chapter reports on the findings relating to skilled OCs’ mobility decisions, and 

thus seeks to answer research sub-question 2 – i.e., ‘How do skilled OCs respond to the 

RPGE?’. The chapter identifies the salient push-pull factors that bear upon skilled OCs’ 

mobility decisions, as seen from the perspective of skilled OCs, and examines how well 

the RPGE responds to them. As indicated in Figure 7.1, the findings suggest that most 

skilled OCs tend to prioritize their non-monetary needs – especially their career 

aspirations – over their monetary needs. Nevertheless, as will be reported in this chapter, 

monetary needs remain important to the mobility decisions of skilled OCs, with non-

monetary needs often informing the desire to re-locate, and monetary needs informing 

the ability to relocate. The chapter proceeds as follows. First, Section 7.1 identifies the 

key monetary needs of skilled OCs, including income and research funds. This section 

also examines how the RPGE responds to these needs. In Section 7.2 a similar 

framework is applied to identify and examine skilled OCs’ non-monetary needs, 

including career aspirations, family responsibilities, patriotic feelings, and procedural 

fairness. Finally, section 7.3 focuses on findings from follow-up interviews, which 

investigate why skilled OCs considered non-monetary needs to be more important than 

monetary needs.  
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Figure 7.1 The Most Important Determining Factor for Skilled OCs’ Mobility 

Decisions 

 

 

Section 7.1 Skilled OCs’ Monetary Needs and How the RPGE Responds to these 

Needs 

Push-pull theory posits that the monetary needs of migrants – particularly their 

income – can be a key factor affecting their migration decisions (Castles & Kosack, 

1973; Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lee, 1966; Stark, 1991). The present study, which finds 

both income and research funding to be important determinants of OCs’ mobility 

decisions, provides some support to this theory. While this study finds that monetary 

needs do affect skilled OCs’ mobility decisions, these needs were perceived as the most 

important factor by only 10% (n=7) of the skilled OC participants (i.e., one returnee 

and six non-returnees). More generally, monetary needs are regarded as an important 

secondary consideration in skilled OCs’ migration decisions – they inform skilled OCs’ 

ability to relocate, whereas non-monetary needs inform OCs’ desire to relocate. 

Sections 7.2.1 and 7.2.2 will, respectively, report the study’s findings in relation to the 

OCs’ monetary needs of income and research funding. Following this, Section 7.2.3 
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will consider how the RPGE addresses these monetary needs – both directly and 

indirectly.  

 

7.1.1 Income 

Notwithstanding the RPGE’s income-based incentives, 99% (n=67, including all 

RPGE recipients) of skilled OCs reported that they would receive a higher income in 

their host country. For many non-returnees, income was the pertinent factor preventing 

them from making the move back to China. However, all Returnees (RPGE recipients) 

felt that the RPGE’s income incentives minimized the income gap between their host 

country and China sufficiently for them to consider relocating to China as a viable 

option. For some returnees (41%, n=4) and circular migrants (27%, n=4), moreover, 

the RPGE’s income incentives were instrumental to their decision to return to China. 

Thus, skilled OCs’ different views on income – its relative position in their value 

hierarchy – tends to have differential effects on their mobility decisions. 

 

Returnee’s Views on Income. This research has revealed that, in general, those 

who returned to China understood (prior to relocating) that their income would not be 

as high as it was in their host country. Indeed, most Skilled OCs indicated that they 

were dissatisfied with their income in China. Nevertheless, they ultimately decided to 

relocate primarily because they felt that the move would satisfy their non-monetary 

needs relating to career aspirations, patriotism, and family responsibilities. All returnees 

reported that their income dropped between 30% to 50% after returning to China (see 

Figure 7.2). For example, Returnee 24, who was a senior administrative official in a 

private organization, saw his income fall by almost 30%, from RMB 650,000 to 

420,000. Similarly, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12, who was an associate professor, saw 

his income fall by approximately 50%, from RMB 900,000 to 460,000.  
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Returnee 24: When I decided to return to China, I knew my income would be 

lower. I know I should not complain because it was my choice to return to China, 

but I still expect a higher income.  

 

Figure 7.2 The Gap in Returnees’ Annual Revenue Between China and Their Host 

Countries 

 

 

Compounding this dissatisfaction with the lower level of income was the higher 

cost of living in China. As discussed in Chapter Three (see section 3.2.1, pp.72-74), 

China’s first-tier cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, and Guangzhou, are not 

only popular destinations for returnees, but they also ranked highly in the list of cities 

with the highest cost of living in the world. 61% (n=17) of returnees noted that the high 

cost of housing is a major factor contributing to their financial stress; the remaining 

returnees either live in their family’s house or are adequately supported by the RPGE’s 

housing incentive. For example, Returnee 17, who returned with his wife to live in 

Beijing, explained that the cost of housing was approximately RMB 25,000 per month, 

which is equivalent to almost 70% of their monthly income.  
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Returnee 17: We are not planning to have a child or children in the near future, 

because we are not sure whether we could afford to.   

 

Although the returnees were dissatisfied with their income in China, it was not the 

primary determinant of their mobility decisions. They commonly stated that they did 

not return to China for the money, but rather to advance their career and realize a sense 

of achievement.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12: If money was my only concern, then I would 

probably remain overseas. However, I am able to find more valuable 

opportunities in China. (Interviewer: Opportunities for being renown in your 

field, for example?) Well, I would say, opportunities for showing my capabilities 

to others.  

 

Similarly, a number of participants returned to China out of patriotic sentiment, 

while claiming to have little regard to the effect that the move would have on their 

income. This was the contention of Returnee 23 and Returnee (RPGE recipient) 11, 

who were in the twilight of their careers and wished to give back to China. For 29% 

(n=8) of returnees the need to fulfill family responsibilities took precedence over their 

income-related concerns. Returnee 18 moved to China in order to take care of his 

mother who was suffering from cancer. However, he added that he hoped to leave China 

again in the future, in order to pursue a higher income – which would be necessary in 

order to cover his son’s education at an overseas institution.  

 

Of all 28 returnees, only one – Returnee 17 – returned to China primarily for 

income-related reasons. Unlike other returnee participants, Returnee 17 was sent to 

China as the representative of his host-country employer. He is a citizen of his host 

country, so his salary is calculated at the host country rate (which is higher than the rate 
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in China). In addition, his employer provides him with a house; therefore, he receives 

a higher income while also enjoying a lower cost of living. Returnee 17 moved back to 

China permanently with his wife because they were both satisfied with their income in 

China.  

 

Non-Returnees’ Views on Income. All non-returnees reported explicitly that their 

income in China would be much lower than their income in their host countries, and 

that this would put them under financial strain because of the higher cost of living in 

China. 21% (n=6) of non-returnees identified this as a major factor in their decision to 

remain overseas. 

Non-Returnee 08: I think the gap in income between China and many host 

countries is very obvious. So, income is the most important reason for me to 

remain overseas. 

 

Housing, in particular, is considered an economic burden by 75% (n=21) of non-

returnees. In Chinese culture, home ownership is of fundamental importance. It not only 

provides the homeowner with a sense of security and control over their lives, but 

according to 61% (n=17) of non-returnees, it also provides a way of promoting one’s 

achievements and social status. Chinese people aspire not only to buy a house or 

apartment for themselves, but also for their children. As explained by Non-Returnee 07, 

it is culturally expected that, as a condition of marriage, a husband’s parents will 

provide a house for their son and his new wife. According to Non-Returnee 15, if a 

man’s family cannot afford to provide a house for their son and daughter-in-law, they 

are often ‘looked down upon’ by the wife’s family; or worse, the wife’s family may 

attempt to prevent the marriage. The wife’s parents are also expected to buy a house for 

their daughter, to provide her with a home and security in the event of her divorce, or 

as a source of additional income through rent. This expectation that parents will provide 
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their children with housing is stronger than in Western cultures, as reported by many 

participants. Several scholars have argued that these marriage traditions are so 

commonly practiced that they have contributed to the high cost of housing in China (Li, 

2010; Tongdadeng et al., 2017; Xu, 2012). 

 

Circular Migrants’ Views on Income. All circular migrants echoed the view of 

returnees and non-returnees that their income in China was often much lower than in 

their host countries, and the cost of living much higher. Again, circular migrants 

emphasized that their decision to return to China was not due to any expectation of 

receiving a higher income, but rather to fulfil their career aspirations and to be closer 

to their families. income, however, did become a key factor in the circular migrants’ 

decision to leave China again. 52% (n=8) of circular migrants highlighted that they left 

China again due to financial stress. As stated by 33% (n=5) of circular migrants, the 

main source of this financial pressure was the high cost of housing. Evidently, then, it 

appears that one of the reasons why monetary needs were not valued as highly by these 

migrants initially, was that they tended to underestimate the negative effects that such 

a substantial drop in net income would have on their lifestyle. For example, while 

Circular Migrant 01 expected that his income would fall after returning to China, his 

faith in his future career opportunities led him to underestimate the cost of living in 

China (particularly housing) and its effect on his lifestyle.  

 

7.1.2 RPGE and Skilled OCs’ Need for Income 

This study finds that the RPGE’s direct monetary incentives of salary, resettlement 

allowance, and housing, can increase the recipients’ income and decrease their cost of 

living (particularly their housing costs). The majority of RPGE recipients (60%, n=9) 

reported that when these incentives are fully delivered, they can be very beneficial in 

enabling them to remain in China.  
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Returnee (RPGE recipient) 07: I would be satisfied with my income, if all 

promised incentives were fully delivered. 

 

However, the remaining 40% (n=6) of RPGE recipients felt that the RPGE’s 

incentives should be more generous if the Chinese Government is serious about 

attracting the best talent. As noted by Returnee (RPGE recipient) 08, even in the best-

case scenario – where the RPGE recipient’s salary in China is equivalent to their 

previous salary in their host country – the RPGE salary incentives still do not make 

China more attractive than the host countries, particularly given the costs involved in 

relocating from one country to another.  

 

Non-returnees, in particular, were likely to feel that the income incentives are 

insufficient. Thirty-two percent (n=8) of the non-returnees did not believe that the 

RPGE could provide them with a satisfactory income, largely because of perceived 

deficiencies with the delivery of these incentives – though 24% (n=6) stated that they 

would not be interested in the RPGE’s income incentives even if they were fully 

delivered. Like Returnee 08, Non-Returnee 11 explained that even if the RPGE could 

provide an equivalent income to that which he receives in his host country, moving to 

another country cannot be justified if one’s income is going to remain the same.  

 

Despite reservations over the income discrepancy between China and host 

countries, all RPGE recipients reported that their income was nonetheless higher than 

many other Chinese colleagues who are not RPGE recipients.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10: My current salary is higher than most colleagues, 

and even some organizational leaders and senior experts. Although I am 

dissatisfied with the income, I can accept it.  
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This view was confirmed by the circular migrants, who all stated that the RPGE’s 

monetary incentives are attractive to them. In particular, all circular migrants reported 

that they had exerted considerable effort in seeking nomination for the RPGE because 

its incentives would help them to meet their monetary needs. 

 

In terms of the RPGE’s housing incentive, all RPGE recipients revealed that they 

need to purchase their own home because the accommodation provided through the 

RPGE remains in the employers’ ownership. Nevertheless, 60% (n=9) of RPGE 

recipients agreed that the housing incentive did somewhat relieve their financial burden 

after arriving in China, as it meant that they did not have to purchase a house 

immediately. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 03: From a long-term perspective, I still have to buy 

my own house. But, thanks to the RPGE, it is not an urgent task. 

 

While most of the monetary benefits from the RPGE were expected to derive from 

the direct incentives that are offered, this research also revealed that a number of 

indirect monetary benefits can also have a substantial bearing on the RPGE recipients’ 

decision to remain in China. As RPGE recipients are recognized as world-class experts, 

they are often invited to engage in additional income-generating opportunities. For 

example, Chinese universities and research institutions often engage RPGE recipients 

in a part-time capacity as expert consultants, examiners of research projects, guest 

professors, research fellows, or editors of academic journals. All the RPGE recipients 

in this study noted having at least one additional part-time job to complement their 

primary employment. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02 was invited as a consultant for 

several projects organized by other employers who knew about his reputation and 

expertise. Likewise, Returnees (RPGE recipients) 06 and 07 were hired as guest 

professors and special research fellows. Unlike their full-time jobs, these part-time 
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engagements offer the RPGE recipients substantial flexibility in time commitment and 

workload. As a consultant for research projects, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01 can 

determine his level of engagement on a project-by-project basis. As a guest professor, 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 06 can decide how many lectures he gives each semester. 

Given the additional income, flexibility, and status that these supplementary 

opportunities offer, they are valued by the RPGE recipients as an important indirect 

benefit of the RPGE. Since they are not advertised as direct incentives of the RPGE, 

these indirect benefits are often not considered or expected by skilled OCs when 

deciding whether or not to apply for the RPGE (e.g., 76% [n=19] of non-returnees 

confirmed that they had not considered these benefits). 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02: I think being an RPGE recipient may actually 

increase my income in China because the title ‘RPGE recipient’ acts as a 

reference for many part-time jobs. This can be considered an indirect incentive 

of the RPGE. 

 

7.1.3 Research Funds 

Research funds were also considered by skilled OCs to be an important factor in 

their mobility decision-making. All returnees reported that a component of research 

funds can be used as subsidies for members of the research team in China. Thus, 

research funds may not only support one’s career development, but they may also 

operate as an income supplement. This research has found that inadequate research 

funding in China was often a push factor, influencing skilled OCs’ initial choice to 

migrate overseas, and also influencing circular migrants’ decision to return to their host 

countries. While inadequate research funding was less of a concern to the RPGE 

recipients, even this group was not completely satisfied with the amount of research 

funding available to them, particularly when their promised funds were not (fully) 

delivered.  
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Returnees’ Views on Research Funds. Similar to their views on income, 89% 

(n=25) of returnees were dissatisfied with the research funding they had received in 

China. Their employers’ limited financial capacity was seen as a key reason for the 

failure to deliver sufficient funding. Ordinary (non-RPGE recipient) returnees were 

most likely to be dissatisfied with their level of research funding. Returnee 23, reported 

that his employer could only provide 60% of his required funds, with the expectation 

that he finds the rest himself. Eight other returnees reported that their employers failed 

to provide any research funding at all, which forced them to source their own sponsors 

in order to conduct their research.  

 

As reported in Chapter Six (see section 6.1.3, p.172), the employers of RPGE 

recipients may promise a quantum of research funds that is beyond their financial 

capacity to honor. This was confirmed by the RPGE recipients in this study. However, 

rather than resenting the organization’s failure to deliver upon their promise, many 

RPGE recipients appear to have ‘gotten on with the job’ by seeking alternative sources 

of funds. It is possible that their status as RPGE recipients makes the task comparatively 

easy. As recognized experts, RPGE recipients are usually in high demand by Chinese 

sponsors (e.g., universities, research institutions, and state-owned or private 

enterprises). Returnee (RPGE recipient) 03, for example, noted that he was invited by 

a number of private enterprises to assist them with product development. So, while he 

was frustrated with his employer’s lack of communication regarding their financial 

constraints, he was nonetheless able to source the funding he required.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 03: I was happy to find research funds by myself, if 

my employer would tell me to do so. I could do it, but I need time. Keeping me 

in dark until the last minute did not help anything. 
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In addition to the employers’ financial capacity, all returnees were strongly 

dissatisfied with their employers’ self-interested behavior in relation to the allocation 

of research funds. As discussed in Chapter Six (see section 6.1.3, p.171), employers 

tend to allocate the research funds that were promised to RPGE recipients to projects 

that align with their own self-interests – specifically, projects which promise short-term 

outcomes and projects which allocate generous subsidies to the project leader (the 

employer). This research finds that non-RPGE recipients also experience similar issues. 

Returnee 23, for example, noted that organizational leaders demonstrate favoritism 

when allocating research funds, ensuring that their friends are rewarded with higher 

allocations. This strategic use of research funding means that some more 

methodologically ambitious projects (such as those with a wider scope, or those relying 

on longitudinal data) may, at times, fail to secure the necessary funding.  

Returnee 23: I just realized that allocating research funds can be a dance of 

politics. I am tired of dancing with my leaders. 

 

Non-Returnees’ Views on Research Funds. Amongst non-returnees, 40% (n=10) 

were concerned that if they returned to China – even as RPGE recipients – they may 

not be able to obtain sufficient research funding. Two reasons were proffered for these 

concerns. First, as noted by 16% (n=4) of non-returnees, is the view that Chinese 

employers have only limited financial capabilities. Non-Returnee 02, for example, 

recalled having contacted several employers in China to gauge his options for returning. 

None of these employers were able to offer the funding that he would have expected, 

even if the RPGE incentives were taken into account. Second, 36% (n=9) of non-

returnees cited the problem of employers’ self-interests in relation to the allocation of 

research funds – specifically their prioritization of strategic performance targets over 

research quality. As highlighted in Chapter Six (see section 6.1.3 pp.172-173), some 

organizational leaders in China tend to support research projects which can be 

completed in a short time period, and which have a lower risk of failure.  
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Circular Migrants’ Views on Research Funds. Like Returnees, circular migrants 

were, in general, frustrated with their employers’ failure to deliver upon promised 

research funds. Whereas those RPGE-recipients who remain in China have typically 

been able to conduct their research with the benefit of external funding, 60% (n=9) of 

circular migrants reported that they left China partly because of inadequate external 

research funds. This may indicate that one important determinant of whether an RPGE 

recipient remains in China is their success in securing external research funding.  

 

In addition to a failure to receive the promised research funds, 30% (n=5) of 

circular migrants also cited the issue of employers’ self-interest, and its effect on the 

allocation of research funds. As reported in Chapter Six (see section 6.1.3, p.172), some 

employers may exaggerate the incentives that will be offered, in order to encourage 

more RPGE recipients to join their organization (which, as previously noted, will be 

perceived positively in their performance assessments). However, this issue is not 

limited to the RPGE incentives. Several circular migrants also encountered the issue of 

over-promised incentives. Twenty-seven percent (n=4) of circular migrants reported 

that their employers did not deliver the research funds that were promised. Circular 

Migrant 03, for instance, claimed that his employer had initially promised to fund his 

proposal to establish a long-term cooperative arrangement with an overseas research 

institution, but then subsequently failed to deliver upon this promise. 

Circular Migrant 03: My employer promised RMB two million research funds 

before I returned to China. But I did not receive any funds at all. In addition, I 

suggested the employer spend RMB five million to establish an international 

cooperative research center. I have already found several potential partners in 

my host country. My employer [initially] expressed great interest in this proposal. 

However, when I returned to China the proposal was not even discussed. 
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7.1.4 RPGE and Skilled OCs’ Need for Research Funds 

Provided there were no problems with the full delivery of promised research funds, 

90% (n=61) of participants (all categories of skilled OCs) stated that the RPGE’s 

incentives would satisfactorily meet their research funding needs. This suggests that the 

design of the RPGE’s research funding incentives are adequate and valued by 

prospective OCs. The problem is likely to lie in the policy’s implementation. As Non-

Returnee 05 stated, a well-designed policy is pointless when it is met with poor 

implementation. 

 

The RPGE recipients identified three reasons why the RPGE’s research funding 

incentive, as designed, would be adequate for their needs. First, the amount of research 

funding offered by the RPGE is based on the recipients’ own proposals/estimations 

(within allowable limits). Second, the RPGE recipients are typically able to apply for 

additional funds when they have used up the current funds. With a satisfactory progress 

report, the RPGE recipient can apply for additional research funds from the government, 

the employer, or both (depending on the value of the project). Returnee (RPGE recipient) 

05 successfully received RMB two million additional funds from the government 

because the results of his project were considered by government officials to be of high 

priority. Third, the researcher’s status as an RPGE recipient can make the process of 

sourcing research funds simpler. Although this is not a direct incentive of the RPGE, it 

can be considered an indirect incentive. The RPGE recipients are able to use their status 

to secure external funding. The employers are also able to leverage the profile of the 

RPGE recipients to attract funding for the organization. The employers often place the 

RPGE recipients’ names as lead researchers on other projects to increase the likelihood 

of being funded. In turn, the employers may allocate some of this funding to the 

recipients’ projects.  
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While they may have the capacity to gain from indirect benefits, the problematic 

delivery of the RPGE’s research funding incentive remains a matter of primary concern 

for the RPGE recipients. All RPGE recipients reported that inadequate research funding 

can negatively affect their career development, and consequently their desire to remain 

in China. Although the RPGE recipients are usually recognized as world-class experts 

and national stars, inadequate research funds can negatively affect their work progress 

and damage their personal reputation. For example, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 03 

reported that he did not achieve his research targets due to delays in relation to research 

funding, and as such his domestically-educated colleagues took this as an opportunity 

to criticize his capabilities65. This experience indicates the possibility of a reinforcing 

feedback loop, whereby problems with the RPGE’s implementation (i.e., a failure to 

deliver the promised research funds) can have negative impacts on an RPGE recipient’s 

performance. In turn, this lack of performance exposes the RPGE recipients to criticism 

from domestically-educated colleagues and casts doubt on their capabilities, which can 

influence their superiors to further constrain their allocation of research funding.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 03: Some domestically-educated colleagues were 

dissatisfied with my incentives, so they told other colleagues that I was not 

qualified for these incentives and even not qualified for being an RPGE recipient. 

They knew the main reason for my slow progress was inadequate funds, but they 

did not care. 

 

The findings also suggest that some employers may shift the blame onto the RPGE 

recipients in order to cover for their failure to deliver the promised research funds. For 

example, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10 reported that his employer privately told a 

supervising government official that the reason for his lack of research progress was 

 
65 As will be discussed in Section 7.2.1 (pp.224-225), some domestically-educated colleagues exhibit a 

hostile attitude toward RPGE recipients, partly due to their dissatisfaction with the level of incentives 

offered to RPGE recipients. 
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his inadequate capabilities. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10 maintained that he could not 

achieve the project milestones because he had not received the promised incentives, 

including equipment, qualified research assistants, and research funds. As a result, 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10 contemplated leaving China again. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 10: My supervisor tried blame me in order to cover 

for his incompetency. Fortunately, the primary leader helped me to clarify the 

fact, otherwise I might have left China again. 

 

Section 7.2 Skilled OCs’ Non-Monetary Needs and How the RPGE Responds to 

these Needs  

This research has found that skilled OCs’ mobility decisions are strongly 

influenced by non-monetary needs. As explained in Chapter One (see section 1.5, p. 

19), non-monetary needs (or non-economic factors) refer to those needs which are not 

immediately linked to (or are only indirectly linked to) financial considerations, such 

as salary, funding or living expenses. These non-monetary needs may include one’s 

career aspirations/ desire for career development, family responsibilities, patriotic 

sentiment, and concerns around procedural justice. From the participants’ responses, it 

is clear that the manner in which the RPGE responds to these non-monetary needs can 

have a strong bearing upon whether the skilled OCs’ decision to return and remain in 

China. 

 

7.2.1 Career Aspirations 

Career aspirations, which are reported as an important factor influencing mobility 

decisions in migration studies, include one’s desire for a sense of career 

accomplishment and esteem (i.e., both respect and self-respect) (Baruffaldi & Landoni, 

2016; Cooke et al., 2013; Hoppe & Fujishiro, 2015). As such, it is categorized in this 
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study as a non-monetary need. This section will examine and compare the relative 

importance of career aspirations for each broad cohort of participant – returnees, non-

returnees, and circular migrants. 

 

Returnees’ Views on Career Aspirations. A majority (68%) of returnees, i.e. six 

ordinary returnees and 13 RPGE recipients, reported that their career aspirations were 

their primary consideration when deciding to return to China. As an emerging economy, 

China still has some way to go in its path to development. With many of its research 

fields remaining in an inchoate state, they offer unique career opportunities for 

ambitious academics to make important and prominent contributions. Returnees who 

take up these opportunities are attracted by the potential to forge careers as well-

respected subject-matter authorities, to gain a degree of prestige, and to pursue 

innovative and important research that instils a sense of meaning and accomplishment.  

 

This desire to make a mark in their research career and to become a highly regarded 

subject-matter expert was evident in the responses of 73% (n=11) of RPGE recipients. 

As Returnee (RPGE recipient) 08 noted, the fact that only a small number of researchers 

are active in his research field in China means that he has a unique opportunity to forge 

a name for himself. Similarly, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12 indicated that because his 

skills are more appreciated and more highly regarded in China, he feels a sense of 

respect that would be difficult to achieve in host countries, where the increased number 

of researchers means that competition for recognition and status is usually much 

stronger. As Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01 explains: 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01: A promising career outlook in China was an 

important reason why I returned. My discipline is still in its infancy in China, so 

there are many opportunities in the future. I may be just a “nobody” when 
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working with other experts overseas, but I will be a “somebody” if I work in 

China.  

 

A majority of returnees (89%, n=25) reported feeling a sense of satisfaction with 

their career progression in China. This contrasts with their experiences abroad, where 

many returnees reported feeling disrespected, unwelcome, and racially discriminated 

against. Thirty-nine percent of returnees (n=11, including four RPGE recipients) 

recounted experiences of being insulted in their host countries because of their race. 

Racial discrimination – in the form of a glass-ceiling – also had negative impacts on 

these skilled OCs’ career development, which deepened their feeling of being 

disrespected and unappreciated in their host countries. For these reasons, 67% (n=19) 

of returnees indicated that despite earning a higher salary overseas, they had 

experienced a lower sense of self-esteem in their host country.  

 

By contrast, skilled OCs felt needed and welcomed in China. All 13 ordinary 

returnees reported that they had experienced improved career development in China 

compared with their host countries. Even if they are not considered to be ‘experts’ in 

the way that RPGE recipients are, ordinary returnees may still garner a high degree of 

respect on account of their advanced knowledge and experience gained overseas. 

Degrees granted by Western universities – especially PhD degrees – are usually highly 

regarded in China, and this typically enables such returnees to secure well-respected 

jobs. Reflecting the views of the majority of returnees (85%, n=11), Returnee 18 

explained that Western universities generally demand higher standards of student 

performance than Chinese universities, with stricter marking and more demanding 

expectations in terms of theoretical and empirical contributions. Returnee 18 found that 

while his overseas degree conferred no particular advantage in his host country, in 

China it turned out to be of considerable benefit, especially when compared with 

degrees granted by Chinese universities. As a result, Returnee 18 felt respected and 
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valued in China, which contributed to his positive sense of career progression. Returnee 

(RPGE recipient) 12 shared a similar experience: 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 12: In the host country, I always felt as though I was 

a ‘second-class citizen’. Some natural-born people told me to go back to my 

country, even though I had citizenship of the host country. Due to my race and 

appearance, I was likely to be the first person to get fired and the last person to 

be promoted. When I returned to China, however, my leader held my hands and 

told me that he wants me to lead my colleagues to reach breakthroughs. For the 

first-time, I felt that I was needed and appreciated.  

 

Non-Returnees’ Views on Career Aspirations. As was the case with returnees, a 

majority of non-returnees (57%, n=16) identified career aspirations as the primary 

factor influencing their mobility decisions. However, despite being driven by the same 

motivating factor, these non-returnees felt, contrastingly, that this need was best 

achieved by remaining in their host countries. They felt that they would only have a 

chance of becoming an internationally acknowledged expert in their field if they 

remained abroad.  

Non-Returnee 01: I want to become a world-famous scholar, so I had better 

remain overseas in order to achieve this goal. 

 

A majority of non-returnees (75%, n=21) indicated that their career outlook would 

be limited in China as a result of two problems: first, attitudes towards research ethics 

and integrity within the Chinese workplace, and second, the prevalence of hostile 

attitudes towards returnee scholars. In relation to research ethics and integrity, 61% 

(n=17) of non-returnees reported that academic misconduct, including plagiarism and 

data tampering, appears to be widespread and systematic in China. Non-Returnee 09, 

for example, recounted his direct experience of misconduct during a research sabbatical 
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in China. He witnessed how his colleagues in China manipulated research data in order 

to achieve their desired results within the required timeframe. Despite reporting this 

misconduct to his supervisor, the manipulated research data remained unchanged in the 

published report. For Non-Returnee 09, this experience was particularly concerning 

given that it involved not just an individual actor, but the systematic collusion of 

multiple actors – from organizational leaders, to ordinary researchers, to the experts 

who examine the research results.  

 

Broad acceptance and tolerance towards academic misconduct in China was also 

seen as a negative factor for many non-returnees. Several (20%, n=5) non-returnees 

perceived that any reporting of their colleagues’ unethical behavior is likely to damage 

their relationship within the Chinese research community. Non-Returnee 07 noted the 

example of his friend (a returnee) who received a ‘gentle reminder’ from an 

organizational leader suggesting that he should not judge other colleagues’ work using 

Western standards. Likewise, Non-Returnee 02 reported that his friend was even 

criticized by an organizational leader for exposing other colleagues’ research 

misconduct, which ultimately resulted in his friend’s resignation.  

Non-Returnee 02: My friend was blamed for undermining unity and teamwork, 

just because he reported other colleagues’ research misconduct. 

 

A large proportion of non-returnees (36%, n=9) also expressed concerns with the 

climate of hostility towards returnee scholars that exists in Chinese organizations. Non-

Returnee 22 suggested that while organizational leaders may warmly welcome skilled 

OCs, other colleagues – especially those who were educated in China – can often 

express a sense of resentment or irritation at the benefits and incentives that RPGE 

recipients receive. These domestically-educated colleagues may often regard returnee 

scholars as ‘thieves’ who have stolen their opportunities., as Non-Returnees 11 and 13 
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related, not only do RPGE recipients receive increased monetary benefits in comparison 

with domestically-educated scholars, but they are also often seen as taking away 

important promotional opportunities. Such hostile attitudes can seriously hinder one’s 

career in China. This is demonstrated in an example provided by Non-Returnee 17, who 

recalled how his friend returned to China and encountered a cold attitude from other 

domestically-educated colleagues, who deliberately refused to attend his welcome party. 

Non-Returnee 17 explained that this friend was appointed for a leadership position, and 

only later discovered that a number of other (domestic) senior colleagues had been 

competing intensely for this position. As soon as he took the position, he became the 

common enemy of these senior colleagues. His friend wasted valuable time and money 

carrying out research using purposely fabricated data provided by the Chinese 

colleagues.  

 

Circular Migrants’ Views on Career Aspirations. Like returnees, the majority of 

circular migrants (50%, n=8) reported that they had returned to China primarily to fulfil 

their career aspirations. One third of circular migrants (33%, n=5) noted that they could 

not secure a satisfactory employment during their time abroad. Both Circular Migrants 

05 and 07 reported that they had returned to China in early 2010 because their 

employers overseas almost went bankrupted during the 2008 financial crisis. They 

returned to China in the hope of advancing their career and pursuing research that they 

could not properly undertake within their present organizations. However, all circular 

migrants reported that their optimism regarding career development faded quickly after 

returning to China. Almost half (47%, n=7) of circular migrants (n=7) felt that their 

Chinese employers did not support their career as strongly as they had anticipated, 

particularly with regard to the general lack of research funding, but also with regard to 

their ability to pursue their preferred research topics. This has been noted, for instance, 

in relation to employers’ preference for short-term projects. Circular Migrant 04 drew 

on his personal experience to state that employers can force researchers to change the 
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topic of their research by withholding their research funds (even when, as in Circular 

Migrant 04’s case, this topic was confirmed prior to their return to China).  

 

A majority of circular migrants (67%, n=10) also expressed dissatisfaction with the 

comparatively low level of experience and research capabilities of their domestically-

educated counterparts. Circular Migrant 09 recounted how his experience working with 

an inexperienced team compromised his research progress and led to a feeling of 

exhaustion. This participant noted that, when working in his host country, he was able 

to rely on his assistants to conduct experiments. However, once he arrived in China, his 

team’s lack of task proficiency meant that he was forced to be present for all routine 

experiments. Circular Migrants 01, 02 and 09 similarly reported that they were 

dissatisfied with their research progress after returning to China, partly because they 

had to dedicate considerable time to training their colleagues. Circular Migrant 01 

reported, for example, that he used to publish at least one paper per year in international 

journals when working overseas. However, in the three years after moving to China, he 

failed to publish any papers at all, due to the lack of support and experience in his team. 

Beyond reservations about the capabilities of research teams, 40% (n=6) of circular 

migrants also expressed concerns that the gap in technical expertise between them and 

others within the Chinese research community would limit their ability to learn and 

develop through academic discussion, debate, and collaboration. 

 

Contrary to the experience of returnees, who felt that their move to China had helped 

them to achieve their career aspirations, non-returnees’ and circular migrants’ concerns 

with China’s workplace culture led them to feel that their career aspirations could not 

be achieved in China. In addition to their concerns about their research progress being 

compromised by a lack of research funding and inadequate support from their research 

teams, these participants were concerned that their ability to progress ‘on merit’ would 

be compromised by the rampant academic misconduct and cronyism. Moreover, these 
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participants felt they were not able to achieve a sense of satisfaction and a feeling of 

respect in a context where domestically-educated scholars made them feel unwelcome.  

 

RPGE and Skilled OCs’ Career Aspirations. A majority (54%, n=7) of ordinary 

returnees reported that they were indirect beneficiaries of the RPGE. Although they 

were not able to access the RPGE’s direct incentives, they felt that the mere existence 

of the RPGE was a signal of the Chinese Government’s welcome attitude towards 

skilled OCs in general. According to these returnees, the government’s positive attitude 

towards skilled OCs led to employers also demonstrating a supportive attitude towards 

them, which often resulted in them being offered career opportunities and incentives 

that would not have typically been available if they were domestically-educated 

employees. Demonstrating this, Returnee 22 recounted that, after returning to China, 

he was immediately assigned to a highly sought-after position as the leader of a 

government project. 

 

All RPGE recipients indicated that the RPGE has been instrumental in helping 

them to pursue their career aspirations, and that this has encouraged them to remain in 

China. Two (indirect) benefits were emphasized. Firstly, the RPGE offers the 

possibility of fast-track promotion. All RPGE-recipients reported that the RPGE has 

had a positive effect on their career progression through fast-track promotion, which 

not only offers a higher wage, but also provides access to new research and professional 

opportunities, which bring a sense of achievement and esteem. Central Government 

Official 01, and a majority (80%, n=12) of RPGE recipients, considers fast-track 

promotion to be an indirect incentive of the RPGE which, while not explicitly promoted 

in the RPGE policy statements, is commonly offered by most Chinese employers. 

Indeed, 80% (n=12) of RPGE recipients were promoted within three years of returning 

to China; six to full-professor level, and two to associate professor level. As these 
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RPGE recipients noted, one rarely hears of such fast-track promotion opportunities 

overseas.  

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02: The fast-track promotion of RPGE recipients 

shows that we are needed and appreciated in our home country, which gives me 

a sense of satisfaction that I never had in the host country. 

 

Secondly, the RPGE offers OCs with an opportunity to participate in China’s major 

research projects. Just over two thirds (67% n=10) of RPGE recipients reported that the 

opportunity to participate in China’s major research projects represents another indirect 

incentive of the RPGE. Joining China’s major research projects offers them with an 

opportunity to contribute to cutting-edge research, thus instilling a sense of 

accomplishment and status. Central Government Official 02 commented that the 

participants of these major research projects are usually considered to be China’s top 

experts. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 08 reported that he felt a strong sense of 

accomplishment by joining three of China’s major research projects. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 08: I have joined three national, major research 

projects since I became an RPGE awardee. Once a government official told me 

that I had become an authoritative expert in my research field, which gave me a 

strong sense of accomplishment and self-esteem. I could not have become who I 

am today without the Government’s support through the RPGE. 

 

When joining these major projects, the RPGE recipients may be promoted as 

‘national stars’ in official media. A majority (53%, n=7) of RPGE recipients reported 

that they had never experienced such a respected status overseas. Returnees (RPGE 

recipients) 08 and 13 noted that they felt fortunate to be accepted as RPGE recipients. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 08: In the host [country], I may not have been the 

best choice as coordinator of a research project, because there are other 



229 

 

distinguished scientists, including my PhD supervisor, who are more qualified 

than me. Plus, I do not think that my employer wanted me to access the core data 

because I am from China. However, things were very different when I returned 

to China and became an RPGE recipient. I am a key member of some major 

national research projects and I feel respected. 

 

These indirect benefits of the RPGE are also highly prized by 69% (n=9) of 

ordinary returnees, many of whom – having seen the advantages that recipients have 

access to – are working hard to build their skills and reputations so that they may also 

be nominated for the RPGE. Returnee 19 noted that even if he is ineligible to become 

an RPGE recipient, he recommends to his OC friends that they should apply for the 

RPGE and return to China because the RPGE can bring them both career opportunities 

and a sense of respect. 

 

By contrast, 89% (n=22) of non-returnees indicated a lack of interest in the RPGE 

(and consequently never applied for the RPGE), as they did not believe that their career 

aspirations could be satisfied in China. Even if they were to become RPGE recipients, 

they believed that they would still face difficulties in their research endeavors because 

of perceived research integrity issues in China. Non-Returnee 12 pointed to concerns 

around research ethics and integrity as a primary reason for his reluctance to apply for 

the RPGE, despite being qualified for it. This participant believed that while the 

RPGE’s incentives may provide recipients with a sense of satisfaction in the short term, 

the culture of academic misconduct and cronyism in China is not conductive to 

researchers who wish to become world-class experts.  

Non-Returnee 12: It is just like a singer who has become popular with one song. 

Eventually he/she will be forgotten if they fail to produce any new work.  
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Finally, 67% (n=10) of circular migrants indicated that they had initially felt that 

the RPGE could satisfy their career aspirations. Although the RPGE had offered them 

good career development opportunities, they became frustrated with the rampant 

academic misconduct, unprofessional colleagues, and hostile attitudes towards returnee 

scholars. Given these concerns, these circular migrants were convinced that their career 

aspirations could only be achieved in their host countries.  

 

7.2.2 Family Responsibilities 

Family responsibilities were reported as an important factor by all skilled OCs, 

with a high proportion of participants – including 46% (n=6) of ordinary returnees, 13% 

(n=2) of RPGE recipients, 12% (n=3) of non-returnees, and 40% (n=6) of circular 

migrants66 – identifying family responsibilities as the primary factor influencing their 

mobility decisions. these participants emphasized the importance of their family’s 

living conditions (including public and environmental health and social connections), 

access to suitable medical services, employment opportunities for family members, and 

the availability of appropriate education for their children.  

 

Returnees’ Views on Family Responsibilities. All returnees reported that they 

were able to reunite with their parents by returning to China. Over a third (39%, n=11) 

of the returnees had lived overseas for more than ten years so they wanted to spend time 

with their parents while they still had the opportunity. This was compounded by the 

fact that 80% (n=20) of returnees had parents who did not want to live overseas. 

Returnee 17’s experience demonstrates this. While his parents relocated to live with 

him in his host country, cultural differences and a lack of social connections led them 

 
66 When these circular migrants decided to return to China, family responsibility was always the primary 

reason. 
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to return to China after only six months. As a result, Returnee 17 decided to return to 

China with his parents. 

 

Regarding spousal employment, 57% (n=16) of returnees, including eight RPGE 

recipients, reported that their spouses were able to find a satisfactory job in China. A 

quarter of returnees (25%, n=7) noted that their spouses were dissatisfied with their 

employment opportunities in China, including four RPGE recipients whose spouses 

were offered employment as part of the RPGE incentive scheme. Twenty-one percent 

(n=6) of returnees’ spouses (including three spouses of RPGE recipients) left China 

again to pursue better career opportunities abroad, which led to the separation of their 

families and consequent relationship difficulties. 

 

Finally, in relation to skilled OCs’ parental responsibilities, 79% (n=22) of 

returnees, including 87% (n=13) of RPGE recipients, stated that they did not want their 

children to return to China with them, unless their children were too young to live 

independently overseas. They believed that the host countries provide better education 

and food safety standards, and a cleaner natural environment.  

 

Non-Returnees’ Views on Family Responsibilities. Family responsibilities also 

had an important bearing upon the mobility decisions of non-returnees. Unlike 

returnees, all non-returnees believed that they could better fulfil their family 

responsibilities by supporting their families to relocate overseas with them. Improved 

medical services in host countries were considered to be a particularly important driver 

of this decision (as reported by 60% (n=15) non-returnees). Non-Returnee 17 pointed 

out that inadequate medical resources are a common problem in many Chinese cities. 

This participant described his difficulties in booking a hospital ward; he explained that 

wards are often at capacity and waiting lists are usually long. In contrast, medical 
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resources are generally more adequate in host countries – something which has proven 

to be a pull factor, encouraging him to remain in his host country. 

 

Like many returnees, 56% (n=14) of non-returnees admitted that they were 

concerned that their parents might not adapt to living in the new environment, typically 

because of communication problems. However, they reasoned that their parents could 

establish new social connections via the Chinese immigrant communities, which should 

assist them to integrate and acclimatize in the host country. Non-Returnee 11 reported 

that his parents initially did not enjoy living in the host country, partly due to their lack 

of social networks and language barriers. However, his parents began to enjoy their 

new lifestyle more after they met some Chinese immigrants of the same age.  

Non-Returnee 11: Now, my parents do not need me to take them out [for social 

activities]. 

 

None of the non-returnees considered their spouses’ employment when deciding to 

remain overseas, because their spouses were either immigrants or locals. Thus, spousal 

employment was not a concern for the non-returnees. 

Non-Returnee 07: My husband and I studied together in the host country. After 

graduation, we both found stable jobs in the host country, so we stayed together. 

 

As was the case with returnees, none of the non-returnees wanted their children to 

study in China. The most critical issue, as noted by 36% (n=9) of non-returnees, was 

their strong dissatisfaction with what they considered to be unsatisfactory teaching 

practices in China. Twenty percent (n=5) of participants reported that it has become 

standard practice for junior- and middle-school teachers to demand parents to assess 

their children’s homework and write down their comments before submitting the work 
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to teachers, thus reducing the workload of teachers, who can then simply write “checked” 

on the students’ work. Parents who fail to do this, it was noted, are criticized and warned 

by teachers in front of other parents, often through social media67. In addition, 24% 

(n=6) of non-returnees reported that many Chinese teachers expected the parents to 

engage in “voluntary work” in the classroom. Non-Returnee 04 explained that this daily 

“voluntary work” includes (but is not limited to) cleaning the classroom and the 

teacher’s office, and preparing lunch for teachers. If the teacher is satisfied with the 

efforts of a particular parent, the teacher may spend extra time teaching that parent’s 

children. In contrast, if the teachers consider the parents’ “voluntary work” efforts to be 

inadequate, they may dedicate less time to supporting those parents’ children.   

 

Several non-returnees (36%, n=9) suggested that not all parents are expected to 

participate in this “voluntary work”. Those who are government officials, or who are 

wealthy, are not expected by teachers and schools to do this additional work. Non-

Returnee 09 noted that those who are expected to do this “voluntary work” are typically 

parents from low socio-economic backgrounds. Non-returnees are strongly opposed to 

such practices and they view its prevalence in many schools in China as reflective of a 

corrupt and unjust educational environment.  

Non-Returnee 10: I will never let my children study in such a corrupt 

environment.  

 

This research has also identified three health-related issues which contribute to the 

non-returnees’ decision to remain overseas. The first issue relates to the environmental 

health conditions in China, particularly air pollution. The vast majority of non-returnees 

(92%, n=23) report respiratory health issues every time they return to China on holidays 

 
67 Each class has a WeChat discussion group in which teachers and all parents are involved. Using this 

social media group, teachers will ‘name and shame’ parents who fail to complete work assigned by 

teachers in this group.   
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or business trips. Non-Returnee 04 stated that he usually suffers from coughs and nose 

bleeds for approximately one to two weeks after returning to China, caused by air 

pollution. As such, concerns about the potential health consequences for their families 

played an important role in the non-returnees’ decision to remain in their host countries. 

The second health-related issue focuses on the safety of food and medicine in China. 

All of the non-returnees expressed concerns about the safety of food and medicine in 

China, while 56% (n=14) indicated that these issues were largely due to the 

government’s ineffective regulation, management and oversight. Non-Returnee 13 

commented that most cases of unsafe food or medicine tend to be exposed by the public 

via the media (including social media), with relatively few cases being detected first by 

government investigative agencies. The third issue relates to China’s health system. 

most non-returnees (64%, n=16) believed that the host countries generally have more 

advanced medical capabilities and technologies, resulting in reduced waiting times and 

health safety risks when compared to those in China.  

 

As discussed in Chapter Four (see section 4.3.3, pp.108-109), social security is 

often viewed as a pull factor, driving emigration to high-income host countries. In this 

case, however, social security does not appear to have been a significant factor behind 

skilled OCs’ initial decision to leave China. Only 8% (n=2) of the non-returnee 

participants reported that the host-country’s medical insurance scheme was a pull factor. 

Forty-four percent (n=11) of non-returnees suggested that China has comparable 

national medical insurance to the host countries, while 48% (n=12) found it difficult to 

compare national medical insurance schemes because they both have advantages and 

disadvantages68.  

 
68 Since this is not a study of social security policy, details and characteristics of the different medical 

insurance schemes are not discussed here.   
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Non-Returnee 17: China’s national medical insurance sounds good to me. China 

may have disadvantages in relation to medical technologies and resources, but 

medical policy is not one of them. 

 

Circular Migrants’ Views on Family Responsibilities. Family responsibilities 

were also an important factor for all circular migrants in their decision to return to China 

– and the primary factor for 40% (n=6) of circular migrants. Over half (53%, n=8) of 

circular migrants returned to China in order to reunite with their spouses, while the 

remaining returned to take care of parents. all circular migrants mentioned that were it 

not for their desire to reunite with family members, they would have preferred to remain 

living and working in their host countries. For Circular Migrants 04 and 06, it was their 

sole reason for leaving their host country. They reported giving up many benefits abroad, 

including career and income, in order to return to China to support their family members 

in China. Circular Migrant 06, for example, returned to China to take care of his mother 

who lived alone and was unwell at the time. For Circular Migrant 04, the decision to 

return to China was determined by the fact that his pregnant wife had found a good job 

in China. While he did not wish to relinquish his position as a lecturer in Australia, he 

felt it was important to return to China to support his wife and new child.  

 

For all circular migrants, the decision to leave China again was driven primarily by 

their disappointing career development in China, and in each case, their family 

members supported their decision. Over half (53%, n=8) of circular migrants reported 

that their decision to prioritize their career development (by leaving China again) was 

made easier because their spouses were also OCs (so they were accustomed to living 

and working abroad). However, 33% (n=5) of circular migrants chose to leave China 

in order to further their careers, even when this meant leaving their spouses behind. 

These circular migrants who separated temporarily from their spouse attempted to 
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obtain permanent resident status or citizenship in their host country in order to allow 

their spouse and children to join them abroad.  

 

RPGE and Skilled OCs’ Family Responsibilities. The findings indicate that the 

RPGE’s family resettlement incentives are highly valued by most RPGE recipients, as 

they can help to support them and their family members during the challenging process 

of resettlement. Indeed, two thirds (67%, n=10) of RPGE recipients reported that these 

two incentives contributed to their decision to return to China. The enrolment of 

children in a local school was seen as an urgent and important task for most returnees. 

With the assistance of the RPGE, Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02 was able to enroll his 

children in a local first-tier school only three weeks after returning to China. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 02: My children successfully and almost immediately 

enrolled in a well-known local school, just when the new semester was 

commencing. I am very grateful to RPGE officials and my organizational leaders 

who spent a lot of time and energy in helping me.  

 

Emphasizing the value of the spousal employment incentive, 29% (n=8) of 

ordinary returnee participants noted that their decision to return to China would have 

been strengthened if their spouses had received a job offer from Chinese employers 

prior to leaving their host country.  

Returnee 17: My wife and I did not return to China until both of our jobs were 

found in China. We did not want to return to China without employment… So I 

personally believe the RPGE incentive of spousal employment is attractive. 

 

By contrast, a majority of non-returnees were not influenced by the family 

resettlement incentives. Although most (80%, n=12) non-returnees perceived that the 

RPGE’s incentives were responsive to their needs, 53% (n=8) noted that these 

incentives have had little impact on their mobility decisions. Seventy-two percent (n=18) 

of non-returnees stated that they either did not require these incentives, or these 



237 

 

incentives did not meet their specific needs. Often, the family-related concerns that non-

returnees felt were most important were not addressed by the RPGE – including those 

relating to China’s natural environment, education system, and food safety. Commonly, 

the incentives offered by the RPGE were irrelevant, as most non-returnees simply did 

not desire to return to China – they were content with their choice to pursue a career 

overseas. Non-Returnee 16 insisted that career development is the most important 

factor to his mobility decisions, and that the family-related incentives are of secondary 

consideration.  

Non-Returnee 16: I think the primary goal of the RPGE is to facilitate one’s 

career development, and family-related incentives are supplementary. So 

because I am not interested in the RPGE’s incentives relating to my career, the 

other incentives are meaningless.  

 

7.2.3 Patriotic Sentiment 

In the first round of interviews, all skilled OCs explained that their mobility 

decisions were influenced by a sense of patriotism, although their different opinions on 

how to most effectively express this patriotism led to starkly contrasting mobility 

decisions. However, in the follow-up interviews, there was indication that skilled OCs’ 

responses in regard to patriotic sentiment may have been influenced by a social 

desirability bias (see p.262), especially when considering the overriding importance of 

other factors (such as career and income) on their mobility decisions. This section 

focuses on the findings of the first-round interviews, while findings regarding 

patriotism from the follow-up interviews are discussed in section 7.3.1 (pp. 249-251). 

 

Returnees’ Views on Patriotic Sentiment. All returnees felt that the most 

effective way of contributing to China’s development was by moving to China and 

bringing with them their advanced knowledge, capabilities, and experience. Returnee 



238 

 

(RPGE recipient) 03 returned to China because his research field – and thus his skillset 

– was in high demand. In his view, it was his responsibility to contribute to his home 

country by bringing back his knowledge and skill. 

 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 11 and Returnee 23 reported that patriotic sentiment 

was the primary factor driving their decision to return to China. Despite being aware 

that their income would fall in China, they decided to return in order to contribute their 

experience and expertise. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 11 was a distinguished scientist 

whose expertise was urgently needed in China. He decided to return to China 

permanently because he wanted to bring cutting-edge knowledge back to the 

‘motherland’. 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 11: For decades, *** [anonymized as requested by 

the participant] technology has been controlled by only a few developed 

countries. My former manager overseas used to say that China will not catch up 

within 30 years, even with the assistance of foreign scientists. I want to prove 

that Chinese people can also make this breakthrough by ourselves.  

 

Returnee 23, who was a distinguished dentist overseas, was appointed as the leader 

of the host country’s dentist team at an Olympic Games. He returned to China on 

account of his patriotic sentiment. Once back in China, he gave free lectures to students 

in medical universities, and opened a low-fee private clinic in his hometown.  

Returnee 23: I am almost at the age of retirement and I have made enough money. 

I want to do something for the motherland and the people in my hometown 

because I am Chinese.  

 

Non-Returnees’ Views on Patriotic Sentiment. During interviews, all non-

returnees reported feeling a sense of patriotism towards China. In contrast to most 
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returnees however, who demonstrated this patriotism by returning to China, patriotic 

non-returnees felt that they could better serve China by remaining overseas. Often, the 

rationale was to use their experience abroad as a way of building their knowledge, skills, 

and experience. Indeed, 32% (n=8) of non-returnees reported that they would not return 

to China until they had become sufficiently accomplished in their field. They indicated 

that they would prefer to be senior enough to bring back their entire research team when 

they return to China, in order to make a larger contribution to their home country.  

 

Twenty-four percent (n=6) of non-returnees felt that they could still contribute to 

China in the short-term, even while working overseas. these non-returnees noted that 

they are able to act as a bridge to establish international cooperation between Chinese 

employers and their overseas employers. Non-Returnees 05 and 10 stated that their 

overseas employers have established long-term cooperation agreements with Chinese 

research institutions and universities partly though their efforts. They commented that 

such cooperation can improve Chinese scholars’ research capabilities and knowledge-

base, while also benefiting their overseas employers by providing additional sources of 

research funding. 

Non-Returnee 10: Through my efforts, my employer has established several joint 

research projects. These projects are great opportunities for some Chinese 

scholars – especially domestically-educated scholars – to work with 

international experts, while also being an important source of research funding 

for my employer. So, a happy ending for everyone. In this way, I do not have 

return to China in order to be able to contribute to my motherland.  

 

While these patriotic non-returnees offered examples of how their work abroad 

contributed to China, several (20%, n=5) did not believe that their mobility decisions 

should be linked to patriotism. Non-Returnee 12 insisted that an individual’s migration 
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decision should not be judged by others through the lens of patriotism, as no-one knows 

the full personal circumstances that underlie their decision. Since these non-returnees 

were self-funded (rather than state-funded) students, they have no reciprocal 

responsibilities to the Chinese Government. Thus, they feel that their mobility decisions 

should not be limited by any concerns relating to patriotism. 

Non-Returnee 09: To me, it is not legitimate to judge my mobility decisions 

according to values of patriotism. My study and life in the host country is totally 

self-funded, not supported by the State. As long as I do not undertake activities 

that damage China’s interests, I consider myself to be a patriot. 

 

Circular Migrants’ Views on Patriotic Sentiment. All circular migrants were 

pleased to have the opportunity to return to China and contribute meaningfully to its 

development. Their views in this respect are similar to many returnees’ descriptions of 

patriotism. however, when the circular migrants left China again, their patriotic 

sentiment had often faded somewhat as a result of their unsatisfactory experiences in 

China. Circular Migrant 01 reported that he returned to China partly because he wanted 

to contribute to his home country. However, due to his unsuccessful career in China, he 

no longer feels guilty about living abroad.  

Circular Migrant 01: Although I was totally self-funded when studying and 

living overseas, I always felt it was my responsibility to return to and serve China. 

However, when I returned, my colleagues hated me and my employer lied to me. 

It appears that I was not welcome in China. When I left China again, I no longer 

felt I owed the country anything. 

 

RPGE and Skilled OCs’ Patriotic Sentiment. All skilled OCs considered the 

RPGE as a demonstration of the Chinese Government’s desire for skilled OCs to return 

to China. They were convinced that, by targeting skilled OCs, the government was not 
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merely seeking to address research gaps, but to welcome home Chinese citizens who 

are willing to give back to the country.  

Non-Returnee 15: The RPGE sends a clear message from the Chinese 

government to all skilled OCs in the world that they are welcome and needed in 

China. So, it can influence patriots’ mobility decisions.  

 

Despite their overall favorable views of the RPGE, restrictions that apply to the 

arts disciplines in the RPGE’s Young Professionals category have led some participants 

to believe that the CPC may distrust OCs. For many – 20% (n=3) of RPGE recipients, 

62% (n=8) of ordinary returnees, 32% (n=8) of non-returnees, and 60% (n=9) of 

circular migrants – this sense of distrust has had a negative effect on their patriotic 

sentiment. The RPGE Young Professionals is the second most popular of the six RPGE 

categories69 (Zweig & Kang, 2020). However, according to the policy, skilled OCs 

who have majored in an arts discipline are ineligible to apply for the RPGE Young 

Professionals.  

 

Rather than merely reflecting China’s research priorities, some participants see this 

restriction as indicative of the CPC’s lack of trust in them. Several participants, 13% 

(n=2) of returnees (RPGE recipients), 38% (n=5) of ordinary returnees, 24% (n=6) of 

non-returnees, and 60% (n=9) of circular migrants, pointed out that this restriction 

reminded them of the CPC’s attitude towards OCs who returned from the West during 

the 1950s and from the USSR after the Sino-Soviet split. Returnee 22 expressed a 

 
69 This may be partly because the thresholds for admittance into the RPGE Young Professionals are 

lower than for other RPGE categories. For example, the RPGE Young Professionals requires that 

applicants have at least three-years of work experience in a research institution or university overseas, 

while other categories usually require the applicant to be a full professor overseas. As reported by Central 

Government Officials 01 and 03, the aim of the RPGE Young Professionals is to provide more 

opportunities for career development to promising young scholars.  
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concern that the Chinese Government is still apprehensive about the political loyalty of 

skilled OCs. 

Returnee 22: OCs may be needed but they are not trusted by the CPC. This issue 

occurred in the past and it still exists today. The government wants the advanced 

knowledge held by skilled OCs, while remaining concerned that skilled OCs may 

want to challenge the CPC’s leadership in China. Restrictions on arts disciplines 

within the RPGE is a signal of this distrust.  

 

Non-Returnee 23 argued that the CPC may be cautious because young people tend 

to be more politically radical than older age groups. Circular Migrant 13 suggested that 

the CPC’s concerns regarding young people’s political loyalty may be heightened due 

to the anti-CPC propaganda in the Western media. Nonetheless, the issue is particularly 

sensitive for the CPC because, as Non-Returnee 23 suggested, RPGE recipients are 

considered as “China’s greatest experts”. If the RPGE recipients are openly challenge 

the Chinese Government’s policies, it would place the CPC in an embarrassing position, 

particularly when it has promoted RPGE recipients as national stars. 

Non-Returnee 23: If RPGE recipients criticize the CPC’s policies or China’s 

political system, it would be difficult for the CPC to refute because CPC officials 

have been telling the public that RPGE recipients are China’s greatest experts 

who should always be respected. If the government does not refute such criticism, 

then it may send a false message of acquiescence to the public  

 

Despite this, all skilled OCs felt that the CPC’s actions have been unnecessarily 

nervous. In their view, today’s young, skilled OCs tend to be generally supportive of 

the CPC. Thus, it may actually be the CPC’s lack of trust in young skilled OCs, rather 

than Western media propaganda, which is compromising skilled OCs’ sense of 

patriotism. As Non-Returnee 18 reported, although he does not agree with all of the 
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CPC’s policies, he does still support the CPC. He feels that since there is an increasing 

number of young OCs who feel the same way that he does (i.e., pro-CPC), the CPC 

should trust them. 

Non-Returnee 18: I think the CPC has done a great job in China’s modernization 

and prosperity. Although I don’t support all of its policies, I am still a supporter 

of the CPC. The CPC must know that more and more OCs, especially young OCs, 

have a positive attitude towards the CPC, so its leaders should also show the 

same trust towards OCs – instead of distrusting them by placing restrictions on 

arts disciplines in the RPGE [Young Professionals category]. 

 

7.2.4 Procedural Fairness 

All skilled OCs expressed a demand for a fair and just social environment. In 

general, they were strongly opposed to the corruption, nepotism and cronyism that is 

associated with guanxi culture. It is evident in their responses that skilled OCs are 

concerned with the lack of progress on issues of procedural fairness in China, and these 

issues were often important considerations in their mobility decisions.  

 

Returnee’s Views on Procedural Fairness. While all returnees expressed 

dissatisfaction with the negative aspects of guanxi culture, they acknowledged that 

because of its pervasiveness, they will likely feel obliged to participate in the culture. 

Despite 93% (n=26) of returnees stating that they did not want to engage in the practice 

of gift-giving (i.e., to their superiors), they felt that they would lose valuable career 

opportunities (including promotion, training, and research funding) if they fail to do so. 

As noted by Returnee 22, in China a person’s success is not determined by how skilled 

they are, but by who supports them. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 04 mentioned that many 

returnees must spend considerable time and effort cultivating their personal networks. 



244 

 

Returnee 24 even trained himself to increase his tolerance to alcohol, so that he could 

participate when a toast is proposed by his colleagues and superiors70.  

Returnee 24: I know excessive drinking is not healthy but sometimes I do not 

have a choice.  

 

Non-Returnees’ Views on Procedural Fairness. All non-returnees were 

dissatisfied with the state of procedural fairness in China. Some non-returnees 

suggested that corruption (particularly favoritism in the nomination and selection stages 

of the RPGE application process) is the result of the inadequate monitoring of Chinese 

officials. Non-Returnees 03 and 21 concerned that Chinese officials may abuse their 

authority to fulfil their own interests and those of their acquaintances. While it was 

generally accepted (by 64% of non-returnees (n=16)) that issues of favoritism are 

present in all systems, including in the host countries, these non-returnees nonetheless 

believed that the host countries have better accountability and monitoring systems than 

China. 

 

Circular Migrants’ Views on Procedural Fairness. Similar to the returnees, 73% 

(n=11) of circular migrants acknowledged that they had to extend and maintain their 

personal networks after returning to China. Circular Migrants 02 and 05 noted that a 

lack of procedural justice can negatively affect career development, and the lack of 

adequate procedural fairness in China is what eventually led them to leave China for a 

second time. Large-scale research misconduct in China was a key push factor for many 

non-returnees and circular migrants. Beyond research misconduct, there are also 

substantial concerns about corruption. Circular Migrant 05 reported that some of his 

colleagues in China engaged in academic misconduct, including plagiarism and data 

 
70 At Chinese dinner parties, it is custom for guests to propose toasts to others throughout the meal. 

Failing to drink while a toast is being made is a sign of disrespect. 
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manipulation, and then bribed organizational leaders in order to gain additional research 

funds. 

 

RPGE and Skilled OCs’ Need for Procedural Fairness. Problems with nepotism, 

cronyism, and corruption during the RPGE’s implementation were detailed in Chapter 

Six. That chapter also reported that skilled OCs felt unwelcome, and their skills 

unappreciated, when they personally experienced unfair treatment (see section 6.4.1, 

pp.196-197). Despite the initial dissatisfaction, however, the RPGE recipients (and 

returnees more generally) gradually adapted to the Chinese norms. As noted in Chapter 

Six (p.200), skilled OCs may offer gifts to organizational leaders in order to gain their 

support for their RPGE application. A number of returnees acknowledged that, since 

they are powerless to change the ingrained systems, it is best to learn to live within 

them. Thus, these returnees aimed to transform themselves from victims to beneficiaries 

by seeking connections with more powerful allies. This was the experience of Returnee 

(RPGE recipient) 09, who was initially shocked by the impact of guanxi culture in the 

RPGE’s implementation, before he later met powerful friends who taught him ‘the way 

of doing business’ in China. 

 

Almost half of non-returnees (40%, n=10) and circular migrants (47%, n=7) felt that 

the chance of becoming an RPGE recipient may have been ‘stolen’ from them due to 

nepotism and cronyism. During the interviews, three non-returnees (06, 13, and 14) and 

two circular migrants (02 and 03) reported that their decision not to return to, or remain 

in, China, was driven by being unfairly eliminated during the RPGE nomination or 

selection processes. Other participants, including Non-Returnees 04 and 09 and 

Circular Migrant 14, stated that they were not interested in nominating for the RPGE 

after hearing how their colleagues had been eliminated unfairly by less-accomplished 

applicants who misused their guanxi. Non-Returnee 04 expressed concern that if 



246 

 

nepotism and cronyism are so prevalent in the administration of a national policy such 

as the RPGE, then such issues are likely to be common across China. Similar views 

were shared by many other returnees, non-returnees, and circular migrants.  

 

While some participants presented an ethical stand against corruption in the 

RPGE’s implementation, this ‘in-principle’ stand was not shared by everybody – 

particularly when they themselves were able to benefit by using their guanxi. Non-

Returnees 05 and 12 claimed on the one hand that they were not satisfied with nepotism 

and cronyism, but on the other hand they admitted that they would apply for the RPGE 

if they had powerful allies in China. 

Non-Returnee 12: I might have applied for the RPGE, if I had friends in the 

Chinese government. 

  

Given that the skilled OCs’ monetary and non-monetary needs can be addressed by 

the RPGE’s incentives, all skilled OCs felt that procedural fairness in the 

implementation process is essential. Circular Migrant 02 expressed concern that biases 

in the recruitment process may eliminate some genuinely talented and deserving OCs, 

and thus prevent them from having access to the incentives. Likewise, a lack of 

procedural fairness in the delivery of the RPGE’s incentives can compromise the ability 

for RPGE recipients to have their monetary and non-monetary needs satisfactorily met.  

Circular Migrant 02: Nepotism, cronyism, and corruption will damage the 

effectiveness of the RPGE and negatively affect skilled OCs’ decisions to return 

to, or stay in, China. 

 

Section 7.3: Findings from Follow-Up Interviews  

In addition to the substantive findings which have already been reported, the first-

round of interviews brought to light a number of issues and points of contradiction that 
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would benefit from further elaboration. In particular, the question of which type of need 

is considered more pertinent to skilled OCs’ mobility decisions – monetary or non-

monetary – remained unclear. Similarly, while responses from the first-round of 

interviews brought attention to the issue of the RPGE’s restrictions on arts disciplines, 

the questions of why this restriction is in place, and how it might affect skilled OCs’ 

patriotic sentiments, remain unanswered. To bring clarity to these issues, follow-up 

interviews with three RPGE officials and eight skilled OCs (three RPGE recipients, one 

ordinary returnee, two non-returnees, and two circular migrants) were conducted. This 

section reports on the findings from these follow-up interviews.  

 

7.3.1 Monetary Needs Versus Non-Monetary Needs 

While this study, following the literature, has made a distinction between monetary 

needs and non-monetary needs, the two are often tightly interrelated in practice. 

Monetary needs are often seen as means to enable one to pursue their non-monetary 

needs. For example, in the first round of interviews, all circular migrants reported that 

their career aspirations (a non-monetary need) were the key factor in their decision to 

leave China again. They believed that they had failed to achieve their career goals in 

China. They attributed their failure to achieve their career goals largely to inadequate 

income and research funding (monetary needs). Thus, this section draws on the follow-

up interviews to examine whether monetary needs or non-monetary needs are of more 

fundamental importance to the skilled OCs.  

 

Circular Migrants 02 and 04 confirmed that their career aspirations, which included 

the desire for a sense of achievement and esteem, was the key reason for leaving China 

again. However, both participants felt that they would have been able to achieve their 

career aspirations in China if their level of income and research funding was adequate. 
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This is because income and research funds are often necessary for carrying out work 

that instills a sense of achievement. For example, a sufficient income (relative to cost 

of living) is often necessary to enable one to continue pursuing their chosen career 

(rather than having to settle for employment that pays more but is less fulfilling), while 

sufficient research funds are often necessary to undertake impactful research. When 

these participants decided to return to China, they knew their income and research 

funding would be lower than in their host country, but they felt that they would still be 

sufficient. However, both circular migrants realized that they had been overly optimistic 

in their ability to maintain a satisfactory standard of living and a positive career 

trajectory on such reduced means. For example, Circular Migrant 02 had twin-babies 

after returning to China, which increased their living costs beyond what was originally 

anticipated. This participant’s employer also failed to follow up on a promise to 

nominate him for the RPGE, which meant that his income was also lower than expected. 

Therefore, although Circular Migrant 02 felt that his research had the potential to make 

an important contribution to China, he was forced to put aside his career aspirations and 

leave China again in order to earn a suitable wage. The case of Circular Migrant 04 is 

similar – although in this case the employer had exaggerated the promised monetary 

incentives prior to him relocating to China. As a result of the inadequate level of income 

and research funding, Circular Migrant 04 was ultimately forced to leave China again 

in order to pursue satisfying work. 

 

Circular Migrants 02 and 04 explained why skilled OCs may prioritize different 

factors when returning to, and leaving China. Circular Migrant 04 returned to China to 

take care of his ailing parents. While the primary motivating factor was family 

responsibilities, the decision to return was enabled by his employer’s promised 

incentives, which ensured that his career development would not unduly suffer. 

However, as these incentives were not delivered as promised, he decided to leave China 

again once his parents had recovered from their illness. Circular Migrant 04 stated that 
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if he had known his career would not be successful in China, he would have still 

returned to China to support his parents on a short-term basis, but he would not have 

resigned his job overseas. Thus, in this case, while monetary needs were not a key factor 

in the decision to return, they were a key factor in the decision of whether or not to 

remain in China. This pattern was echoed by other skilled OCs. For example, Returnee 

22 noted in a follow-up interview that he had overestimated his career outlook in China, 

and rushed to return to China driven by a strong patriotic sentiment. 

 

As the above examples demonstrate, skilled OCs typically value monetary needs as 

a means to fulfilling their non-monetary needs. This implies that monetary needs 

typically determine the skilled OCs’ ability to relocate (or remain in place), while non-

monetary needs determine their desire to re-locate (or remain in place). In particular, 

three non-monetary needs have been identified as having a determining influence on 

the skilled OCs’ mobility decisions: career aspirations, family responsibilities and 

patriotic feelings.  

 

7.3.2 Skilled OCs’ Patriotic Sentiment  

In the first-round of interviews, it was revealed that scholars/graduates of arts 

disciplines are ineligible to be nominated for the RPGE’s Young Professionals category. 

Many skilled OCs view this restriction as an indication that the Chinese government 

does not trust skilled OCs, which may have had a negative impact on the skilled OCs’ 

patriotic sentiments (see section 7.2.3, pp.237-239). Two questions arise from these 

findings. First, why are arts scholars/graduates excluded from applying for the RPGE 

Young Professional category? Second, how and why does this exclusion affect skilled 

OCs’ patriotic sentiments? Both questions were addressed in follow-up interviews. 
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In relation to the first question, all three RPGE officials who engaged in the follow-

up interviews confirmed that the exclusion of arts scholars from the RPGE’s Young 

Professionals category was in place solely for technical reasons relating to the strategic 

allocation of limited government resources (i.e., there was no political agenda behind 

the decision to exclude these scholars). Central Government Official 01 maintained that 

young scholars from natural sciences and engineering disciplines tend to be more 

creative and productive than their older counterparts. In contrast, he argued that the 

quality of research outputs in the arts disciplines, such as sociology and political 

sciences, tends to increase with the age and work experience of the scholars. he stated 

that although the applicants from the arts disciplines are unable to apply for the xx 

category, they are still able to apply for other RPGE categories. 

Central Government Official 01: This restriction on disciplines has nothing to 

do with the CPC’s trust in OCs. It is purely a technical regulation seeking to 

better allocate the limited resources.  

 

However, when the researcher shared this view with Returnees (RPGE recipient) 

01, 08 and 12 in the follow-up interviews, they expressed skepticism. Returnee (RPGE 

recipient) 12 contended that the RPGE officials were misplaced in their underestimation 

of the contribution that younger arts scholars can offer. He argued that it is unfair to 

judge applicants according to their age, particularly as young arts scholars are typically 

more open to new concepts and theories, and they are often better able to communicate 

these theories to their students.  

 

Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01 suggested that the official’s explanation was an 

excuse used to cover the Chinese Government’s distrust of OCs. This participant 

suggested that the government may perceive arts scholars as being more likely to 

espouse critical political opinions. With RPGE recipients being regarded as ‘national 
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stars’, restrictions on arts scholars may be designed to minimize the potential for 

embarrassment. Returnee (RPGE recipient) 01 stated that the CPC has been particularly 

sensitive to the reformist views of returnee OCs ever since the 1950s, when several 

social and political scientists returned from the West and challenged the CPC’s 

authority (see Anti-Rightists Campaign in section 2.1.3, p.34).  

 

In relation to the second question of how and why this exclusion would affect 

skilled OCs’ patriotic sentiments, it is important to first establish how skilled OCs 

understand patriotism. In the follow-up interviews, all skilled OCs explained that their 

sense of patriotism is a unity of two sentiments: their love of China and their support 

for the CPC. It is pertinent to note that this understanding of patriotism differs from the 

understanding of patriotism in most (Western) definitions, where the object of the 

patriotic sentiment is the country, irrespective of one’s feelings towards the incumbent 

government (Gomberg, 1990; Kateb, 2000; Keller, 2005; Primoratz, 2002; 2008). 

Nathanson (1993, pp.34-35), for example, has defined patriotism as follows: 

1. Special affection for one’s own country; 

2. A sense of personal identification with the country; 

3. Special concern for the well-being of the country; 

4. Willingness to sacrifice to promote the country’s good. 

 

As reported by all skilled OCs who participated in the follow-up interviews, the 

Chinese people have been, since the PRC was founded in 1949, taught in school to love 

the CPC, love the country, and love the people (in that order). This intrinsic connection 

between party and country in the OCs’ conception of patriotism appears to have had 

important implications for their mobility decisions. Returnees (RPGE recipient) 01 and 

12, Non-Returnees 04 and 07, and Circular Migrants 02 and 04 explained that when 
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they experience (or hear) problems and frustrations with the RPGE’s implementation 

(including the exclusion of arts scholars from the RPGE’s Young Professionals 

category), they do not merely become disenchanted with the government, but their 

sense of patriotic duty is also harmed. One of the effects of this was that it led circular 

migrants to lose their sense of civic duty, which contributed to their decision to leave 

China to pursue their life and career abroad.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined how skilled OCs’ monetary and non-monetary needs 

influence their mobility decisions. Overall, the findings reveal that skilled OCs’ 

mobility decisions are influenced predominantly by their non-monetary needs – 

specifically their career aspirations, family responsibilities, and sense of patriotism. 

While monetary factors – such as income and research funding – may not be the driving 

impetus for OCs’ mobility decisions, they are nonetheless seen as necessary for 

enabling skilled OCs to pursue and realize their non-monetary needs. This finding 

offers an important contribution to the debate within the migration literature on 

economic versus non-economic push-pull factors (see Chapter Four, p.112).  

 

The findings reported in this chapter support the second proposition of this thesis: 

Skilled OCs’ mobility-related responses to the RPGE are influenced by considerations 

as to whether the RPGE can satisfy both their non-economic and economic needs. This 

chapter found that the RPGE’s direct and indirect incentives, when delivered in full, 

can address both skilled OCs’ monetary and non-monetary needs. The RPGE’s direct 

incentives, which include income guarantees, research funding and resettlement 

support, are mostly designed to address skilled OCs’ monetary needs. These incentives 

are attractive to skilled OCs because they help to reduce the cost burden of relocating 

back to China, support reintegration, and minimize (but not eliminate) the loss of 
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income and research funds. The direct incentives alone, however, are insufficient to 

motivate skilled OCs to return to China. Instead, this chapter has revealed that the 

RPGE also offers a range of indirect incentives, which do act as attractors for skilled 

OCs because they respond to skilled OCs’ non-monetary needs. In particular, the 

indirect opportunities that the RPGE opens up to recipients – including fast-track 

promotion and opportunities to join major research projects – are valued by RPGE 

recipients as they help them to achieve their career aspirations and thus fulfill their need 

for a sense of achievement and esteem.  

 

However, this chapter has revealed that problems with the implementation of the 

RPGE can have serious implications for skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. These 

problems can occur at the recruitment stage, in the form of favoritism and biased 

nomination and selection processes, and they can occur at the incentive delivery stage, 

when employers withhold incentives out of self-interest. The existence of these 

problems leads many skilled OCs to remain in their host countries, as they worry that 

their needs will not be met in China. Because of the unity of country and party in the 

Chinese understanding of patriotism, problems in the RPGE’s implementation can also 

have a detrimental effect on skilled OCs’ sense of patriotism, resulting in a reduced 

sense of civic duty to return and serve the ‘motherland’.  
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Chapter Eight: Discussion and Conclusion 

Chapters Six and Seven presented the study’s findings on, respectively, the 

problems with the RPGE’s implementation and the factors influencing skilled OCs’ 

mobility decisions. As highlighted in the conclusion of each chapter, these findings 

support the thesis’s two research propositions and provide answers to the research 

questions. This final chapter, Chapter Eight, will discuss the study’s contributions to 

the literature. To this end, section 8.1 presents the conceptual and empirical 

contributions to the literature on policy-making in China, and to the literature on 

migration. Section 8.2 then discusses the implications of the findings for practitioners. 

Finally, the limitations of the study are addressed in section 8.5, along with suggestions 

for future research.  

 

Section 8.1 Conceptual and Empirical Contributions to the Literature 

Applying the conceptual tools of policy studies and push-pull theory to an 

empirical investigation about the RPGE, the thesis provides a number of key 

contributions to the public policy literature (Head & Alford, 2015; Howlett, 2020; 

Leong & Howlett, 2021; McConnell, 2018) and the migration literature (Bryer et al., 

2020; de Haas, 2011; Lee, 1966; Mihăilă, 2019; Shuval, 2000; Solimano, 2002; Van 

Hear et al., 2018). 

 

8.1.1 A Conceptual Contribution to the Literature on Policy-Making in China 

The findings regarding the problems with the RPGE’s implementation highlight 

the importance of the ‘dark side’ to understanding China’s policy-making (and 

particularly its policy implementation) process. Recent work in the public policy 

literature has argued that policy actors can prioritize their self-interests over the public 
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interests in the process of policy-making (Howlett, 2020; Leong & Howlett, 2021; 

McConnell, 2018). For example, policy goals can be designed to meet policy actors’ 

self-interests – or ‘hidden agendas’ (Head & Alford, 2015; McConnell, 2018), while 

policy implementation can be sabotaged or postponed by implementing bureaucrats or 

agencies (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003; Wu et al., 2017). This thesis’s findings align with 

and expand on this literature, by using the case study of the RPGE’s implementation to 

identify important motivational and institutional factors that contribute to the ‘dark side’ 

of policy-making, particularly in the Chinese context. 

 

This study supports the existing literature on the ‘dark side’ of policy-making by 

finding that policy actors can impede policy implementation in the pursuit of their self-

interested motivations. Notably, this study has identified that policy actors’ self-

interestedness may be directed at either their monetary (e.g., income) or non-monetary 

(e.g., promotion) needs. In addition, however, this study expands on the existing 

literature by finding that policy actors may also reluctantly impede policy 

implementation when pursuing their other-interested motivation to serve other people’s 

interests. As reported in Chapter Six, China’s authoritarian political system and the 

guanxi culture can lead RPGE policy actors to feel compelled to obey their superiors’ 

orders and to assist their acquaintances, even when such actions would impede the 

policy’s implementation (see section 6.2.1, pp.176-180). The finding that a sense of 

other-interestedness can lead policy actors to reluctantly impede the RPGE’s 

implementation demonstrates the significant impact that administrative and cultural 

institutions can have on the policy-making process. While other-interestedness that is 

directed at satisfying the wishes of superiors and acquaintances can have adverse effects 

on the efficacy of a policy, it is important to note that this study has also observed that 

other-interestedness that is directed at serving the country’s interests can have 

beneficial effects. Specifically, this study finds that some employers and examiners 

confronted the ‘dark side’ by committing to nominate and select RPGE applicants on 
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the basis of merit. However, for their refusal to collude with the superiors and 

acquaintances, these noble RPGE policy actors often suffered significant personal costs, 

including the loss of research funds or promotion opportunities (see section 6.2.2, 

pp.182-183). 

 

In addition to policy makers, this study finds that policy-takers (i.e., the target 

group of the policy) can also impede policy implementation in pursuit of their self-

interests – often with the assistance of policy actors. For instance, most of the RPGE 

recipients who participated in this study acknowledged that they had given gifts to their 

prospective Chinese employers, which is a practice that has the potential to corrupt the 

RPGE’s implementation (see section 6.4.1, p.200). Also, knowing the importance of 

guanxi to one’s career development in China, some non-returnees admitted that if they 

had powerful allies in China, they too would return to China and apply for the RPGE 

(p.246).  

 

In another contribution to the literature on the ‘dark side’ of policy making, this 

thesis has also identified two examples of a ‘hidden agenda’ in the RPGE’s design. The 

analysis of these hidden agendas helps us to understand how and why policy makers 

may incorporate their agendas into a policy’s design, and how they keep their agendas 

hidden. In the case of the RPGE, the hidden agendas that have been identified are not 

related to policy actors’ self-interest, but rather to a desire to uphold their collective 

interests. Specifically, the findings suggest that the lack of adequate monitoring 

instruments and the restriction on applicants from arts disciplines are attributable to a 

hidden agenda to protect the authority of the CPC. As mentioned in Chapter Six, given 

that the CPC assumes full responsibility for China’s talent-attracting policies, it will not 

only enjoy the credit for the policy’s positive achievements, but it will also be held 

responsible for any of the policy’s problems (see section 6.3.2, pp.194-195). By using 
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a top-down monitoring instrument and minimizing transparency to the public, the CPC 

is able to protect its reputation and authority because it can control how, when and 

whether corrupt policy actors are exposed. The restrictions that make arts scholars 

ineligible for the RPGE Young Professionals category can likewise be seen as reflecting 

a hidden agenda to protect the authority of the CPC. For instance, the skilled OCs 

expressed concern that the CPC is seeking to restrict arts scholars from applying for the 

RPGE because these scholars might be more likely to criticize the CPC and the one-

party system. Several skilled OCs feel that this distrust of arts scholars is unjustified. 

On the other hand, the RPGE policy actors denied that these restrictions were related to 

the issue of trust, and instead claimed that such restrictions were in place purely for 

technical reasons (see section 7.3.2, p.250). From the perspective of the skilled OCs, 

such responses may be seen as efforts to protect the unstated collective interests of the 

policy-makers, as members of the CPC.  

 

This thesis has also found that a policy taker’s response to a policy can be informed 

by two separate cues. Firstly, policy-takers respond to a policy by considering the 

tangible effects of the policy’s incentives and sanctions; that is, their decision to comply 

with a policy depends on whether it will satisfy or constrain their (monetary and non-

monetary) needs. As stated in Chapter Seven (pp.252-253), skilled OCs’ response to 

the RPGE is heavily determined by the incentives that are offered. Thus, if the Chinese 

Government aims to source skilled OCs, the RPGE’s incentives must address their 

needs. This study has revealed several areas where the RPGE’s incentives could be 

better targeted to meet skilled OCs’ needs, and these will be discussed in the next 

section (section 8.2.2).  

 

In addition to responding to the policy’s incentives, policy-takers also take cues 

from the manner in which the policy is designed and implemented – including its ‘dark 
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side’. While the recent public policy literature has increased our understanding of why 

policy-makers and policy-takers engage in self-interested behavior and how to 

constrain such adverse behavior (Howlett, 2020; Leong & Howlett, 2021; McConnell, 

2018), this thesis expands on this work by exploring how policy-takers respond when 

they observe or encounter the ‘dark side’ of a policy’s design or implementation. In this 

study, most of the findings regarding RPGE policy actors’ adverse behavior are 

provided by skilled OCs, indicating that skilled OCs can perceive the ‘dark side’ of the 

RPGE’s implementation, including the potential hidden agendas built into the RPGE’s 

design.  

 

This study has shown that when policy-takers observe or experience a policy’s 

‘dark side’, it can lead to a reluctance to comply with the policy, even though the policy 

may satisfactorily address their tangible needs. For instance, when skilled OCs observe 

(either directly or indirectly) biases in the nomination or selection processes, it can lead 

them to feel that they are not truly needed or respected by the Chinese Government (see 

section 6.4.1, pp.196-197). Likewise, this study finds that the RPGE’s restriction on 

arts disciplines has not only directly affected the ability of arts scholars to apply for the 

RPGE by constraining their access to incentives, it has also caused other, sympathetic, 

skilled OCs to question the motives of the CPC and to harbor doubts about whether the 

CPC truly trusts them (see section 7.2.3, p.241). The doubt and frustration caused by 

experiences with the ‘dark side’ of the RPGE ultimately has a discernible impact on 

their willingness to engage with the CPC. For example, several non-returnees felt so 

disenchanted by the adverse behavior of RPGE policy actors that no adjustment to the 

policy’s incentives could attract them to return to China (see section 6.4.1, p. 197 and 

200). Similarly, negative experiences with the RPGE compromised several circular 

migrants’ sense of patriotism to the extent that they left China and expressed that they 

would never return again, regardless of how generous the incentive might be (p.240). 
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While most skilled OCs express an in-principle dissatisfaction with ‘dark side’ of 

the RPGE’s design and implementation, most (especially returnees) nonetheless accept 

it as a reality of working in China and some even engage in the ‘dark side’ to advance 

their self-interests by colluding with policy actors. As stated earlier, for example, 

several non-returnees stated that they would have returned to China if they had powerful 

acquaintances to support their applications and career development. These findings 

provide further evidence in support of the recent literature that policy-takers can 

participate in, and exacerbate, the ‘dark side’ of a policy. In terms of policy implications, 

the collusion of policy-makers and policy-takers, driven by the pervasive influence of 

China’s administrative and cultural institutions, is likely to severely compromise the 

efficiency and effectiveness of the RPGE. The purpose of the RPGE is not simply to 

increase levels of skilled immigration; it is to encourage migrants whose specific 

skillset and experience will help China to achieve its strategic development objectives. 

The ‘dark side’ of the RPGE’s design and implementation compromises this goal. As 

Xiang (2011) argues, the public will not know the efficiency of China’s talent-attracting 

policies until the ‘black box’ of the recruitment of these policies is opened up. 

 

Based on these findings, it is evident that there are factors at multiple levels which 

must be considered when seeking to understand the policy-making process in China. 

These factors are summarized in Figure 8.1 In this figure, the first box refers to the 

macro-level factors – i.e., China’s administrative (the authoritarian political system) 

and cultural institutions (guanxi culture). These institutions can impact upon policy 

design (as represented in the second box). For instance, in order to protect the authority 

of the CPC, a top-down monitoring instrument may be prioritized over a bottom-up 

approach, as the former is more amenable than the latter to government control (see 

section 6.3.2, pp.194-195). The third box refers to the motivations of policy actors and 

policy-takers, which can be influenced by both the policy’s design and by institutional 

factors. As was seen in the case of the RPGE, the design of the monitoring instruments 
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and incentives influenced the motivations of both policy actors and policy-takers, while 

China’s institutions influenced the policy actors’ other-interested motivation to satisfy 

superiors and acquaintances. The fourth box refers to the behaviors of policy actors and 

policy-takers in the policy-making process, which are directly influenced by their 

motivations. Policy actors can facilitate, impede, or reluctantly impede policy 

implementation, while policy-takers can choose whether or not to engage or comply 

with the policy.  

 

Figure 8.1 A Multi-Level Framework of Policy-Making in China 

 

8.2.2 Empirical Contributions to the Migration Literature 

The thesis also offers empirical contributions to the migration literature and, in 

particular, to diaspora theory. Scholars argue that diasporic people’s relation to their 

home country can influence their mobility in three ways: (1) diasporic people’s sense 

of attachment to, and identity with, their home country (Baser, 2016; Lewellen, 2002; 

Sheffer, 2003; Shuval, 2000), (2) the attitude of the home country’s government and 

population towards diasporic people (Brettell, 2000; Liu, 2013; Shuval, 2000), and (3) 
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the treatment of diasporic people within the home country (Shuval, 2000; Solimano, 

2002) 71 . The findings of this thesis align with the literature but add nuance by 

demonstrating how each factor impacts on diasporic people’s mobility. In particular, it 

suggests that the treatment of diasporic people within the home country is a key 

determinant to diasporic people’s mobility decisions. Moreover, because the attitude of 

the home country’s government towards diasporic people can determine how they are 

treated, this can also indirectly influence diasporic people’s mobility decisions. On the 

other hand, and in contrast with the expectations of the theory, this study has found that 

diasporic people’s sense of attachment to, and identity with, their home country does 

not necessarily influence their mobility decisions. 

 

As reported in Chapter Seven, when deciding to return to China, skilled OCs assess 

whether their monetary and non-monetary needs can be satisfied after returning. In 

making this assessment, skilled OCs must consider how they will be treated in China – 

both in terms of the (special) incentives provided by the RPGE, and by the general laws 

and regulations (i.e., rights and responsibilities) that apply to them as returned residents. 

As noted, the treatment of diasporic people is determined by the attitude of the home 

country’s government and population. As highlighted in this study, the Chinese 

Government encourages skilled OCs to return by offering incentives, through policies 

such as the RPGE. However, regarding the attitude of returnees’ colleagues (i.e., 

domestically-educated scholars), this study has found that many harbor a sense of 

hostility towards returnee scholars, who they claim are ‘stealing’ their benefits (see 

section 7.2.1, pp.224-225). As such, this study supports the contention of Li (2005) and 

Zhou (2018), that the Chinese Government should consider domestically-educated 

scholars’ concerns about their unfair treatment when offering incentives to returnees.  

 
71 The treatment of diasporic people refers to whether they can access the same benefits as local people, 

including income, tax rate, employment, and social security (Shuval, 2000). It can also refer to the 

availability of special incentives, such as the RPGE, which are not available to local citizens (Liu, 2013). 
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All OCs who participated in this research recognize their Chinese identity and 

consider China as their ‘homeland’, regardless of their citizenship72 (see section 7.2.3, 

p.237). Many skilled OCs also feel a strong desire and responsibility to contribute to 

China, driven by their patriotic sentiment. However, this sense of identity and 

obligation does not appear to have had an overriding effect on skilled OCs’ mobility 

decisions, including their decision to return to China. For example, despite the fact that 

all non-returnees claim to be patriots, they all feel that they are able to serve China by 

remaining in their host country (pp.238-239). Moreover, while several returnees and 

circular migrants claim that patriotic sentiment is the most important reason for their 

decision to return to China (p.240), the researcher cannot rule out the effects of social 

desirability bias. According to Grimm (2010, p.1), social desirability bias refers to the 

tendency of research participants to give socially desirable responses instead of 

choosing responses that are reflective of their true feelings. Importantly, socially 

desirable responses are not necessarily deliberate mistruths; they can often occur when 

participants are not fully cognizant of their true feelings (Chung & Monroe, 2003; 

Fisher, 1993; Grimm, 2010; Krumpal, 2013). This may be evident in the fact that some 

of the circular migrants who claimed that patriotic sentiment is the most important 

factor in their mobility decisions, nonetheless left China again because they were not 

able to achieve their monetary and other non-monetary needs (particularly their career 

aspirations) in China (see section 7.3.1, pp.247-249). Thus, even if diasporic people 

possess strong patriotic sentiment, their mobility decisions are usually driven by other 

monetary and non-monetary factors.  

 

When considering the wider applicability of these findings, it is important to note 

that all the skilled OCs who participated in this study had lived in China prior to moving 

to their host country, and most had completed their primary and secondary schooling 

 
72 The Chinese Government does not recognize dual-citizenship. When an OC obtains the citizenship 

of another country, he/she will not officially be a Chinese citizen.  
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in China. As such, their attachment to China was already shaped before emigrating. 

Thus, despite diaspora theory generally extending to include offspring who were born 

and raised in the host country (Sheffer, 1986; Shuval, 2000), this thesis’s findings 

cannot be generalized to include offspring or other members of the Chinese diasporic 

community who have never lived in China. 

 

While the above constitute notable contributions to the migration literature, 

arguably the distinctive contribution of this thesis is to highlight the significance of 

non-monetary factors in skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. The relative importance of 

monetary and non-monetary needs to skilled migrants has been hotly debated in the 

scholarship on push-pull theory. However, a consensus on whether monetary or non-

monetary factors are more important has yet to emerge (Baruffaldi & Landoni, 2016; 

Bryer, et al., 2020; Ette & Witte, 2021; Facchini et al., 2013; Mayda, 2005; Pacheco et 

al., 2013). This thesis suggests that because non-monetary needs typically reflect the 

migrants’ ends or goals, and monetary needs reflect the means to achieving these goals, 

non-monetary needs are usually considered of more fundamental importance when 

making mobility-related decisions. This particularly applies to inward migration back 

to China – whereas monetary interests tend to “push” people out, non-monetary 

interests tend to “pull” people back. 

 

This study highlights the central importance of skilled migrants’ need for career 

aspiration, which this study has defined as a non-monetary need that is integral to 

realizing one’s sense of esteem and achievement. According to Maslow’s (1943, 1969) 

hierarchy of human needs, esteem refers to a person’s psychological need for respect 

(self-respect and respect from others) which is a higher-order need than income or 

employment (which are classified under the rubric of ‘safety needs’ in Maslow’s 

model). Scholars have noted that the need for esteem can be achieved with a promotion, 
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as it is usually a symbol of being recognized (Berl et al., 1984; Jonas, 2016), 

appreciated/needed (Barling, 1977; Jonas, 2016; Molden et al., 2008), and trusted (Kim 

& Hur, 2019; Manczak et al., 2014).  

 

Most skilled OCs highlighted that their mobility decisions were influenced by their 

desire for esteem, with many returnees noting that they had felt unrecognized and 

unappreciated and in their host countries (see section 7.2.1, pp.222-223). For example, 

due to racial discrimination in the host countries (particularly in the form of a ‘glass-

ceiling’), several skilled OCs related that they felt like ‘unwelcome second-class 

citizens’, even though they had obtained the citizenship of the host country (p.223). By 

contrast, skilled OCs reported feeling needed and welcome in China, not only due to 

the incentives offered through the RPGE, but also because they felt that their skills were 

highly valued by their Chinese employers (pp.221-223). The benefits of this sense of 

esteem were valued so highly that all (but one73) of the skilled OCs who returned to 

China, did so in full knowledge that their income would fall relative to their host 

country income.  

 

In addition to esteem, skilled OCs can realize a sense of achievement with a 

successful career in China. A sense of achievement not only refers to skilled OCs’ 

satisfaction with their career development, but also to the satisfaction gained from 

contributing to China. For example, the returnees – and particularly the RPGE 

recipients – emphasized that they value the opportunities that are offered to participate 

in China’s major research projects (pp.228-229). This thesis found that even non-

returnees can experience a sense of achievement by contributing to China, such as when 

 
73 As noted in Chapter Seven (pp.209-210), one Skilled OC returned to China as a representative of his 

overseas organization. Thus, he continued to be paid at his host-country rate. 
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they contribute to the establishment of collaborative transnational research projects 

between China and their host country (see section 7.2.3, p.239).  

 

While their career aspirations drive many skilled OCs to return to China, for others, 

the same need can be the reason why they remain in, or return to, their host country. 

For example, all non-returnees felt that they would have a better chance at achieving 

their career aspirations in their host country, rather than in China, primarily because of 

(in their view) the issues of cronyism and widespread academic misconduct in China. 

Moreover, while most circular migrants returned to China to fulfil their family 

responsibilities, their unsatisfactory career development in China, including their 

dissatisfaction with the culture of academic misconduct, re-emphasized their need for 

esteem and a sense of achievement, which they felt (based on their prior experience) 

could be better achieved in their host country.  

 

In addition to career aspirations, the migration literature emphasizes the importance 

of family responsibilities to skilled migrants’ mobility decisions (Borjas, 1989; 

Morawska, 2007; O’reilly, 2005). This thesis likewise finds that family responsibility 

is a key determinant of skilled OCs’ mobility decisions. Several returnees and circular 

migrants, for example, claimed that family responsibility was the most important factor 

in their decision to return to China. However, when these participants left (or considered 

to leaving) China again in order to pursue a more fulfilling career, they did so even 

though it meant that they would be separated from their family members. It appears to 

be the case that skilled migrants view family responsibilities as a short-term need, 

which contrasts with their longer-term career aspirations. Several circular migrants, for 

example, returned to China to support their ageing parents, despite having to give up a 

satisfying career in their host country. However, once their family responsibilities in 

China had been met, these circular migrants resumed their careers abroad.  
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Finally, while the skilled OCs emphasize the importance of non-monetary needs, 

they do not neglect their monetary needs. Indeed, while non-monetary needs generally 

informed their desire to relocate, monetary needs were important in determining their 

ability to relocate. The feedback from the participants highlights that a stable income 

can reduce skilled migrants’ financial stress, which enables them to focus on their 

research. Adequate research funds, likewise, are integral for carrying out meaningful 

research. While returnees (and circular migrants) did not relocate to China in order to 

increase their level of (relative) net-income or research funds, they did seek to ensure 

that they would earn sufficient income and funding to support their expected quality of 

life and career progression. This was also true of RPGE recipients – while the RPGE’s 

incentives were not sufficient to act as a pull factor themselves, they were sufficient to 

enable the recipients to relocate, maintain a comparable standard of living, and to 

continue their research. However, the experience of several circular migrants 

demonstrates that when the level of income and research funding falls below adequate 

levels, skilled migrants will consider migrating elsewhere, including back to their host 

country, in pursuit of improved monetary conditions that will enable them to pursue 

their career aspirations.   

 

Section 8.2 Implications for Practitioners 

Two primary implications flow from the study’s findings. Firstly, it is suggested 

that the RPGE’s policy design may be enhanced through the use of a mixture of policy 

instruments. This should improve the accountability of policy actors during 

implementation, which is likely to make the policy more attractive to skilled OCs. 

Secondly, given that returnees typically have a strong sense of patriotism and value the 

opportunity to contribute to China’s development, the Chinese Government should 

focus on ensuring that workplaces are OC-friendly environments, which makes 

returnees feel supported and valued. As has been shown, when returnees feel 

unwelcome in China, their commitment to remaining in China can diminish.  
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8.2.1 A Mixed Set of Policy Instruments 

Strengthening the RPGE’s Monitoring. As discussed in Chapter Six, (see section 

6.3.2, pp.186-190), the RPGE’s monitoring framework is problematic due to (1) 

inadequate human resources (both in terms of quantity and capabilities) to monitor 

employers and examiners, and (2) the lack of effective monitoring of RPGE officials. 

Regarding the first issue, it is suggested that using a procedural information-based 

instrument – information disclosure – will increase the transparency of the RPGE’s 

implementation and enable the public and other experts to monitor the RPGE’s 

implementation (especially in the recruitment phase) (Howlett, 2020; Peng et al., 2019). 

To this end, the government would release key information on how and why the 

applicants are nominated or selected, including the criteria for RPGE nomination and 

selection, the applicants’ qualifications and work experience (profile), and the feedback 

from employers and examiners regarding the results of the nomination and selection 

processes (to protect the privacy of applicants and RPGE policy actors, it would be 

necessary to ensure that all information is anonymized). By releasing this information, 

the public would know whether there have been any inconsistencies or failings in the 

recruitment processes (Peng et al., 2019). In addition, the government could encourage 

experts from universities and research institutions to monitor the information releases 

and report any problems or suggestions to the RPGE officials.  

 

Regarding the second issue, there is also an opportunity to use a procedural 

organization-based instrument to establish a monitoring taskforce operated by the 

officials of anti-corruption departments who are not responsible for the RPGE’s 

implementation. Such a move would ensure that the civil servants who administer the 

RPGE are separate to the civil servants who monitor the RPGE (Howlett, 2020).  
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Improving the Clarity of the RPGE’s Statements. As explained in Chapter Six 

(see section 6.3.1, pp.186-190) many of the problems that have occurred at the incentive 

delivery stage can be attributed to unclear statements regarding the employers’ 

obligations, as well as ambiguity as to the minimum standards for RPGE incentives. 

One method of addressing this problem is through the use of a substantive authority-

based instrument to regulate the employers’ obligations (Howlett & Ramesh, 1995; 

Howlett, 2019). For example, the government could define a range of compulsory 

incentives that employers must provide to RPGE recipients. Similarly, the government 

could regulate the minimum standards for the compulsory RPGE incentives, including 

the quality and quantity of the incentives, and the timescale of their delivery74. These 

standards could be supported by a performance management framework to encourage 

or enforce compliance because, as noted in Chapter Six (see section 6.1.3, p.172), 

employers are responsive to performance measures out of a self-interested desire to 

advance their careers. Once these regulations are introduced, the government could then 

use a substantive information-based instrument – such as a policy advertisement – to 

inform the public and skilled OCs of the changes (Howlett, 2019). For example, OCs 

could become informed of the regulations as they are released through the RPGE’s 

official WeChat account. Therefore, OCs who are interested in the RPGE can better 

understand the benefits and legal rights of being an RPGE recipient.  

 

Improving the RPGE’s Attractiveness to Skilled OCs. The study’s findings 

indicate that the RPGE must satisfy both skilled OCs’ monetary and non-monetary 

needs in order to attract them back to China. Although the RPGE is China’s premier 

talent-attracting policy, which aims to attract skilled OCs with a set of generous 

incentives, feedback from the participants indicates that some of these incentives are 

 
74 Beyond these compulsory incentives, employers may offer additional (optional) incentives in order 

to help them to competitively attract suitable RPGE recipients (the standards of such incentives would 

be negotiated between employers and employees). 
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less attractive than others (see section 7.1.2, p.212). For example, several non-returnees 

expressed the view that the RPGE’s salary incentive, which ensures that RPGE 

recipients will receive a level of income that is similar to that which they were receiving 

overseas, is insufficient to act as a pull factor, particularly given the high costs of 

relocating and resettling. Given the high cost of living in China, the government should 

consider increasing the salary incentive to a level that is above what the recipient was 

receiving overseas. In addition, the government could also consider utilizing other 

financial instruments, such subsidies and tax relief (Hood, 1986; Howlett & Ramesh, 

2003; Howlett, 2019; see section 4.2.1, pp.91-92). As an example, Guangdong has 

already introduced a tax-free housing policy for talent workers (e.g., RPGE recipients), 

while Shanghai offers up to RMB eight million in housing subsidies to skilled 

migrants75.  

 

In addition to improving the incentives, the RPGE could adopt a substantive 

authority-based instrument to remove the current restriction on arts disciplines within 

the RPGE’s Young Professionals category. As discussed in Chapter Four (see section 

4.2.3, pp.98-99), substantive instruments are used to directly achieve specific policy 

goals, while procedural instruments are used to influence the policy-making process. If 

the government requires more skilled OCs from the natural sciences and engineering 

than from the arts disciplines, then rather than exclude scholars from the arts disciplines, 

it could provide additional incentives to attract scholars from the sciences. Such an 

approach may help to persuade skilled OCs who are skeptical of the present restrictions 

that the CPC welcomes all skilled OCs, regardless of their academic discipline.  

 

 
75 http://www.xinhuanet.com/fortune/2020-06/14/c_1126111628.htm 

https://www.sohu.com/a/462357135_179625  

http://www.xinhuanet.com/fortune/2020-06/14/c_1126111628.htm
https://www.sohu.com/a/462357135_179625
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This study also found that the RPGE’s indirect incentives were not advertised in 

the RPGE’s statements, despite these being valued highly by RPGE recipients (see 

section 7.2.1, pp.227-228). Given their strong alignment with OCs’ career aspirations, 

if these indirect incentives were more widely promoted, it is likely that many more 

skilled OCs would consider nominating for the RPGE. Therefore, it is suggested that 

the government could formalize and standardize some of these indirect incentives, and 

clearly present them in the RPGE’s statements and promotional materials. To formalize 

these indirect incentives, the government could use an authority-based instrument to 

specify RPGE recipients’ promotional pathways, including the granting of higher 

professional titles and the assignment of important administrative positions. For 

example, RPGE recipients who achieve their performance targets might be offered fast-

track promotion that bypasses the typical conditions that apply to promotions (which 

are often based on years worked in the organization, subject to the availability of 

positions). The government could also introduce regulations that prioritize the RPGE 

recipients’ participation in China’s major research projects. For example, China’s 

national research foundations76 could prioritize research proposals submitted by RPGE 

recipients. RPGE recipients’ applications to join China’s major research projects could 

also be prioritized.   

 

8.2.2 Creating a Supportive Environment for Skilled OCs 

This study offers two recommendations to address skilled OCs’ concerns about 

China’s working environment (e.g., academic misconduct) and living conditions (e.g., 

health and environmental issues). 

 

 
76 Such as National Natural Science Foundation of China and The National Social Science Fund of 

China 
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Improving China’s Working Environment. In relation to China’s working 

environment, two issues require addressing. The relates to research ethics and integrity, 

and the systematic misconduct that takes place within Chinese universities and research 

institutions (see section 7.2.1, pp.223-225). Given the prevalence of this issue, a 

hardline approach would appear to be necessary for ‘breaking’ the ingrained norms that 

permit research misconduct. The Chinese government should present an attitude of 

‘zero-tolerance’ towards research misconduct. The norms that permit research 

misconduct involve ordinary researchers, organizational leaders, and project examiners. 

Over time, these norms tend to favor those who are willing to partake in misconduct 

and exclude those with integrity (Cao, 2008; Zweig, et al., 2020). Thus, it not only 

impacts the RPGE’s efficacy, but also China’s research development.  

 

The second element of China’s working environment is domestically-educated 

scholars’ hostile attitude towards skilled OCs (see section 7.2.1, pp.223-226). Based on 

the findings of this study, it is suggested that efforts should be made by employers and 

the government to engender a more supportive work environment, emphasizing the 

mutual interests of skilled OCs and domestically-educated researchers – i.e., working 

with skilled OCs should be viewed as an opportunity for domestically-educated 

scholars to further develop their research capabilities. To support such an environment, 

the government could highlight the opportunities that skilled OCs can bring to a 

research team or institution, including their experience in developing cross-national 

collaborations and their ability to attract external research funding, both of which can 

provide career opportunities for domestically-educated scholars. 

 

Improving China’s Living Conditions. Skilled OCs’ mobility decisions are 

influenced by their wellbeing and the wellbeing of their family members (see section 

7.2.2, pp.230-237). A particularly strong and consistent finding from this research is 



272 

 

the almost universal concern among skilled OCs about the education system in China. 

Specifically, few skilled OCs desire to send their children to school in China. Where 

possible, they prefer to have their children study overseas. The key problem with 

China’s junior-middle education is not the curriculum itself, but the culture of 

corruption among the teachers and the administration, which skilled OCs fear would 

negatively affect the development of their children’s morality and values. As skilled 

OCs’ concerns in relation to China’s junior-middle education can have a negative 

impact on their decision to return to China, efforts to ameliorate the underlying issues 

should be made. To this end, it is noted that the Chinese Ministry of Education has 

recently acknowledged the problems associated with school management and teaching 

culture and, in 2021, introduced the ‘Notification on Strengthening the Management of 

Compulsory Education Schools’ (Ministry of Education, 2021). This notification 

addresses the adverse behaviors of teachers and school managers, including strictly 

prohibiting any requirement for parents to do voluntary work, such as marking 

children’s homework (Ibid). While this appears to be a positive move from the 

perspective of improving skilled OCs’ perception of the schooling system, only future 

research will be able to determine whether the policy has been successful. 

 

In addition to education, skilled OCs’ family responsibilities also include their 

concern for family members’ health (see section 7.2.2, pp.233-234). Again, almost all 

participants expressed concern with the public health conditions in China. In order to 

retain skilled OCs in China over the long term, the public health conditions – including 

the state of the natural environment and food/medicine safety standards – need to 

improve. Although the Chinese government has been tackling the issue of pollution in 

recent years, the poor state of the natural environment continues to be considered a push 

factor for skilled OCs (Ren, 2013; Wang & Miao 2017; 2017; Zheng et al., 2013). 

Problems with food and medicine safety also give rise to wider concerns about the 

capabilities of the Chinese government to address these issues – particularly when the 
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media is often seen as doing a better job at exposing these issues that the government 

(Liu, et al., 2019).  

 

Section 8.3 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

While this study offers valuable empirical contributions to both scholarship and to 

practice, several limitations should be noted when considering the findings. These 

limitations can be grouped into three categories – methodological design, sample 

composition and research scope.  

 

The first limitation relates to the thesis’s qualitative methodology. This thesis aims 

to explore how RPGE policy actors implement the RPGE, and how skilled OCs respond 

to the policy. The qualitative approach is suitable for addressing these ‘how’ questions 

(Barnham, 2015; Yin, 2012). Case study-based qualitative research is particularly 

useful for exploring a phenomenon in a natural context and identifying key variables 

and potential interrelationships (Yin, 2012). By using qualitative, exploratory methods, 

this study has been able to distinguish the behaviors of skilled OCs and RPGE policy 

actors, and the personal and contextual factors influencing these behaviors. However, 

unlike quantitative research, qualitative research is not able to predict people’s behavior, 

and is more limited in its ability generalize the findings beyond the particular case 

(Cooke et al., 1988; Steckler et al., 1992; Vellido et al., 2000; Zhang et al., 2017). For 

example, while this thesis finds that skilled OCs can facilitate the RPGE’s 

implementation or impede it by colluding with RPGE policy actors. it is not able to 

predict skilled OCs’ response to the ‘dark side’. Therefore, future quantitative research 

would be beneficial in examining whether the variables (motivations, behaviors, and 

context) and interrelationships identified in this case apply more generally (both in 
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China and elsewhere). It will also enable the development of predictive models, which 

can support future policy development.  

 

In particular, two opportunities for future research can be identified. Firstly, this 

study finds the RPGE policy actors’ behavior (i.e., facilitating or impeding the RPGE) 

are determined by three motivations: self-interestedness, other-interestedness (for other 

individuals’ interests) and other-interestedness (for the country’s interests). By using 

quantitative methods, future studies can predict the precise conditions under which 

RPGE policy actors will prioritize a particular motivation, and the conditions under 

which these motivations are likely to manifest into particular behaviors. Secondly, this 

thesis finds that most skilled OCs prioritize their non-monetary needs – particularly 

their career aspirations – while monetary needs are usually valued as the means for 

achieving these non-monetary needs. However, a small number of skilled OCs reported 

that they still prioritize monetary needs over their non-monetary needs. Thus, it is 

suggested that future quantitative work could test the conditions under which skilled 

OCs will prioritize their monetary needs over their non-monetary needs (or vice versa). 

Such work would, in combination with the present study, help build our understanding 

of skilled OCs’ mobility, ultimately contributing to the literature on skilled migration 

and the push-pull theory.  

 

The second limitation relates to the composition of the sample used for this study. 

As an advance on previous studies of the RPGE, which have considered the policy from 

the perspective of RPGE recipients only, this study’s sample includes two broad 

population groups – RPGE policy actors (RPGE officials) and the target group of the 

RPGE (skilled OCs – including RPGE recipients, ordinary returnees, circular migrants, 

and non-returnees). All participants in this study are key informants recruited through 

selective sampling (Etikan et al., 2016; Guarte & Barrios, 2006; Lavrakas, 2008; 
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Tongco, 2007). Their direct or indirect experience with the RPGE enabled the 

researcher to understand and analyze the problems with the RPGE from a range of 

perspectives. However, two important sub-groups of RPGE policy actors are missing 

from this study – employers of RPGE recipients and RPGE examiners. Due in part to 

the controversy surrounding the RPGE at the time of the interviews (as a result of 

geopolitical tensions between China and the US), no employers or examiners were 

available to take part in this study. Instead, the role, motivations and behavior of these 

cohorts were gleaned indirectly from the accounts of the study participants. Future 

studies should build on this by directly engaging employees and examiners, in order to 

understand their perspectives on the RPGE’s implementation. Finally, this study was 

not able to explore the mobility of the recipients of short-term RPGE programs, due to 

the research participants’ lack of direct experience with these programs. Recent 

findings by Zweig et al. (2020) suggest that RPGE recipients of short-term programs 

have stronger research capabilities than those of long-term programs, and that they tend 

to reside overseas permanently, choosing only to teach and research in China during 

their sabbatical. Thus, there is scope for future research into why most RPGE recipients 

of short-term programs tend to remain permanently overseas. 

 

The third limitation relates to the scope of this thesis. The present research focuses 

on exploring the problems with the RPGE, and how these problems may influence 

skilled OCs’ mobility. Given that the focus is on skilled OCs’ response to the RPGE, 

the study does not consider the impact of host countries’ policies on skilled OCs. For 

instance, the theoretical framework guiding this research employs only part of the 

diaspora theory – the relation between diasporic people and their home country. 

However, the relation between diasporic people and their host country is not addressed 

in this thesis. Likewise, geopolitical effects are also not accounted for. Trade tensions 

between China and the US (as well as some other Western countries, such as Australia) 

mounted over the course of this research project, and it is likely that this would have 
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had some effect on the RPGE’s implementation and on the mobility decisions of skilled 

OCs. To understand the effect that these factors (host country policies and geopolitical 

tensions) have had on RPGE policy actors’ and skilled OCs’ behaviors, the findings of 

future studies (which themselves will have new factors to account for) could be 

compared with the present findings to identify areas of consistency and divergence. 

This will help to build an understanding of which findings are robust over time, and 

which are more likely to be a reflection of the present policy and political context. 

Should the tensions between China and Western countries continue, it would also be 

appropriate for future studies to examine how the Chinese Government will be able to 

continue to attract skilled OCs from affected countries. In a recent publication, Zweig 

and Kang (2020) noted that skilled OCs residing permanently in the US may be more 

careful about whether they will continue to accept part time employment and research 

funds from Chinese institutions. Due to the deteriorating relationship between China 

and the West, there is an opportunity for future studies to investigate how these 

pressures will affect the continued effectiveness of the RPGE as the ‘flagship’ of 

China’s talent-attracting policies, and how the Chinese Government can continue to 

attract talent within this new international context. Whether, in response to these 

emerging pressures, the Chinese Government decides to reform the RPGE or to 

implement a new model, the findings of this study will provide important insights to 

ensure that the resulting policy takes full account of the motivations of both policy 

actors and policy takers.   

 

In addition to host country policies and geopolitical tensions, future research would 

benefit by a more comprehensive account of the cultural and developmental 

determinants of policy making and policy failure in China. The present study focused 

on the role of RPGE policy actors, looking at their behavior and its motivational 

antecedents (including guanxi culture). Future studies could complement this by 
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examining cultural change over time, and across different policy areas. Such a study 

will assist in the formulation of long-term, and holistic (system-wide) policy responses.   

 

Finally, there is scope for future research to consider a broader array of direct 

policy options for improving the efficacy of the RPGE. The policy options that have 

been provided in this study derive from the findings in relation to policy actor behavior 

and Skilled OC mobility considerations. Studies into other aspects of the RPGE’s 

implementation may reveal further options. For example, future research may 

investigate how the competition for RPGE recipients among different types of Chinese 

employers, including universities and official or semi-official research institutions, 

contributes to, or constrains the long-term success of the policy. Future research may 

also explore whether limited tenure for RPGE policy actors might enhance 

accountability and thus improve the RPGE’s implementation. Such research would 

benefit from cross-national comparisons to identify whether the talent recruitment 

policies in place in other jurisdictions may offer solutions applicable to China’s 

particular institutional and socio-cultural context. 

 

Conclusion 

In 2015, the Chinese Government introduced ‘Made in China 2025’, a national 

strategy which aims to bridge the technological development gap to the West, and 

particularly to the US. Talent, especially skilled OCs with knowledge of cutting-edge 

technologies, is the most important resource to realizing this goal. Since the 1990s, the 

Chinese Government has introduced a range of incentive-based skilled migration 

policies focusing on repatriating skilled OCs. Announced in 2016, China’s current 

flagship talent-attracting policy is the RPGE. As a national policy, with a broad scope 

and generous incentives, the RPGE is integral to the success of China’s ‘Made in China 
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2025’ strategy. However, despite some initial success, and despite the generous 

incentives being offered, recent studies have shown that many of the most eminent OC 

scholars and scientists have chosen to continue living and working abroad (Zweig & 

Wang, 2013; Zweig et al., 2020). This thesis aims to explore why some skilled OCs 

have been attracted by the RPGE to return to China, and why others have not. In 

particular, it examines the problems with the RPGE’s implementation and seeks to 

understand how these problems influence skilled OCs’ mobility decisions.  

 

This thesis focused on answering two key questions: (1) ‘How do RPGE policy 

actors implement the RPGE?’, and, (2) ‘How do skilled OCs respond to the RPGE?’. 

Through the use of a qualitative methodology, based on semi-structured interviews of 

both policy actors and skilled OCs, this study offers important contributions both to the 

literature on public policy and the literature on skilled migration. In terms of public 

policy, this study has found that RPGE policy actors may facilitate, impede, or 

reluctantly impede the RPGE’s implementation. Based on these findings, a multi-level 

framework has been developed to map out the policy making process in the Chinese 

context. This framework incorporates an understanding of the ‘dark side’ of policy-

making, by accounting not only for the adverse behaviors of policy actors and policy-

takers, but also by considering how policy-takers respond when they encounter policy 

actors’ adverse behaviors.  

 

This framework illustrates the relationship between institutions, policy, 

motivations, and behavior. It shows that policy actors’ behavior is influenced by the 

interaction between China’s institutions (the macro-level) and their own motivations 

(the micro-level). At the institutional level, China’s authoritarian political system can 

influence (by way of a ‘hidden agenda’) the design of Chinese policies, resulting in 

deficiencies in relation to monitoring which open opportunities for policy actors to 
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engage in adverse behaviors. Similarly, during the implementation process, policy 

actors’ motivation may be influenced by China’s administrative and cultural institutions. 

For example, due to China’s authoritarian political system and guanxi culture, RPGE 

policy actors may reluctantly impede the RPGE in order to serve the interests of their 

superiors and acquaintances. Likewise, some policy takers (e.g., skilled OCs) may also 

take advantage of their guanxi when applying for the RPGE. This framework also 

demonstrates the significance of policy-takers’ response to the policy and the manner 

of its implementation. Specifically, when policy-takers perceive adverse behaviors of 

other policy actors, they may decide not to engage or comply with the policy, or they 

may join the ‘dark side’ by pursuing their self-interests. The findings suggest that the 

Chinese Government should improve the design of the RPGE’s monitoring instrument 

to minimize the opportunity for policy actors to engage in adverse behaviors. 

 

The thesis also provides two empirical contributions to the migration literature. 

Firstly, the investigation of skilled OCs’ mobility decisions contributes to the work on 

diaspora theory by demonstrating the effect of policy implementation on diasporic 

people’s relation to their home country. Firstly, this thesis finds that the treatment 

diasporic people receive in their home country, both in terms of migration incentives 

and in terms of their legal rights, is a key determinant of diasporic people’s mobility, 

as it addresses their monetary and non-monetary needs. Secondly, the attitude of the 

home country’s government and public towards diasporic people can shape their 

treatment, and thus indirectly influence their mobility decisions. Thirdly, contrary to 

the theoretical expectations, this thesis finds that diasporic people’s sense of attachment 

to, and identity with, their home country may not necessarily influence their mobility 

decisions.  
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The study’s second major empirical contribution to the migration literature relates 

to the study’s finding that skilled OCs’ non-monetary needs – particularly their career 

aspirations and family responsibilities – appear to be valued more highly than their 

monetary needs. This important finding helps to inform the debate within the migration 

literature on the relative importance of specific push-pull factors. In addition, the 

findings suggest that it may be important to consider the relationship between monetary 

and non-monetary needs. Generally, non-monetary needs (such as career aspirations) 

are the goals of skilled OCs’ mobility decisions, while monetary needs are the means 

to achieve these goals. Among the non-monetary needs, family responsibilities appear 

to constitute a short-term motivation, which may temporarily influence skilled OCs’ 

mobility decisions, while career aspirations appears to be a key long-term motivation, 

which determines whether returnees remain in China permanently. Finally, while all 

skilled OC participants claimed to possess a strong sense of patriotism towards China, 

the findings suggest that patriotic sentiment is rarely a key factor in mobility decisions, 

and its effect may be overemphasized as a result of social desirability bias. Notably, 

while some feel that they can best carry out their patriotic duties by returning to China, 

others feel that they can do likewise by remaining abroad. These findings suggest that, 

in order for the RPGE attract more skilled OCs, its incentives need to be refined to 

better match skilled OCs’ specific monetary and non-monetary needs.  

 

Attracting talent is a key aim for both developing and developed countries, and it 

is becoming increasingly important for China, as it escalates its strategic development 

objectives. For many years, scholars have deliberated on how to source talent via 

incentive policies. The findings of this thesis contribute to this endeavor and help to 

further our understanding of the factors that determine the effectiveness of such policies. 

In particular, this study has emphasized the need to focus not solely on policy design, 

but also on policy implementation. Bureaucrats’ behavior during implementation can 

have an integral effect on the overall efficacy of a policy. However, this effect need not 
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be negative. As this study has demonstrated, when we understand that behavior is a 

product both of motivations and of context, a range of policy prescriptions emerge that 

promise to enhance the efficacy of skilled migration policies – to the benefit of the 

receiving country and the skilled migrants themselves. 
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Appendix 1: Details of Skilled OC Participants 

Participant 

Code 

Host 

Country 

Degree Introduced by Direct or 

Indirect 

Relationship to 

the RPGE 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 01 

US PhD in 

Biomedical 

Science 

Prof. Wu 

(anonymized) of 

a Chinese top-tier 

university 

RPGE recipients 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 02 

US PhD in 

Engineering 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 03 

US PhD in 

Engineering 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 04 

US PhD in 

Engineering 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 05 

US PhD in Social 

Science 
Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 02 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 06 

US PhD in IT 

Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 03 Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 07 

US PhD in IT 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 08 

US PhD in IT 

Prof. Chen 

(anonymized) of 

a Chinese top-tier 

university 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 09 

US PhD in 

Chemistry 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 10 

US PhD in 

Chemistry 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 11 

US PhD in Physics 
Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 09 
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Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 12 

US PhD in Physics 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 13 

UK PhD in Material 

Science 

Non-Returnee 02 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 14 

UK PhD in 

Engineering 

Non-Returnee 03 

Returnee 

(RPGE 

Recipient) 15 

UK PhD in IT Non-Returnee 07 

 

Returnee 16 US  PhD in Physics 

Dr. Tao of the 

BROCF 

Previous RPGE 

Applicant77; 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Returnee 17 UK  PhD in 

Engineering 

Previous RPGE 

Applicant; 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Returnee 18 Finland PhD in Social 

Science 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Returnee 19 Singapore PhD in Education Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Returnee 20 Germany PhD in Finance  Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Returnee 21 New 

Zealand 

PhD in Physics Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Returnee 22 Canada PhD in Social 

Science 

Ms. Nie of Inno-

Way 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Returnee 23 US PhD in Social 

Science 

Previous RPGE 

Applicant 

Returnee 24 UK PhD in Education Previous RPGE 

Applicant 

Returnee 25 Japan PhD in Nutrition Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Returnee 26 France PhD in Social 

Science 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

 
77 Previous RPGE Applicant refers to a person once applied for the RPGE without being nominated or 

selected. 
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Returnee 27 Australia PhD in 

Engineering Prof. Liu 

(anonymized) of 

the WACSA 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Returnee 28 Australia PhD in 

Engineering 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

 

Non-Returnee 

01 

Australia PhD in 

Agriculture 
Prof. Liu 

(anonymized) of 

the WACSA  

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

02 

Australia PhD in Social 

Science 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

03 

Australia PhD in 

Chemistry 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

04 

Australia PhD in Physics 

Non-Returnee 01 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

05 

Australia PhD in 

Mathematics 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Non-Returnee 

06 

US PhD in Social 

Science 

Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 10 

Previous RPGE 

Applicant 

Non-Returnee 

07 

US PhD in 

Biomedical 

Science 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Non-Returnee 

08 

US PhD in 

Engineering 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

09 

US PhD in 

Biomedical 

Science 

 Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

10 

US PhD in IT Non-Returnee 06 Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Non-Returnee 

11 

Canada PhD in IT 

Returnee 22 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

12 

Canada PhD in 

Engineering 

Previous RPGE 

Applicant 

Non-Returnee 

13 

UK PhD in Social 

Science 

Returnee 24 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

14 

UK PhD in Education Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Non-Returnee 

15 

UK PhD in Education Previous RPGE 

Applicant 
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Non-Returnee 

16 

UK PhD in 

Engineering 

Non-Returnee 13 Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

17 

New 

Zealand 

PhD in 

Agriculture 

Non-Returnee 01 Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Non-Returnee 

18 

New 

Zealand 

PhD in 

Mathematics 

Returnee 21 Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

19 

Japan PhD in 

Engineering 

Returnee 25 Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Non-Returnee 

20 

Germany PhD in Finance 

Returnee 20 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

21 

Germany PhD in Finance Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Non-Returnee 

22 

Singapore PhD in Social 

Science 

Returnee 19 Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

23 

US PhD in 

Engineering 

Non-Returnee 08 Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Non-Returnee 

24 

UK PhD in 

Mathematics 

Returnee 12 Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Non-Returnee 

25 

US PhD in 

Biomedical 

Science 

Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 05 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

 

Circular 

Migrant 01 

US PhD in Social 

Science 

Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 05 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 02 

US PhD in IT Previous RPGE 

Applicant 

Circular 

Migrant 03 

US PhD in 

Engineering 

Previous RPGE 

Applicant 

Circular 

Migrant 04 

UK PhD in 

Engineering 

Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 13 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Circular 

Migrant 05 

UK PhD in 

Engineering 

Returnee 17 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 06 

UK PhD in IT Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 07 

Canada PhD in Social 

Science 
Returnee 22 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

Circular 

Migrant 08 

Canada PhD in Education Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 
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Circular 

Migrant 09 

Australia PhD in Finance 

Non-Returnee 22 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 10 

Australia PhD in Finance Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 11 

Australia PhD in Finance Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 12 

Australia PhD in 

Mathematics 

Non-Returnee 05 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 13 

Australia PhD in 

Biomedical 

Science 

Colleague of an 

RPGE recipient 

Circular 

Migrant 14 

UK PhD in IT Circular Migrant 

06 

Previous RPGE 

Applicant 

Circular 

Migrant 15 

UK PhD in 

Architecture 

Returnee (RPGE 

Recipient) 14 

Colleague of an 

RPGE policy actor 

and recipient 
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Appendix 2 Participant Consent Form 
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Appendix 3: Questions for the First-Round of Interviews 

 

Part 1: Questions for Skilled OCs 

Question 1.1 May I ask you to briefly introduce yourself? 

1.1.1 How long have you been in your host countries? 

1.1.2 How long have you been/did you stay in China since you returned to China from 

overseas? (for returnees and circular migrants) 

1.1.3 Do you live with your family (children and parents) at the moment? 

 

Question 1.2 Why did you decide to return to China/ stay overseas/ leave China 

again after returning? 

1.2.1 Do you think you achieved your career goals after the migration (return to, not to 

return to, or leave China again)? 

1.2.2 Do you plan to return to China in the future to live (for non-returnees and circular 

migrants)? 

1.2.3 What is the most important factor to your mobility decision (return to, not to return 

to, or leave China again)? 

 

Question 1.3 How do you view the RPGE? 

1.3.1 Have you or your friends applied for the RPGE? 

1.3.2 Are you or your friends satisfied (or not) with the RPGE’s design? Why? 

1.3.3 Are you or your friends satisfied (or not) with the RPGE’s implementation? Why?  

 

Question 1.4 Do you think the RPGE has influenced your mobility decision?  

If you do, please explain how.  

If you don’t, please explain why. 

 

Question 1.5 In your opinion, how should the government improve the RPGE in 

the future? 
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Part 2: Questions for RPGE Officials 

Question 2.1 May I ask you to briefly introduce your current duty?  

2.1.1 How long have you worked for the government?  

2.1.2 What is your role in relation to the RPGE? 

 

Question 2.2 As an RPGE official, how do you view the RPGE (e.g., its design and 

goals)? 

2.2.1 Do you think skilled OCs are interested in the RPGE? 

2.2.2 In your opinion, why should skilled OCs apply for the RPGE and return to China? 

 

Question 2.3 Some skilled OC are not satisfied with the RPGE’s implementation. 

Do you think the RPGE is being implemented in the way the government had 

anticipated? 

2.3.1 Do you think OCs are being fairly nominated for the RPGE? 

If you do, please explain how.  

If you don’t, please explain why. 

 

2.3.2 Do you think OCs are being fairly selected as RPGE recipients? 

If you do, please explain how.  

If you don’t, please explain why. 

 

2.3.3 Do you think the RPGE’s incentives (promised by the government and employers) 

have been successfully delivered? 

If you do, please explain how.  

If you don’t, please explain why. 

 

Question 2.4 How do officials deal with employers and examiners if they do not 

comply the RPGE in the way that was anticipated? 

2.4.1 How do officials manage problems that occur during nomination and the delivery 

of incentives, which are primarily caused by employers’ decisions? 

2.4.2 How do officials constrain the self-interested behavior (if any) of employers and 

examiners during the RPGE’s recruitment processes? Are there any policy instruments 

that are used to monitor employers and examiners? 
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Question 2.5 China’s guanxi culture and Guan Ben Wei (GBW) are long-standing 

institutions. Do you think these institutions can affect the RPGE’s implementation? 

2.5.1 In your experience, how do these institutional factors affect the RPGE’s 

implementation? 

2.5.2 Do you think officials can manage these institutional factors in a responsible 

manner when implementing the RPGE? 

2.5.3 If institutional factors impede the RPGE’s implementation, are there any 

mechanisms that might reduce this risk? 

 

Question 2.6. In your experience, do you think the RPGE’s implementation can be 

affected by RPGE officials’ self-/other-interestedness? 

2.6.1 Do you know of any example of where RPGE officials’ other-interested 

motivation has/could positively affect the RPGE’s implementation? 

2.6.2 Do you know any example of where RPGE officials’ self-interested motivation 

has/could negatively affect the RPGE’s implementation? 

2.6.3 In your opinion, how should the government inspire RPGE officials’ other-

interested motivation and constrain their self-interested motivation? 

 

Question 2.7 The RPGE’s implementation requires a horizontal cooperation 

between many government departments, and a vertical cooperation between 

central, regional, and local governments. Do you think problems with coordination 

or communication can emerge in this complex implementation process? 

2.7.1 In your opinion, what are the causes of these problems? For example, are there 

any problems relating to conflicts between departments’ or individual officials’ interests? 

2.7.2 If problems do exist, how do RPGE officials deal with them? 

 

Question 2.8 In your opinion, how should the government improve the RPGE’s 

implementation in the future? 
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Appendix 4: Codebook 

Policy Implementation Problems and the 

Mobility Decisions of Skilled OCs: A Case 

Study of China’s Recruitment Program of 

Global Experts 

 

Codes (n=258) 
 (This codebook is generated by NVivo 12 in the 18th of Nov 2021) 

Name Description 

Demographic information Cross-checked by Q.Z (09/01/2018); 

First Revision (09/04/2018) 

Age  

21-30  

31-40  

41-50  

51-60  

60+  

Career experience  

Career in China (after returning)  

Career in China (before going abroad)  

Location  
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Name Description 

Position  

Research Institution  

University  

Teaching and 

Researching 

 

Title  

Career in host country(s)  

Connection with China  

Location  

Position  

Research Institution  

University  

Teaching and 

Researching 

 

Title  

Career in host country (circular)  

Education Background  

PhD  

Location  

Major  

Applied Science  

Engineering  
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Name Description 

Natural Science  

Social Science  

Gender  

Host Country(s)  

Years residing overseas  

RPGE's design Cross-checked by Q.Z (09/01/2018) 

and (01/03/2019); First Revision 

(09/04/2018); Second Revision 

(22/06/2018); Third Revision 

(21/01/2019); Fourth Revision 

(11/03/2019); Fifth Revision 

(02/05/2019) 

Inadequate monitoring instruments  

Policy-maker's concern on transparency  

OCs' concern on hidden agenda  

Protecting the CPC's authority  

The party manages 

talent-affairs 

 

Protecting the CPC's 

reputation 

 

Protecting the privacy of policy 

actors and OCs 

 

Identity exposed  

Harassment  
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Name Description 

Negative impact on OCs' 

future career in China 

 

Restriction on arts disciplines  

OCs' concern on hidden agenda  

Protecting the CPC's authority  

Protecting the CPC's reputation  

Officials' explanation - technical practice  

Supporting engineering disciplines  

Supporting natural science 

disciplines 

 

Using limited resources more 

efficiently 

 

Unclear statements  

Difficult to create minimum standards  

Employers' different needs and 

capacities 

 

Lack of financial resources  

Ensuring a flexibility  

Leaving a room for the negotiation 

between employers and OCs 

 

RPGE's Implementation Cross-checked by Q.Z (09/01/2018) 

and (01/03/2019); First Revision 

(09/04/2018); Second Revision 

(22/06/2018); Third Revision 

(21/01/2019) 
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Name Description 

Delivery of direct incentives  

Family allowance  

Children's education  

Satisfaction  

School's corruption  

Spouses' employment  

Postponed delivery  

Shirking responsibilities  

Housing  

No promise  

Partly delivered  

Research Funds  

Incentives of research funds 

delivered by the employers 

 

Employers' other-interested 

motivation 

 

For OCs and the country  

Employers' self-interested 

motivation 

 

Monetary interests  

Kickback  
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Name Description 

Inadequate 

funds promised 

 

No funds 

promised 

 

Non-monetary interests  

Promotion  

better 

performance 

indicators 

 

exaggerated 

incentives 

 

Incentives of research funds 

delivered by the government 

 

Additional funds delivered by 

employers 

 

RPGE officials' other-

interested behaviors 

 

Government's assistant  

MOHRSS - 

mediation between 

employers and 

RPGE recipients 

 

MOHRSS - 

mediation between 

official departments 

 

MOHRSS - talent 

office 
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Name Description 

Slow progress  

Multiple departments 

involved 

 

Salary  

Employers' self-interested 

motivation 

 

Monetary interests  

Minimizing the financial 

cost 

 

Non-monetary interests  

Promotion  

better performance 

indicators 

 

exaggerated 

incentives 

 

RPGE's design - unclear standard  

Delivery of indirect incentives  

Fast-track promotion  

Part-time employment  

Research opportunities  

Nomination  

Employers' other-interested motivation  

For individuals  
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Name Description 

Issues related to China's 

authoritarian political system 

 

Difficult to refuse 

superiors 

 

Issues related to guanxi 

culture 

 

Difficult to refuse friends  

Difficult to refuse 

relatives 

 

For the country  

Nominating applicants based 

on merit system 

 

Refusing acquaintances  

Refusing superiors  

Employers' self-interested motivation  

Monetary interests  

Kickback  

Income  

Research funds  

Non-monetary interests  

Promotion  

better performance 

indicators 
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Name Description 

exaggerated incentives  

RPGE's design - inadequate monitoring 

instrument 

 

Inadequate transparency  

Nomination behind close-door  

Lower-level employees 

cannot monitor 

 

RPGE officials cannot 

monitor 

 

Lack of human 

resources 

 

Selection  

Examiners' other-interested motivation  

For individuals  

Issues related to China's 

authoritarian political system 

 

Difficult to refuse 

superiors 

 

Issues related to guanxi 

culture 

 

Difficult to refuse friends  

Difficult to refuse 

relatives 

 

For the country  
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Name Description 

Nominating applicants based 

on merit system 

 

Refusing acquaintances  

Refusing superiors  

Examiners' self-interested motivation  

Monetary interests  

Kickback  

Income  

Research funds  

Non-monetary interests  

Promotion  

better performance 

indicators 

 

exaggerated incentives  

RPGE's design - inadequate monitoring 

instrument 

 

Inadequate transparency  

Selection behind close-door  

Lower-level employees 

cannot monitor 

 

RPGE officials cannot 

monitor 
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Name Description 

Lack of professional 

knowledge 

 

Skilled OCs' mobility Cross-checked by Q.Z (09/01/2018) 

and (01/03/2019); First Revision 

(09/04/2018); Second Revision 

(22/06/2018); Third Revision 

(21/01/2019); Fourth Revision 

(11/03/2019) 

Monetary factors  

Against returning to China  

Cost of Living  

Income  

Research funds  

Supporting to returning to China  

RPGE Incentives  

Income  

Research funds  

Non-monetary factors  

Against returning to China  

Career Aspiration  

Sense of achievement  

Glass ceiling  

Gender issues  



373 

 

Name Description 

Racial issues  

Language and cultural 

issues 

 

Promotion Opportunities  

Administrative posts  

Professional titles  

Research Integrity  

Research Opportunities  

Invincible school  

Research 

capabilities of 

assistants 

 

English skills  

Research 

integrity and 

ethics 

 

Using 

instruments 

and equipment 

 

Sense of satisfaction  

Not being respected and 

appreciated 

 

Hostile attitude of 

Chinese scholars 
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Name Description 

Nepotism and 

cronyism in China 

 

Distribution of 

career 

opportunities 

 

Promotion  

Research 

funds 

 

Training  

RPGE's 

recruitment 

 

Educational problems  

Dissatisfaction with corruption 

in schools 

 

Dissatisfaction with school 

courses 

 

Health issues  

Food safety  

Natural environment  

Supporting to returning to China  

Career Aspiration  

Sense of achievement  

Glass ceiling  

Gender issues  
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Name Description 

Racial issues  

Language and cultural 

issues 

 

Promotion Opportunities  

Administrative posts  

Professional titles  

Research Integrity  

Research Opportunities  

Invincible school  

Research 

capabilities of 

assistants 

 

English skills  

Research 

integrity and 

ethics 

 

Using 

instruments 

and equipment 

 

Sense of satisfaction  

Not being respected and 

appreciated 

 

Hostile attitude of 

Chinese scholars 
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Name Description 

Nepotism and 

cronyism in China 

 

Distribution of 

career 

opportunities 

 

Promotion  

Research 

funds 

 

Training  

RPGE's 

recruitment 

 

Family-related  

Marriage  

Reuniting and caring parents  

Health issues  

Food safety  

Natural environment  

Patriotic feeling  

Positive outlook of China's 

future 

 

Will of serving the home 

country 

 

Personnel network and connection  



377 

 

Name Description 

The most influential factor leading to the 

decision of migration 

Cross-checked by Q.Z (09/01/2018) 

Not returning to China  

Monetary factor  

Income  

Non-monetary factor  

Career aspiration  

Family responsibilities  

Patriotic sentiment  

Procedural fairness  

Returning to China  

Monetary factor  

Income  

Non-monetary factor  

Career aspiration  

Family responsibilities  

Patriotic sentiment  

Procedural fairness  
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Appendix 5: Follow-up Interview Strategy 

Part One: Follow-up Interviews with RPGE Officials 

The follow-up interviews of RPGE officials aim to clarify findings on two issues 

identified in the first-round of interviews. First, whether the RPGE’s problematic 

monitoring (and specifically its lack of transparency) is related to hidden agendas 

associated with China’s authoritarian political system. Second, whether the same 

hidden agendas are the cause for the RPGE’s restriction on arts disciplines.  

 

Question 1.1 Do you have any comment on RPGE officials’ other-interested 

behavior directed at protecting the interests of the country and RPGE recipients? 

In the first-round interview, many RPGE recipients reported that they were very 

grateful for the RPGE officials’ assistance with the delivery of the research funding 

incentives. They also reported that some RPGE officials engaged in negotiation and 

mediation when employers failed to deliver their promised incentives. This question 

also aims to warm up the conversation and build rapport by highlighting RPGE officials’ 

noble behaviors. A friendly and positive beginning is important as the participants may 

not like the tone of some later questions relating to the government’s hidden agendas. 

 

1.1.1 Are RPGE officials rewarded when they help RPGE recipients, such as by 

persuading employers to deliver the incentives that were promised but not delivered?  

If officials can be rewarded when they behave well, it is possible that they can be 

punished for misbehaviors. This discussion will lead to the conversation about the 

RPGE’s instruments for monitoring and accountability.  
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1.1.2 If not, can you explain why? 

 

Question 1.2 Many skilled OCs, including RPGE recipients, are concerned about 

the lack of transparency in the RPGE’s implementation, especially the 

recruitment processes. Do you have any comment on this issue? 

In the first-round of interviews, RPGE officials revealed that employers and examiners 

are monitored by RPGE officials. However, it was not clear who monitors RPGE 

officials. Due to a lack of transparency, RPGE officials can collude with employers and 

examiners, which may render the top-down monitoring mechanism to be inefficacious.  

This question is followed by three sub-questions. Questions 1.2.1 and 1.2.2 are the 

preparation for question 1.2.3, which addresses the government’s hidden agendas. 

Question 1.2.1 points out the problem of the current top-down monitoring instrument, 

while question 1.2.2 addresses the benefits of inviting the public to monitor the RPGE’s 

implementation. Finally, question 1.2.3 asks whether the government wants the RPGE 

to be monitored by the public. 

 

1.2.1 Who monitors the RPGE officials? 

If RPGE officials are monitored by their superiors, then are these superiors directly 

engaged in the RPGE’s implementation? If they are, who monitors them? If the 

superiors do not directly engage in the RPGE’s implementation, how can they monitor 

other RPGE officials? 

 

1.2.2 Do you think the public could help the government to monitor the RPGE’s 

implementation if the government were to publicly disclose some key information? 

For example, if the standards of nomination or selection were made public, experts 

could identify problems with the RPGE’s recruitment processes. 
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In the first-round of interviews, RPGE officials reported that the government may not 

have enough human resources to monitor all employers in the nomination process. In 

addition, RPGE officials are not experts, so they usually do not have enough 

professional knowledge to assess the decisions of employers and examiners. However, 

skilled OCs suggested (in the first-round of interviews) that the government could 

mobilize experts from the public (who are not RPGE policy actors) to assist with 

monitoring the RPGE’s implementation. Skilled OCs suggested that, for this to occur, 

the government could make the recruitment standards and results publicly available, 

subject to certain privacy-related considerations. They suggested that the only issue 

preventing this is whether the government wants the RPGE to be monitored by the 

public. 

 

1.2.3 Do you think RPGE officials will be unaccountable if they are in sole control 

of the RPGE’s monitoring processes? 

If you do, do you think it is necessary to introduce a monitoring instrument that is 

transparent to the public, such as an independent third-party watchdog?  

If you don’t, can you explain why? 

In the first-round of interviews, skilled OCs reported that the government may not want 

to be monitored by the public. The government may want to cover-up corruption so that 

it can protect the government’s and the CPC’s reputation and authority. Therefore, the 

RPGE only employs top-down monitoring operated by the government. Also, a lack of 

transparency can prevent the public from finding problems with the RPGE’s 

implementation. 
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Question 1.3 Many skilled OCs are dissatisfied with the RPGE Young 

Professional’s restriction on arts disciplines. They feel that they are not trusted by 

the government. Do you have any comment on this issue? 

This question aims to explore whether the restriction on arts disciplines is related to 

protecting the Chinese Government’s reputation and authority. In the first-round of 

interviews, RPGE officials reported that this restriction is only a technical practice 

designed to ensure optimal strategic allocation of the limited resources. However, 

skilled OCs felt that this restriction might be for political purposes. Specifically, skilled 

OCs suggested that young arts scholars are more likely to hold divergent political views, 

so the government’s restriction on arts disciplines is to prevent such views from being 

advocated within China. Given that RPGE recipients are promoted as ‘national stars’, 

such views could cause controversy and embarrassment for the Chinese Government.  

 

This question is followed by four sub-questions. The first three questions aim to 

challenge RPGE officials’ claim that the exclusion of arts disciplines is merely a 

technical consideration. Question 1.3.1 addresses the negative impact of the restriction 

on skilled OCs’ feelings. Question 1.3.2 then addresses the potential value that skilled 

OCs of arts disciplines could offer to China. Next, Question 1.3.3 highlights the benefits 

that government support (through the RPGE) would have for the emerging careers of 

young arts scholars. If the government wants to better allocate resources, shouldn’t it 

support the people who need the aid most? Finally, question 1.3.4 directly addresses 

the contention that the restriction was introduced due to the government’s hidden 

agenda for protecting its reputation and authority. 

 

1.3.1 If this restriction is only a technical practice for allocating limited resources, 

have you noticed its negative impact on skilled OCs’ patriotic sentiment and sense of 

satisfaction? 
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The first-round of interviews revealed that it is not only skilled OCs of arts disciplines 

who are dissatisfied with the restriction, but also those from the natural sciences and 

engineering. Skilled OCs from all disciplines view the restriction as an issue of trust, 

and those from natural sciences and engineering have empathy with their arts 

colleagues because they realize that they might be treated similarly if their skills weren’t 

so highly valued by the government. 

 

1.3.2 Skilled OCs of arts disciplines are also highly demanded by many Chinese 

universities and research institutions. Why are they excluded from the RPGE’s 

Young Professional category if their contributions are as important as those of 

natural sciences and engineering? 

 

1.3.3 Why does the RPGE exclude skilled OCs of arts disciplines when they often 

require the government’s support the most? 

In the first-round of interviews, RPGE officials claimed that the restriction is a technical 

practice because skilled OCs from arts disciplines can apply for any category of the 

RPGE except the Young Professional. However, young scholars need the government’s 

support in the beginning of their career more than when they have become prominent 

experts.  

 

1.3.4 Does the government have another reason for this restriction? 

The previous points indicate that the negative impacts of the restriction likely far 

outweigh any benefit to be gained from more strategic resource allocation. Has the 

government anticipated this issue during the last ten years? If it has, why is the 

restriction still in place? 
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Part Two: Follow-up Interviews with Skilled OCs 

The follow-up interviews with skilled OCs aim to clarify three issues. First, how do 

RPGE recipients view the RPGE’s monitoring framework? Second, how do non-

returnees view the RPGE’s indirect incentives? Third, how do skilled OCs needs and 

motivations change overtime? 

 

Question 2.1 How do you (RPGE recipient) view the challenges of improving the 

RPGE’s monitoring instrument? 

In the first-round of interviews, RPGE recipients reported problems with the RPGE’s 

monitoring instrument. Their concerns were responded to by RPGE officials (in both 

rounds of interview) who claimed that there are some technical challenges to increasing 

the transparency of the RPGE, especially in terms of protecting the privacy of both 

RPGE policy actors and applicants. By asking RPGE recipients about these challenges, 

the researcher is able to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the RPGE’s 

monitoring instrument, and provide possible policy recommendations.  

 

2.1.1 Do you think the RPGE’s implementation should not be transparent until the 

privacy of policy actors and applicants can be fully protected? What can the 

government do to secure the privacy of policy actors and applicants? 

RPGE officials reported that employers and examiners might be harassed when their 

identity is leaked. As a result, employers and examiners may not want to participate in 

the RPGE in the future. In addition, there are only a few qualified RPGE examiners for 

some disciplines. If their identities are leaked, some applicants may approach these 

examiners, which may increase the possibility for corruption. Additionally, if 

unsuccessful applicants were to have their identities exposed, their future careers in 

China may be put at risk.  
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2.1.2 In your opinion, what information should be disclosed, and how should it be 

disclosed, in order to increase the transparency of the RPGE’s implementation? 

For example, is it possible to disclose the research achievements of employers, 

examiners, and applicants without leaking their identities? In addition, what specific 

standard of nomination and selection should be disclosed in order to improve the 

transparency?  

Question 2.2 Do you have any comment on the RPGE’s indirect incentives? 

In the first-round of interviews, some non-returnees were not asked about the RPGE’s 

indirect incentives as the researcher was not fully aware of issue until informed by later 

participants (RPGE recipients). Since the RPGE’s indirect incentives can address 

skilled OCs’ non-monetary needs for career aspiration, in addition to providing 

additional sources of income and research funding to meet their monetary needs, it is 

important to explore the response of non-returnees. 

 

2.2.1 Have you ever heard of the RPGE’s indirect incentives? 

 

2.2.2 Do you find the RPGE’s indirect incentives to be attractive? 

If you do, what is attractive about them? What is the most attractive incentive in 

your opinion? 

If you don’t, can you explain why? 

 

2.2.3 If you had known about the RPGE’s indirect incentives, do you think you would 

have returned to China and applied for the RPGE, or suggested to other skilled OCs 

to do so? 
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Question 2.3 Do you think the most important factors (needs) driving your 

mobility decisions can change overtime? 

In the first-round of interviews, most skilled OCs reported that their mobility was 

primarily driven by their non-monetary needs, including career aspiration, family 

responsibilities, and patriotic sentiment. However, skilled OCs may leave (or consider 

leaving) China again for different reasons. For example, some circular migrants 

returned to China for their family or due to their patriotic sentiment, but they left China 

again to pursue a better career. On the other hand, other circular migrants returned to 

China for a better career, but they left China again due to a dissatisfaction with their 

level of income and research funding in China. Therefore, it is important to clarify why 

skilled OCs may have different views on their needs overtime in order to understand 

their mobility decisions. 

 

2.3.1 If you returned to China for non-monetary needs but left (or considered leaving) 

China again due to dissatisfaction with your ability to meet your monetary needs in 

China, does it mean that you prioritize monetary needs over non-monetary needs? 

 If it doesn’t, can you explain why? 

 

2.3.2 If you returned to China due to family responsibilities or because of patriotic 

sentiment, but left (or considered leaving) China again to pursue a better career, does 

it mean that family and patriotic issues are less important to you than your career? 

If it does, is there an order between these needs?  

If it doesn’t, can you explain why you changed your mind? How did you (or 

how are you going to) manage your family responsibilities and your patriotic 

sentiment? 
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