2.  Thousand Talents, revisited: research
funding as a talent recruitment tool
from Europe to China

Andrea Braun Strelcova

1. INTRODUCTION

The People’s Republic of China, long known as a migrant-sending country,
was a latecomer to the the ‘global race for talent” (Shachar 2006). The Chinese
government began to introduce targeted migration schemes for ‘talents’ in the
mid 1990s (Wang, Zweig, and Lin 2011; Zweig and Wang 2013). Of those, the
Thousand Talents Plan (TTP) became the most internationally visible (Lewis
2023). Formerly a prestigious funding instrument (e.g. Royal Society of
Chemistry 2018), the TTP found itself at the centre of growing US—China geo-
political tensions and was discontinued around 2019 (Cao and Simon 2021).
However, the TTP was just one of many programmes under the ‘talent funding
umbrella’ (Allen and Allen 2022). The talent funding plans were designed to
entice highly qualified professionals—mostly researchers and entrepreneurs
based in the USA and other countries of the global West—to work in (or
with) China’s universities, research institutions, disciplines, innovation pro-
grammes, and companies.

The talent funding plans exemplify the human dimension of China’s expand-
ing immigration regime and its tight link to science and technology (S&T).
Previous literature has highlighted the shortcomings and accomplishments
of the policy in attracting Chinese returnees (Zweig, Kang, and Wang 2020;
Zweig and Wang 2013; Cao and Simon 2021), examined the awardees’ careers
(Shi, Liu, and Wang 2023; Yang and Marini 2019; Fedasiuk and Feldgoise
2020) and placed the TTP within US—China rivalry (Sharma 2020; Mattis
2023; Mervis 2020). Existing research also connects ‘talents’ with ‘foreign
experts’ and foreign skilled migration into China (Huang and Kim 2022;
Mouritzen 2022; Farrer 2014). However, the US—China geopolitical conflict
and China’s increased separation from the global West has shed new light
also on the TTP, and talent funding at large, and its role as a skilled migration
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8 International talent management in times of crisis

instrument. The ‘story of the TTP’ challenged the widely accepted notion that
skilled migration is relatively apolitical, unlike temporary or undocumented
migration of refugees (Kerr 2020; Shachar 2009). At the same time, China
has learned from other Western countries in the immigration approach to
cherry-pick the ‘best and the brightest’, suggesting the talent funding is a case
of the country emulating practices that first emerged in other countries. Yet,
this development has been scantly covered in academic research. The TTP, and
talent funding at large, has been largely underresearched in migration litera-
ture. Therefore, this chapter aims at closing a part of this gap by asking how
talent funding has evolved as a competitive immigration tool by examining in
detail academic migration of European ‘talents’ to China.

Sourcing both quantitative and qualitative data on the topic is challenging
because from ¢.2019 information on the TTP disappeared from official sources.
The controversy around the TTP resulted in increased sensitivity around the
plan, making the field hard to reach for researchers (Zweig and Kang 2020;
Chamberlain and Hodgetts 2018). However, the talent-attracting discourse is
prominent in China (e.g. CCG 2023), perhaps even more than ever, rendering
talent funding an important theme for research. In this text, empirical material
was generated through 20 semi-structured research interviews with 15 research
participants generated in two previous projects (in 2018 and 2022). To gain
a more in-depth understanding of the subject, I also reviewed 56 Chinese
official regulations and other applicable documents, such as Chinese funding
calls and universities’ hiring offers. To increase the validity of this qualitative
research, I also relied on my long-term presence in the field as an expert to
triangulate the findings (Welch and Piekkari 2017; Bogner, Littig, and Menz
2018).

This chapter uses the competitive immigration regime (Shachar 2006,
152-153; 2013) as a conceptual framework to investigate talent funding. The
perspective describes the interjurisdictional multi-layer competition driven
by policymakers in a country that puts forward selective immigration pro-
cedures designed to attract ‘talents’ with a goal of emulating and exceeding
similar efforts of their international counterparts. I argue that talent funding,
of which the TTP was the tip of the iceberg, is a case of China’s competitive
immigration regime. It exposes the ongoing drive of the Chinese government
and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to rival talent-recruitment efforts of
other knowledge economies, by offering generous ‘incentives packages’ to
a selected few (Shachar 2006), among whom scientists play a prominent role.
The CCP strives to attract highly skilled Chinese returnees and foreigners to
work in higher education and S&T sectors, and showers them with lucrative
offers (both financial and non-financial), promising either a full-time or
part-time residency. China has moved on from the TTP and introduced new
talent attraction programmes (such as Qiming) which continue to support
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Thousand Talents, revisited 9

‘high-end’ scientific talents (Zhu et al. 2023). These plans enabled the hiring
of scientists and experts from around the world even during the harsh entry
restrictions enforced by the Covid-19 pandemic.

China’s leadership, both in the CCP and across various branches of the
government, continues to view talent recruitment as a valid way to boost
China’s scientific, economic, political, and military prowess. The approach
of cherry-picking academic talents based on their potential of contributing
to China’s development is firmly incorporated in the country’s immigration
regime. Talent funding focuses on people, incentivizing them through lucra-
tive individualized packages, including generous research funding, job salary,
tax-free personal allowances, housing benefits, relocation and residency
support, administrative support, children’s schooling, and medical and legal
assistance. Unlike other competitive immigration regimes, China has refined
its approach to allow researchers to split their time between China and abroad,
facilitating knowledge transfer without mandating permanent settlement as
a prerequisite (Shachar and Hirschl 2013, p. 85). What’s more, the selective
research-migration tool runs not just at the national, but also at the provincial,
municipal, and district level. Besides immigration, the tool also assists the
Chinese government’s top-down drive to become a more self-reliant, inter-
nationally competitive scientific powerhouse with world-class universities
and research institutions. However, the findings based on interviews with
European scientists funded by talent programmes show that their experience
is mixed, as they balance between appreciation for their career progression
and frustration in navigating the Chinese environment. The TTP is just one
programme in the large family of talent funding, and to understand its role in
attracting European researchers in China we first must turn to its context and
how it is used both for research funding and migration policy.

2. COMPETITIVE IMMIGRATION REGIME AND
CHINA’S TALENT FUNDING

The intense competition among countries to attract highly skilled immigrants is
commonly known as the ‘race for talent’ (Shachar 2006). National authorities
have developed selective immigration programmes to entice and compete for
talented migrants, emulating and trying to outbid each other (Shachar 2006).
The competitive immigration regime describes the multiplayer, multilevel
game in the competitive landscape, in which all jurisdictions are striving to
outdo each other to lure in highly skilled migrants (Shachar and Hirschl 2013,
p- 79). This concept underscores the significance of offering enticing incentive
packages, expedited paths to permanent residency or citizenship, contingent
upon the potential contributions of those skilled migrants to the host country’s
growth, knowledge economy, and international reputation.
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10 International talent management in times of crisis

The contemporary relationship between talent and migration began to
take shape in the 1960s, with the United States pioneering these efforts in
1962, followed by the United Kingdom. Canada introduced a points-based
immigration system in 1967, and Australia (later joined by New Zealand)
joined this endeavour in 1973. However, as the twentieth century progressed,
the dominance of the United States as the primary talent destination began to
wane (Solimano 2008) at the expense of emerging destinations, notably the
European Union and its member states, such as Germany. Additionally, nations
such as Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea adopted strategies to attract their
nationals back through enticing resettlement programmes. Around the turn of
the twenty-first century, major talent-exporting countries like China and India
also joined the pursuit. Countries engaged in the global talent race are contin-
uously striving to enhance their relative advantages and position themselves as
hubs of innovation excellence. This global competitive landscape is marked by
dynamic policy emulation and competition among jurisdictions, resulting in
non-cooperation among countries rather than the coordinated global harmoni-
zation of migration (Shachar and Hirschl 2013, p. 79). A notable characteristic
is the interplay between talent and citizenship, and the emergence of strategic
policies which expedite permanent residency or even citizenship as a fast-track
‘membership benefit’ in the host country. Examples of initiatives with both
international and domestic dimensions, such as the UK Global Talent Visa, the
US EB-1 visa, or the EU Blue Card, illustrate a strategic approach to attracting
highly skilled individuals with the aim of fostering domestic economic growth
and outpacing other countries (Shachar and Hirschl 2013, p. 74).

3. METHODOLOGY

In this chapter, I work with three principal tools of qualitative case study
research — document, fieldwork, and interviews (Creswell 2014; Flick 2017).
The multiple ways of finding available sources on talent funding was done
to achieve a representation consistent with the experience of the research
participants (Arnould 1998). The documents I worked with consisted of
government files, records, reports, regulations, legal notices, media news, and
university postings (Roulston and Choi 2018; Coffey and Atkinson 2017).
I have analysed 56 documents from various official bodies and university job
advertisements. Their full list is provided in the Appendix. Secondly, I drew on
my experiences as a ‘skilled migrant” working full-time in China as a project
manager between 2011 and 2017, and an expert consultant for EU-funded
projects in China between 2018 and 2023. Throughout more than a decade in
the field, I interacted with scientists navigating their careers between Europe
and China (of all nationalities), funding managers, university administrators,
and science policy officials. My long-term engagement in the field, including
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the observations and countless informal conversations, have all contributed to
my understanding of the topic, which added value to the analysis (Eakin and
Gladstone 2020). As a qualitative researcher, I considered my proximity to the
field a source of insight, rather than bias (Welch and Piekkari 2017), which is
essential since the TTP and its offsprings ‘went underground’ amidst heated
US—China conflict, and information on the TTP, its features, recipients and
evalutors was removed from the internet (Zweig and Kang 2020).

My previous experience endowed me with access to the field, which can
be an issue in authoritarian regimes such as China (Gentile 2013; Glasius et
al. 2018). I am reusing data from 20 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with
15 research participants (RPs) conducted for two previous research projects.
Namely, I work with eight interviews I conducted in 2022, two in 2018 (before
the TTP controversy erupted). Five people were interviewed twice, both in
2018 and in 2022. Among the RPs, ten were scientists in STEM fields and
five were social scientists and experts. Of the STEM researchers, five RPs
were funded by the national-level TTP, four by provincial talent plans, six
held National Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC) grants, and one
was a ‘100 Talent’ of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS). RPs’ funding
sometimes overlapped as they were awarded recognition from two different
institutions at the same time. Five RPs were female; all were either based in
China or had recently left at the time of interview (in 2022 during the Covid-19
pandemic). The interview questions focused on their experience as a partici-
pant of the TTP or other talent funding application, administration, evaluation,
and management, and how these intersected with visa and residency applica-
tions. Interviews were transcribed and analysed in Atlas.Ti, utilizing thematic
analyses and coding based on the analytical framework. Their information is
summarized in Table 2.1.

4. THOUSAND TALENTS PLAN: ACHIEVEMENTS
AND CONTROVERSIES

The talent policies must be understood in the overall context of the quickly
evolving Chinese S&T system. The growth of quantity and quality of scientific
infrastructure, and a more attractive job market, has enabled Chinese returnees
as well as some foreign academics, to move (back) to China (Li et al. 2021).
Whereas in 1997, China’s R&D investment was at 3 per cent of the USA’s,
in 2015, it was 45 per cent (Zweig, Kang, and Wang 2020). In 2022, China
spent 3 trillion RMB (459 billion USD), or 2.55 per cent of its GDP on R&D
(Cao 2023). The country became the world’s biggest producer of scientific
articles (Tollefson 2018). Such rapid expansion profoundly transformed
the institutional environment and the research culture. China’s transition to
the knowledge economy, including the pursuit for greater self-reliance and
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Thousand Talents, revisited 13

domestic breakthroughs in key technologies, comprising high-tech industries
and innovative businesses, was to be accomplished by attracting overseas
Chinese talents who were ‘high-level, elite, top-notch, and urgently-needed’
(e.g. MOHRSS 2020).

TTP was launched in 2008 with high-level political support from both the
CCP and the Chinese government. Such joint endorsement was ‘remarkably
unusual’ (Kim and Allen 2018). The TTP mainly attracted overseas Chinese
faculty staff from the global West, active in the fields of chemistry, materials
science, physics, and engineering (Allen and Allen 2022). Prospective TTP
awardees were evaluated in front of a scientific panel who investigated the
applicants’ publication track record and their position in the field. However,
at its outset, the TTP failed to attract the people it was primarily designed for:
leading senior Chinese scholars abroad. The most high-performing individuals
already had settled into a permanent position in the global West (Zweig and
Wang 2013). The TTP packages attracted mainly those without a stable job
(Shi, Liu, and Wang 2023). In one cohort, 89 per cent of those who were
rejected had a position at the time of recruitment (Yang and Marini 2019).
As a response, the TTP expanded into new, more flexible sub-programmes,
notably the ‘Young TTP’ for talents under 40, and (since many overseas
Chinese had a foreign passport) a ‘Foreign TTP’. Also, a new ‘part-time TTP’
option allowed grantees to keep their job abroad while occasionally visiting
China.

The award consisted of two main budget lines: First, research funding of
1-1.5 million RMB (135,000-205,000 EUR) per year, for three to five years,
and second, a personal allowance (‘pocket money’) which totalled 1 million
RMB (c.135,000 EUR), occasionally up to 3 million RMB (420,000 EUR).
In addition, the award included many individual performance-based bonuses,
customized relocation services, administration support, research assistance,
housing, insurance, job arrangements for spouses, childcare, medical care,
and other perks. The flexibility demonstrated the policymakers’ willingness
to accommodate the talents’ needs (Shachar and Hirschl 2019, p. 85). It also
encouraged scientists to keep positions in more than one institution, double
dipping in funding pools of two or more countries. This was, back then, neither
illegal nor controversial, since scientific collaboration with China was broadly
encouraged in the global West (and vice versa). However, it created space to
cheat, allowing scientists or their employers to avoid disclosing full funding
amounts, or to commit tax fraud or intellectual property theft (Zweig and Kang
2020).

The vast majority of awardees were returning Chinese, along with a few
hundred foreigners without any Chinese background. Although the exact
numbers are not known, the national-level TTP between 2008 and 2018
attracted around 7,000 people. From this pool of talent, 53—55 per cent com-
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14 International talent management in times of crisis

pleted their PhD in the USA, and 68.7 per cent were working in the USA before
accepting the TTP. Around 10 per cent (9.4-10.6 per cent) did their PhDs in
Europe, 8.4-8.6 per cent in the UK (Zweig and Kang 2020). The Young TTP
funded 3,535 returnees under 40 (Cao et al. 2020). The TTP ran smoothly until
2019; its problematic nature was epitomized by the arrest of Professor Charles
M. Lieber, a TTP awardee with a part-time affiliation at the Wuhan University
of Technology. Lieber was found guilty of hiding his participation in the TTP,
tax evasion, and false statements to US federal authorities in 2021 (Mervis
2021; DoJ 2023). In November 2019, the US Senate called the TTP a threat to
national security (US Congress 2019). Following the introduction of the China
Initiative by the US Department of Justice, looking into Chinese interference
in US research, the TTP went ‘underground’ (Zweig and Kang 2020). The
China Initiative was later abandoned but the TTP’s reputation was destroyed
(Schiavenza 2022).

Prior to the controversy, universities proudly displayed TTP grantees on
their websites. Afterwards, any reference to the TTP disappeared from official
documents and online sources. Recipients were also asked to delete it from
their CVs and personal websites (RP2, 7):

Previously, information about awardees was public, also the awarding committee
names were public. But since the TTP got all the attention from the US, China
changed the name. They run the same thing, but under different names, and it is not
public anymore. (RP7)

As RP7 indicates, new recruits, however, continued to submit their applica-
tions to talent plans in confidentiality (also RP3). The Ministry of Science and
Technology (MoST) established the ‘High-end Foreign Experts Introduction
Programme’ which combined several programmes like the TTP (Weinstein
2020). A 2020 document on permanent residency for foreigners dealt with
the same top-level overseas talents as targeted by the TTP (MoST 2020).
Chinese universities and research institutes regularly advertise open calls to
recruit talents with conditions similar to the TTP, with rolling deadlines (e.g.
UCAS 2022; JNU 2022; see Appendix). Recruitment relied also on networks
of ambassadors, ‘recruitment stations’, and targeted events (Wu and Qiu 2021;
Zhang 2021; Joske 2020). China’s development blueprint, the 14th Five-Year
Plan (2021-2025) lists the recruitment of ‘overseas high-end talents’ as a stra-
tegic goal (Xinhua 2021), echoed also by President Xi Jinping, such as in his
20th Party Congress speech (Xinhua 2022).
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5. TALENT FUNDING: IMMIGRATION TOOL TO
ATTRACT SCIENTISTS FROM EUROPE TO
CHINA

These developments went hand in hand with the overhaul of the immigration
system which enabled the talent funding to become a selective migration
tool. To tackle the brain drain, China began emulating other developed
nations as early as the 1990s (Zweig and Wang 2013). Although not offering
‘talent-for-citizenship’ like other competitive immigration regimes (Shachar
20006), the authorities allowed foreigners’ long-term settlement in 2004 (MFA
2004), offering a ‘permanent’ residency (renewable every ten years). The Exit
and Entry Law in 2012 further clarified the rules for foreigners’ residency
(NIA 2023). Within a few years, a new points-based system for immigration
categorized migrants into three groupings: A (high-level talents), B (other
foreign professionals), C (low-end workforce), with the policy to ‘encour-
age A, control B, and restrict C’ (MoST 2020, 2018; Richter 2020). A new
type of ‘R’ visa (R for rencai = talent) was introduced to allow a flexible
residency of the highly skilled (SAFEA, MFA, and MPS 2017). The Chinese
Green Card, previously notoriously difficult to get, was revamped, granting
some ‘A talents’ extended privileges to avoid otherwise lengthy visa and
residency renewals (SAFEA, MFA, and MPS 2017; Zhou 2017). The National
Immigration Agency (NIA) opened to streamline the system in 2018. Talents
could get a fast-track ‘green’ visa access, even during the Covid-19 pandemic
which otherwise saw China’s borders closed for almost three years (MoST
2020).

The TTP remains doubtlessly the best-known ‘talent funding’ outside
China, but it is by no means the only one. Although the exact number of
individuals was never publicly available, it is estimated that the TTP alone
attracted around 7,000 people (with at least 16,000 more returning on various
other national programmes), while the local talent awards supported approx-
imately 60,000 individuals (Jia 2018; Cao et al. 2020; Joske 2020). This may
seem like a small number against the four million Chinese returnees since
the start of the Reform and Opening in 1978 (Cao 2023), yet, it demonstrates
China’s determination to groom a pool of ‘super talent’ (Shachar and Hirschl
2013), people capable of leading their respective fields.

The national-level policies incentivized local actors to launch their own
talent attraction programmes. An official document on the permit system from
2017 lists close to 200 talent programmes (SAFEA, MFA, and MPS 2017).
The catalogue includes small-scale local plans as well as famous national plans
which date back to the 1990s, such as the ‘Changjiang Scholar Programme’
of the Ministry of Education and the ‘CAS 100 Talents Project’ (MoE 2018;
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CAS 2017). The National Science Foundation of China’s Research Fund
for International Scientists (NSFC-RFIS) began to target foreigners residing
in China. Finally, the Chinese Academy of Sciences ‘Presidential Initiative
Fellowship’ (CAS PIFI) offers a high degree of flexibility for those who visit
China part-time, like the TTP used to (50,000 RMB or approx. 6,600 EUR for
‘Category A’ leading scientists to undertake a week-long lecture tour). In other
words, the more highly skilled the ‘talent’ is, the less time he or she is required
to spend in China.

Local programmes administer a sizeable proportion of the talent funds. It is
estimated that more than 80 per cent of talent recruitment was funded at the
subnational level (Bekkers 2017). In affluent provinces such as Guangdong,
Jiangsu, and Zhejiang, local talent awards are generous and less competitive
than the national-level grants (Development Solutions and Petino 2020). They
can be awarded on their own, or added on fop of a national talent funding
(RP3,4,5,9,11). In 2022, in Guangdong, the annual salary for an ‘outstanding
talent’ was around 400,000 RMB (approx. 55,000 EUR) with research funding
of amounts up to 5 million RMB (700,000 EUR) for three years. The province
could top up national funding by adding 200,000 RMB in subsidies, and 2
million RMB in research funds, plus provide support for housing, healthcare,
administration, and children’s schooling (RP9). In addition to this, the highly
skilled worker could get a personal allowance (pocket money) which made it
easier to settle:

This money is for you, it is a package to a certain citizenship, so you can rent an
apartment and send your children to schools, to set up lives and make it durable.
(RP11)

However, this funding structure was not universally applicable. In other
cases, the 500,000 RMB allowance was paid in yearly installments (RP9), or,
at the end of the funding period ‘to make sure you wouldn’t get the money
and run’ (RP7). Universities and research institutions created individualized
offers and encouraged the researchers to apply for additional funds, helped
with translations to Chinese, polishing research proposals and arranging mock
interviews (RP7, 9). Cities such as Shanghai, Wenzhou, and Tianjin have
also ‘glocalized’ their talents funding (Kim and Allen 2018). What’s more,
talent funding could even be granted by districts, such as Zhongguancun
in Beijing or Xishuangbanna Tropical Garden in Yunnan province (CAS
Xishuangbanna 2017). Every university or a research institute that employed
a recipient played a role in the implementation, ‘willing to pay large salaries
and bonuses to major international researchers who accept the remuneration
for what is essentially transferring their knowledge to China’ (Zweig and Kang
2020, p. 9). In its talent recruitment, China has learned from — and exceeded
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— talent-attracting policies of other countries to provide lucrative settlement
incentives. However, unlike the UK or Canada, the ‘talent for citizenship’
in China exists only in exceptional cases. Instead, flexibility emerged as the
core feature of the talent plans, in exchange for knowledge transfer. China has
always placed emphasis on ‘learning from the West’, which, on top of North
America, includes supporting cooperation with OECD and developed, mostly
Western European countries — the UK, Germany, France, or the Netherlands
(Braun Stfelcova, Christmann-Budian, and Ahlers 2022). Similarly, talent
policies prioritised researchers from the West because of their education,
professional background, international networks, or Caucasian ethnicity (Lan
2021; Farrer 2014).

Due to the deterioration of the US—China relationship, China has begun
to place more emphasis on scientific cooperation with Europe which is less
controversial (Mervis 2019). This includes talent attraction, although primarily
and originally targeting the returnees, it extends to foreigners, including those
from the UK and other European countries. In line with the talent philosophy,
European academics in China could be split in two groups: short-term visitors
and long-term residents. The first batch includes several high-profile, leading
academics with part-time engagements in China. These are, for example,
Professor Bernard Lucas Feringa (University of Groningen), winner of the
2016 Nobel Prize in Chemistry (molecular nanotechnology), a guest professor
at East China Normal University in Shanghai, and a Green Card holder (China
Daily 2018). Similarly, Professor Jules Hoffmann, a Luxembourg-based
Nobel Prize winner in Physiology and Medicine, was a regular visitor to
China (EURAXESS China 2014). He opened a Sino-French Hoffmann
Institute at the Guangzhou Medical University (USIAS 2023), and considered
starting a company with traditional Chinese medicine (PR Newswire 2017).
And finally, Professor Nigos Logothetis, former director of the Max Planck
Institute for Biological Cybernetics, caused a stir in German academic circles
when he decided to move to Shanghai to co-lead a neuroscientific institute
there, after he faced accusations of violating animal rights in Germany
(SWRWissen 2020). Beyond the high-profile cases featured in the media,
many other European academics recruited by talent funding moved to China
full-time. Their motivation to relocate frequently stemmed from a lack of
suitable academic jobs in Europe (or North America) (RP3, 6,7, 8, 10, 11, 12,
15). A research participant admitted:

In my experience, (China) is much more relaxed compared to the University of
Cambridge where [ was before. I was happy to leave behind the stress of job insecu-
rity, poor pay, and no recognition. (RP3)
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The rapid expansion of Chinese science enabled quick career growth for
researchers and gave them the freedom to pursue their research (Chen and Zhu
2020; Xu et al. 2022). While in China, they described having difficulties with
visa and residency document renewals, the glass ceiling, a lack of integration
in the workplace, cultural and language challenges, and the authoritarian polit-
ical regime, paired with general feelings of unease over what was perceived as
growing nationalist sentiments in Chinese society. They often felt like cultural
‘misfits’ (Chen and Zhu 2020), ‘golden guests’ (Xu and Marini 2021), caught
forever in a liminal position (Mouritzen 2022), unable to integrate. A research
participant explained that a ‘permanent residency’ in China was, in fact, rarely
permanent:

China wants your skills, and once they’ve used your skills, they will kick you out.
(RP13)

This fragility became even more apparent during China’s strict entry restric-
tions during the Covid-19 pandemic (Nehring and Hu 2022) which caused
the foreign population in China to drop from about one million foreigners to
around 500,000 (Klein 2022). Also, in the European academic community, the
number of people plummeted (EURAXESS China 2022; Mouritzen, Rezaei,
and Liu 2020), which shows that China’s appeal as a talent migration destina-
tion remains limited (Braun Stelcova, Cai, and Shen 2022; Mouritzen 2022).

6. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have offered an exploration of the Chinese talent funding
landscape, focusing on the Thousand Talents Plan (TTP), as a case of China’s
competitive immigration regime. This concept (Shachar 2006, 2013) encom-
passes a multi-tiered international competition among different jurisdictions,
operating through emergence of policies designed to entice talents with
compelling incentive packages, streamlined pathways to residency and/or cit-
izenship; and other new legal mechanisms to ease skilled migration. The TTP
was primarily aimed to encourage leading Chinese STEM researchers from US
universities to return to China but later became more flexible. Between 2008
and 2018, the TTP attracted at least 7,000 people (an additional ¢.16,000 and
60,000, respectively, were hired by other national or provincial talent plans),
mostly returning Chinese. This created a pool of ‘super talent’ (Shachar and
Hirschl 2013), who could lead their respective fields, mainly in chemistry,
physics, materials, and engineering, as well as in other natural sciences and
emerging technologies.

As a research policy instrument, talent funding runs at national, provin-
cial, city, district, and university level. It is the flexibility which allowed
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the discredited TTP to seamlessly morph into other talent schemes, which
continue to recruit the highly skilled. Unlike most research funding which is
project-based, talent funding is purely people-centred. The incentive packages
combine research funding with a personal award and other lucrative perks to
‘make life easy’. Other benefits include housing, legal, tax, insurance and/
or medical benefits, relocation assistance, access to schooling for children,
administrative help, and additional local top-up funding.

The talent-hunting approach is firmly embedded in Chinese immigration
policy. The Green Card, the R visa policy and points-based work permit
system all allow talents a flexible ‘part-time’ visitor status as well as long-term
residency. However, ‘talent-for-citizenship’ exchange which defines the tradi-
tional talent attraction destinations such as Canada (Shachar 2006) is notably
missing in China. Its immigration regime is marked by a different equation:
‘flexibility for knowledge transfer’. The flexibility incentivizes the scientists
to contribute to, while simultaneously reaping benefits from, expanding
Chinese research and innovation. However, this approach rests upon the inter-
mediaries — funders, universities, and research institutions, which administer
the funding on behalf of the researcher. Using 20 interviews with experts
and talent funding recipients from Europe, the findings show that this creates
a dependency, and misunderstandings and frustrations, for the researcher who
is being funded. This was particularly visible during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, the controversy surrounding the TTP against the backdrop of the
US—China conflict made the decision to accept talent funding more fragile, as
follow-up programmes operate in secrecy.

This study is exploratory and has limitations due to the unavailability of
data on Chinese talent funding, especially the TTP. The splintering of talent
funding into numerous local varieties presented another methodological diffi-
culty. Other restrictions included the absence of consistently compiled data on
scientific mobility and migration between Europe and China and the overall
quality and scope of the data generated. The number of interviews was limited
given the small size of the sample and the sensitive nature of the subject; this
research does not aim at representativeness, and more research is needed to
corroborate the findings. Recent geopolitical events have strained China’s
relations with the global West, exemplified by US—China rivalry and the
deterioration of China’s relationship with EU countries. Furthermore, China’s
support of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has added to tensions, contributing to
a growing distance between China and the Western world. Simultaneously,
due to China’s long-term investments in cultivating its pool of scientific
talents, many researchers have returned or launched their careers there, inte-
grating China further into global scientific networks. The ongoing significance
of talent funding shows that many research questions remain unanswered, and
new developments should be continuously studied.!
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