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Abstract

With the growing number of foreign-educated graduates returning to China, few studies
have been done on what happens when they return, especially those who work in Chinese
universities. The purpose of the study is to explore the re-entry experiences of returnees
who have been employed in higher education institutions in Yunnan Province, China,
from three different perspectives: the perspectives of returnees, non-returnees and
administrators via one-to-one interviews. The study assesses what difficulties and
challenges these returnees face when they returned to China to work at Chinese academic
communities and also make recommendations on how Chinese universities can make use

of returnees’ social and cultural capital based on the findings of the study.

In this study qualitative and quantitative research methods have been used to collect
information from different sources. Qualitative method was adopted as the primary
method and quantitative as supporting role. Twenty-four foreign-educated returnees and
11 non-foreign-educated graduates were interviewed. Nine management leaders were
also interviewed to explore the organisational perspectives in dealing with the returnees.
Simultaneously three different group questionnaires were distributed to these participants

to collect quantitative data.

Analysis of the data suggested that these returnees encountered challenges in re-adapting
into Chinese universities, both academically and culturally, even though they were
regarded as having social and cultural capital advantages. The data indicated that
returnees had difficulties in utilising their knowledge in Chinese universities. They had
limited influence on the universities’ research, teaching, and management or on changing
the academic environment. The Chinese academic culture, the administration systems and
returnees’ changing of cultural perceptions helped to influence returnees’ re-entry
experiences. Among these factors, academic re-adaptation and the bureaucratic system
were the two factors that influenced returnees’ experiences most. The returnees reported
negative attitudes towards Chinese universities in two areas: the Chinese academic

culture; the bureaucratic nature of the Chinese universities.

It is argued in this study that if the Chinese government and the management levels of

universities want to make use of returnees’ social and cultural capital, universities should



build a healthy organisational culture and improve their services to returnees. It is
critically important for Chinese universities to establish a more reasonable assessment
system to guide research and teaching. Also, in a healthy academic environment, research
should not be connected with bureaucratic power. That is, universities’ management
systems would focus on professionalism instead of managerialism. Further, establishing
a supportive management system will help returnees to re-adapt to their Chinese academic

life smoothly.

For returnees, it is suggested that they should hold realistic expectations towards Chinese
academic and social culture in order to manage issues in re-adaptation. To deal with
workplace cultural and sociocultural issues, it is important for them to communicate with
colleagues and friends as often as possible, thus to help them become familiar with the
cues and norms of the home culture again. Further, returnees would need to actively
establish research teams that include both returnees and non-returnee colleagues. It will
help them to employ their knowledge learned overseas, and at the same time, to build

effective interpersonal relationships with non-returnees and other returnees.
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Chapter 1 Mapping the study

1.1 Overview of the chapter

This study occurs at a time when it is increasingly important to understand Chinese
foreign-educated returnees (haigui). The number of returnees returning to work at
Chinese universities has been increasing dramatically since 1980s because of the
economic development of China and the government initiatives to promote Chinese
overseas student to come back to serve the country. With these changes happening,
Chinese universities and returnees may need to understand the characteristics of returnees
and the organisational culture of Chinese universities in order to make full use of returnees’
advantages of overseas education. This chapter identifies the research problems
surrounding Chinese foreign-educated returnees by presenting a general account of
Chinese social and economic contexts in Section 1.2. The chapter then presents the
development of Chinese overseas students in Section 1.3. It goes on to offer a discussion
of the development of Chinese higher education in Section 1.4. The need for research
is identified in Section 1.5, followed by the research problems presented in Section 1.6.
It proposes some key terms and concepts in relation to the recent research: reentry
adaptation, reverse cultural shock, cultural identity, cultural conflicts and organisational
culture. Following the discussion of the rationale for the study in Section 1.7, this

chapter concludes by showing the structure of the thesis in Section 1.8

1.2 Background of the study

A World Bank report says, “As knowledge becomes more important, so does higher
education” (Rosovsky & Bloom, 2000, p. 9). The report finds that in today’s world,
“wealth 1s concentrated less and less in factories, land, tools, and machinery” (p. 15).
Human capital—the resource of knowledge and skills generated in universities and
research institutions—is now crucial to national competitiveness. According to Jia
Chen (2010), there is a huge demand for talent in Chinese drive for modernisation. He
argued that “In the coming 10 years, more than 7 million professionals will be needed in
the fields of education, political science and law, medicine and health, publicity and
cultural information, as well as disaster prevention” (Para. 4). Chen said that by 2020,
more than 5 million talented individuals will be needed in equipment manufacturing,

information technology, biotechnology, new materials, aeronautics and astronautics,
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oceanography, finance and accounting, international business, environmental protection,

energy resources, agriculture technology, and modern traffic and transportation.

In 1978, Chinese leaders launched the economic reform and opening-up policies in China
in order to develop its economy and to get connected with the Western world after China
was isolated from the West for many years. Ever since then, China has undergone
enormous economic changes in the past thirty years (H. Wang, 2011a). In the past two
decades, China’s economy has boomed rapidly, and since 2010 China has overtaken
Japan as the second largest economy in the world (H. Wang, 2011a). This economic
boom has grown steadily. Alongside this economic development, China’s higher
education has also achieved great success. The number of universities as well as
university students has increased dramatically. The quality of higher education has also
greatly improved since it was seriously destroyed during the Cultural Revolution.
However, the education system has not kept pace with economic development (Z. Wang,
2007). Chinese higher education is blamed for lack of creativity, lack of ability to do
critical thinking, divorce from society, and out-dated teaching styles (Mooney, 2006). It
is therefore an imperative for Chinese universities to recruit and maximize the use of
foreign-educated higher degree holders to change such an educational environment.
The Chinese government has recognised the important role of higher education in
enhancing China’s national competitiveness, as well as the importance of Chinese
foreign-educated talents’ social and cultural capital in globalising China, since 1980s, the
Chinese government has been encouraging its students overseas to return to China and

contribute their knowledge to the development of the country (Z. Wang, 2007).

Over the past decades, the top Chinese leaders have made a concerted effort to improve
the quality of human capital in the country. In 1998 President Jiang Zemin argued that
“China should establish a few world-class universities” (Zhou & Jiang, 2003, p. 34). In
2001, Premier Zhu Rongji told the World Forum on the Chinese Economy that China’s
future emphasis on economic reform would no longer stress attracting financial capital
but instead concentrate on attracting human resources and technology from abroad (R.
Zhu, 2001). President Hu Jintao (2011) regarded rencai [talent] as the most important
strategic resource for the nation’s development and he called on the whole Chinese
society to “adhere to the major principle of respect for work, knowledge, talent, and
creation” (p. 2). Li Yuanchao, Director of the Department of Organisation, remarked

that “the introduction of talented, senior people from overseas is an urgent task to

3
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establish an innovative, national personnel system, and more and more positions in China
need skilled people with international training and background” (‘State plan’ 2011, p. 4).
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao recently stated that the country would carry out more open
policies to attract overseas talent: “We will increase spending on talent projects and
launch a series of initiatives to offer talent-favourable policies in households, medical
care and the education of children” (H. Wang, 2011a, p. 7). Specifically, the national
plan also seeks to attract overseas Chinese and foreign academics and professionals
working at the world’s best institutions or as entrepreneurs who are able to make
breakthroughs in key technologies, develop high-tech industries and lead new research

areas.

It is apparent that the “war for talent” in China reaches the highest levels (Yee, 2006).
The Chinese government has begun to realise the seriousness of the brain drain and the
need for talented scientists and professionals, especially at the high level. The majority
of Chinese students and scholars who have studied at overseas institutions opt to settle
down in their host countries and only a small proportion has returned (Yee, 2006). Thus,
since the mid-1990s, China has adopted various measures to reverse the “brain drain”
trend. Major programmes put in place aimed aggressively at attracting the permanent
return of foreign educated students include the “One Hundred Talent Programme” at the
Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS, 1994), the “National Science Funds for Outstanding
Young Scholars Programme” at the National Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC,
1994), and the “Thousand Talents Plan” at the Ministry of Personnel (MOP, 1995), the
“Chunhui Programme” (1996) and the “Cheung Kong Scholar Programme” at the
Ministry of Education (MOE, 1998). These programmes were launched to recruit senior
academics from around the world.  Top targets have been those born in China who have
reached professor or associated professor level (Catcheside, 2011). There have been
notable successes including Yigong Shi who left Princeton to join Tsinghua in Beijing as
Dean of the School of Life Science, Ding Hong who left Boston where he was a professor
of physics, and Yi Rao, Adjunct Professor in Ken and Ruth Davee Department of
Neurology, Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine, is now Dean of the
School of Life Science, Beijing University. The Chinese government admitted that in
spite of an increasingly larger number of foreign-educated returnees, “many of the early
returnees are not among the best and brightest”, and “some of the returnees who have

been labelled as overseas talent are in fact not top in their fields, and that many brilliant
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people still never consider returning as an alternative” (‘State plan’ 2011, p. 6). The

brain drain has become a brutal reality.

In the mid-1990s when China’s economy started to take off and international companies
started to move to China, most of those who returned were treated as a special class of
the privileged and were often regarded as “sea turtles” (haiguil, or “coming from
overseas”), which was distinguishingly different from “land tortoise” (tubie), referring to
those locally educated professionals. Some students, scholars and professionals have
taken advantage of rapid economic growth and potential job opportunities associated with
the growth and have responded positively to the preferential policies of the Chinese
government toward them. Many returnees land high profile and high income jobs and
become key players in their professions.  The lucky few can command sky-high salaries.
Pay packages for top-level managers in China are comparable to those of their
counterparts in Western countries, easily running into hundreds of thousands of dollars.
For examples, some top Chinese universities “are engaged in a multimillion pound
shopping spree to tempt senior academics from the UK and the USA to take posts” by
“offering a salary of between $US100,000 and $200,000 a year” for business management
research professors. This doubles the salary they could expect for a similar position in
the UK and the USA (Catcheside, 2011, p. 3). In 2011, the Royal Society published a
report predicting that the number of scientific research papers published by academics at
Chinese universities would outstrip those from the US within two years (Catcheside, 2011)
although the quality is still lower than the USA and the UK.

The explosion in student number in China is also creating a huge demand for academics
who can teach, especially in the popular subjects of science and business. There is
evidence that Chinese institutions are extending their recruitment drive far beyond the
academic elite which was the object of the Thousand Talents Programme. The
programme hopes to lure 400 overseas academics every year, under the age of 40, in the
fields of natural science and physics to research and teach. They will be given a living
subsidy of around £50,000 and research grants of up to £300,000 over three years
(Catcheside, 2011). With such favourable policies, as of August 2011 a total of 6,200

overseas scholars and experts applied to join the “Thousand Talents Plan”; 1,510 were

'Haigui (#F)39 ), a homonym for “sea turtle” (#f), meaning “returnees from overseas” in Mandarin. It provides a
powerful metaphor: sea turtles are born on land, spend most of their lives at sea, but come back home to lay eggs
and start a new generation.
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selected and now enjoy the benefits of the “Thousand Talents Plan” (State plan seeks to
attract talent and halt brain drain, 2011). In 2013 alone, 861 overseas talents were
selected by “Thousand Talents Plan” and a total of 4180 talents had been chosen by the
plan. The Chinese government offers a one-off tax-free bonus of 1 million yuan
($US154, 600) to all successful applicants to make up for the low salaries they receive
upon return to China (Sheng & Zhao, 2014).

The government’s ideological, political and economic imperatives have attracted many
foreign-educated Chinese to come back to China.  Chinese returnees have played a very
important role in China’s modernisation and development and they have made great
contribution to globalise China (Rosen & Zweig, 2005; H. Wang, 2012). According to
Wang (2011b), Chinese returnees dominated China’s academic and R & D sectors and
78% of university presidents in China were returnees; 72% of directors in China who in
charge of state and provincial key research centres and labs were returned Chinese; 81%
of academicians of Chinese Science Academy were returnees; and 54% of the staff at the
Chinese Engineering Academy were Chinese returnees.

1.3 The Chinese overseas students

The history of Chinese students studying in foreign countries can be traced back to more
than one hundred years. The first Chinese foreign-educated returned student, Rong
Wong (Yung Wing), initiated the study-abroad movement in China during the Qing
Dynasty (1636-1912) and in 1872, the Qing Dynasty “made the milestone decision” (C.
Li, 2005b, p. 71) to send 30 school-aged students to study in the US. Since then,
hundreds of thousands of Chinese students went abroad to study and came back to China.
Different generations of returnees? (five generations according to Zhang, Wang and Alon,
2011) have made huge contribution to the modernisation of Chinese technology,
education and science (J. Song, 2003; H. Wang, 2005). The trend of study abroad has
reached the highest since 1978 because of China’s reform and opening-up policy (H.

2 Zhang, Wang and Alon (2011) divided haigui into five generations, each with its own mission,
commitments and responsibilities:

1872-1900: Learning from the West

1900-1927: Ending the feudal past

1927-1949: Founding the People’s Republic of China

1949-1978: Building the new China

1978—present: Opening up and globalising China
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Wang, 2005). Between 1978 and the end of 2010, more than 1.9 million Chinese went
abroad for study and research and more than 632,000 Chinese, or 33% of them returned
home (G. Wang, 2011; Zhang, 2011). Today Chinese students study in more than 100
countries and regions in the world with the United States being the most favourite
destination (H. Wang, 2011a). By the end of 2009, over 1.62 million Chinese students
and scholars had studied overseas, which is an average annual growth rate of 25.8 % since
1978 (H. Wang, 2011b). In 2010 alone, 284,700 Chinese were enrolled in foreign
educational institutions, and 134,800 returned to China after graduation (National Bureau
of Statistics of China, 2011). In 2013, 413,900 Chinese students applied to study in
foreign countries, and the total number reached over 3.05 million since 1978 (National
Bureau of Statistics of China, 2014). China has become the largest student source
country in the world (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2014). With the increasing
number of students going overseas to study, the number of foreign-educated Chinese
returnees also has increased dramatically. From 1978 to 2010, more than 632,000
Chinese students returned to China. In 2000, 9,121 overseas Chinese students returned,
but the number doubled to 20,152 in 2003, and then doubled again in 2006 to 42,000.
From 2004 to 2006, the return rate increased at 20 % every year (Gu, 2009). In 2009
the number of returnees reached 108,000, a sharp increase of 56.2% over the previous
year (MOE, 2009). In 2010, the number reached as high as 134,800 (G. Wang, 2011).
In 2013, the number of returnees reached over 300,000 (H. Wang & Miao, 2013). The
number of Chinese students intending to study in the West has been on the increase for
many years and the trend will continue, and so will the number of returned students. The
current wave of returnees is undoubtedly the largest foreign-study movement in Chinese
history, and it will continue to gain momentum, partly because a rapidly emerging
Chinese middle class can afford to send their children abroad and partly because the state
is steadily increasing funding for postgraduate education abroad (C. Li, 2010). All these
Chinese returnees have played a crucial role in China’s economic, scientific and
technological development (H. Wang, 2011b) and they have become “part of China’s soft
power” (Bail & Shen, 2008, p. 28) by bringing positive effects to the image of China (Bail
& Shen, 2008). With the number of returnees increasing sharply, the u-turn in the flow
of Chinese brains has created an era of “returning times” in China (H. Wang, 2005; M.
Yang & Tan, 2007).
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1.4 Chinese higher education development

The structure of China’s higher education has evolved through three stages of
development: (1) following the European model in the first half of the twentieth century,
(2) adopting the Soviet model of a centrally planned scheme until the 1980s, and (3)
following a largely market-oriented model since then (Levin & Xu, 2006, cited in Yi,
2011). Since the early 1980s, China’s higher education has undergone great changes
and has been greatly influenced by Chinese economic development. The market-
orientated economic reform has had important impact on China’s higher education
development (Ngok, 2007, 2008). Further, to make education better serve economic
development and China’ modernisation, education reforms have been carried out since
the mid-1990s, which has been characterised by two major changes, decentralisation and
marketization (Ngok, 2007, 2008). By adopting the policy of decentralisation and
marketing, more schooling types became available to cater to the differential demands of
a large population (Ding, 2004; Yi, 2011) and more and more diverse agencies have been
encouraged to provide educational service (Ngok, 2008). It also means that many
number of national universities are no longer under the direct administration of the central
government of national ministries (Yi, 2011). The other change of the reform was to
restructure the administration of higher education to remedy low education and research
efficiency in Chinese higher education (Levin & Xu, 2006). One of the education
reform consequences is the expansion of the Chinese higher education on the one hand,
and the developing of world-class universities on the other. In December 1998, the
Ministry of Education issued a document entitled Action Plan to Vitalise Education in the
21 Century.  Since then, China’s higher education began to step into the period of mass
higher education. The number of students in China’s higher education has been
increasing dramatically (Ngok, 2008). This change has also become one of the reason
that Chinese government recruits foreign-educated returnees to work in the Chinese

higher education.

With the persistent rapid economic growth and the expansion of high education scale, the
Chinese leadership is eager to earn international reputation in the area of higher education
by developing some key Chinese universities into world-class universities (Ngok, 2007,
2008; Vi, 2011). New projects, new assessment methods and other initiatives were
introduced into building world-class universities. In 1996, China implemented a
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national programme named 211 Project. This project is aimed to achieve remarkable
improvements in teaching, research, administration and efficiency in 100 institutions of
higher education and in certain key disciplinary areas in the twenty-first century. This
project aims to improve the overall quality of Chinese education. In 1998, China
embarked upon 985 Project.  This project targets at a few top universities in China with
huge extra money from the central government to help these universities to become
world-class universities and to make them globally competitive (Levin & Xu, 2006; W.
Song & Liao, 2004). The Chinese government’s strong commitment to transforming a
few top Chinese universities into the world-class league reflects China’s ambition to
develop a higher education system compatible with its growing economic power and its
grand strategy of peaceful rise in the globalisation era (Ngok, 2008).

1.5 The need for research — problem identification

In today’s increasingly globalised world, cross-border communication has become a very
common phenomena in everyday life (Szkudlarek, 2010). Much literature has focused
on issues of individuals’ cross-cultural adaptation and many handbooks and cross—
cultural management manuals have been published concerning the issues of cross-cultural
adaptation strategies (Szkudlarek, 2010). Even though there are a growing number of
articles and books on re-entry difficulties, the understanding of re-entry phenomenon has
still remained unclear (Szkudlarek, 2010) and there is limited data to support the
theoretical hypothesis that no one is exempt from reverse culture shock (Gaw, 2000).
Furthermore, most research on the re-entry experience of international students has come

out of a Western-based perspective (Butcher, 2002).

With the number of Chinese returnees increasing rapidly, problems concerning returnees
(haigui) have become more and more salient. Many haigui find it 