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Abstract: The question of whether Chinese PhD graduates of America should return to 

China is a debatable questions. There are increasing number of Chinese students studying 

abroad, particularly in America, and the rise in the number of returnees. However, there are 

also many challenges faced by Chinese students studying in America, such as language 

barriers and cultural differences. The three main factors that may influence the decision to 

return to China, including career development, convenience of life, and emotional 

well-being. However, from a general perspective, despite the challenges they may 

encounter when coming back to China in the first place, such as reduced connection with 

American professionals, restrictions in access to overseas internet and re-adaptation in the 

academic environment, it can be seen that the advantages outweigh the disadvantages in a 

long-term perspective if they choose to come back to China.  

1. Introduction 

Studying abroad has been a mainstream choice for many Chinese students, the number of 

Chinese international students surged from 39,000 in 2000 to 703, 5000 in 2019, and the number of 

returnees also rose from 9,000 in 2000 to 580, 3000 in 2019 accordingly, with an increase in 

returnees rate of 23.3% to 82.5%. [1] Referring to the PhD level, pursuing a PhD degree is 

generally difficult for most students, especially those studying using a second language. [2] 

America is one of the most favoured studying destinations for Chinese PhD students, the number of 

Chinese students receiving research doctorates in America increased year by year, from 4,222 in 

2012 to 6,664 in 2022. In 2022, Chinese students accounted for 34.88% of all international students 

with PhD degrees in America. [3] The returnee rate of Chinese PhD graduates remained low. 

Approximately 87.2% of the Chinese with STEM doctorates in America between 2005 and 2015 

chose to stay in America, ranking third after Iran and India among all international students. [4] 

However, there has been an increasing number of high-level academic returnees from America in 

recent years, due to the tense investigation of Chinese researchers with the excuse of fighting 

against economic espionage and intellectual property theft, in spite of numerous criticisms of the 

policy. Therefore, a significant research question arises: Should Chinese PhD graduates of America 

return to China? Returning to China from an American PhD program has both advantages and 

disadvantages. Although there are many challenges for Chinese PhD students coming back to China 

after graduation, it can be notable that they should return for better long-term development. This 

paper will examine the pros and cons of coming back to China in different aspects and explain why 
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they should return to China after graduation.  

2. Career Development 

Firstly, the PhD returnees can expand their academic social networks, they normally have 

established a strong connection with American colleagues and supervisors during their roughly 4-6 

years of study. [5] Although coming back to China means they would reduce their connection with 

American professionals and scholars, it allows them to leverage their academic networks to get 

acquainted with more Chinese professionals and scholars. With the rapid development of Chinese 

research collaboration internationally, Chinese professional and scholars can provide the returnees 

with sufficient academic and career supports in many cases. [6]  

Secondly, another factor they should consider is the job opportunities in China. Although they 

may get relatively lower salaries in China compared with that in America currently, with the rapidly 

growing economy, China has proposed various policies attracting scholars from overseas 

universities, including the 100 Talents Program, 1000 Talents Program and Yangtze River Scholars 

Program, which provide substantial financial and academic supports for the oversea scholars, hence, 

they can also get a decent salary considering to the lower cost of life in China. [7] In addition, the 

PhD graduates from the US have a certain prestige in the job market compared with those getting a 

PhD degree from other areas. [8]  

Thirdly, academic environment, although America is better than China in the aspect of academies, 

China is catching up fast. Chinese scholars produced 23.4% of the scientific papers around the 

world taking up 23.4%, which exceeded the number of Americans between 2018 to 2020. [9] 

Regardless of the restriction on overseas internet access in China, it is not hard for the researchers to 

utilise VPN to cope with it. [10] Therefore, the PhD graduates can work in a prospective academic 

environment as well.  

Lastly, it can be seen that China will become the world's largest economy shortly. [11] Students 

believed that China would be able to realize its aim of national rejuvenation within a few decades 

due to rapid economic development and good governance. [12] They are also keen to contribute to 

the further development of China, which in turn would improve their career prospects. [12] On the 

other hand, crimes targeting Asians including Chinese have been rising in America in recent years; 

moreover, in American Universities, various American universities have prohibited Chinese from 

applying and studying for certain important subjects which are mainly STEM fields; furthermore, 

many students were also investigated on suspicion of being spies. [12] As a result, although the 

academic environment in America may be better currently, many Chinese students especially those 

with a high level of academic achievement would consider returning to China for a stable working 

environment.  

3. Life Adaptability 

Firstly, many Chinese PhD graduates were only one child of their parents, in the Chinese 

traditional culture under the influence of family, they have a concept that people should not stay far 

away from their parents, hence, both their parents and they may think they should stay close to each 

other. [13] Secondly, the convenience of life in China is far superior to that in America, with the 

development of e-commerce, and mobile payment, residents in urban cities can easily access all the 

life services, like food delivery, express and maintenance. [14] Lastly, despite the IELTS or TOFEL 

requirements for entry into American Universities, language remains a crucial barrier for Chinese 

students studying or settling down in America. [15] By contrast, they would express their emotion, 

moods and attitudes more accurately and efficiently using their mother tongue. [16] 
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4. Emotionality 

Firstly, based on the model of immigrant subjective well-being, the emotional value is significant 

to increase the happiness of immigrants. [17] Therefore, the sense of identity is vital to those who 

settle in America as a Chinese PhD graduate. Part of Chinese PhD students may feel socially 

isolated and excluded when studying in America. [18] Returning to China can provide them with a 

better sense of identity, which cannot be measured in monetary value. Secondly, under the influence 

of patriotism and ideology, Chinese people have yearned for the “roots” in the motherland since 

childhood. [19] Although the PhD graduates may master the American language and have a good 

integration into the local culture, it is inevitable for them to feel strangeness or even alienation, 

which would inspire them to live where the people are similar to them, this type of belonging is not 

available in the country of migration. [19] Consequently, they would be eager to return to China.  

5. Conclusion  

This paper critically argues the research question of whether Chinese PhD graduates of America 

should return to China from three aspects that are career development, life adaptability and 

emotionality. The choice of whether to stay or leave is a personal issue, and the answer to it can be 

diverse from the views of different stakeholders. For example, if the PhD graduates have 

established a comprehensive social network in America, and have a good integration into the local 

culture, it is a good choice for them to stay. However, from a general perspective, despite the 

challenges they may encounter when coming back to China in the first place, such as reduced 

connection with American professionals, restrictions in access to overseas internet and re-adaptation 

in the academic environment, it can be seen that the advantages outweigh the disadvantages in a 

long-term perspective if they choose to come back to China. 

References  

[1] EOL. (2022). 2022 Zhongguo Xuesheng Chuguo Liuxue Qushi Diaocha Baogao [Report on the study abroad trend 

of Chinese students in 2022]. EOL. https://www.eol.cn/e_html/report/osr2022/content.shtml 

[2] Van de Schoot, R., Yerkes, M. A., Mouw, J. M., & Sonneveld, H. (2013). What took them so long? Explaining PhD 

delays among doctoral candidates. PloS one, 8(7), e68839. 

[3] NCSES. (2023, Sept. 28). Top 10 countries or economies of origin of temporary visa holders earning U.S. research 

doctorates, by country or economy of citizenship and field of doctorate: 2012–22. NCSES. https://ncses. 

nsf.gov/pubs/nsf24300/data-tables#group5 

[4] NCSES. (2016, Dec). International students who intend to stay in the United States: What are the overall trends? 

NCSES. https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/ 2017/nsf17306/report/ international-students-staying -overall-trends/ stay-rates- 

country-of-origin.cfm 

[5] Medha, T. (2023, July 24). What a Ph.D. Course in the USA Actually Looks Like. www.FindAPh.D.com. 

https://www.findaPh.D.com/guides/Ph.D.-course-in-the-usa 

[6] Niu, F., & Qiu, J. (2014). Network structure, distribution and the growth of Chinese international research 

collaboration. Scientometrics, 98, 1221-1233. 

[7] Zhang, Y. (2019). Making the transnational move: deliberation, negotiation, and disjunctures among overseas 

Chinese returnees in China. Journal of ethnic and migration studies, 45(3), 455-471. 

[8] Hu, D. (2021, February 11). Understanding Transnational Academic Migration: U.S. Doctorate Recipients’ Choices 

of Returning to Chinese Academe. International Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance, 21(3), 653–669. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10775-021-09459-2 

[9] Marina, H. (2022, Aug. 11). China overtakes the US in scientific research output. Support the Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/11/china-overtakes-the-us-in-scientific-research-output 

[10] Yang, K. (2017). The Door Is Closed, but Not Locked: China's VPN Policy (Doctoral dissertation, Georgetown 

University). 

[11] Peng, E. Y. (2019). Is China Going to be the World’s Largest Economy?-Comparing Standard of Living in China 

and US in the Next Twenty Years. 

73



[12] Bing, K. (2022, Sept. 06). Overseas students returning home in search of better career prospects. Chinadaily. 

https://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202209/06/WS63169212a310fd2b29e761ac.html 

[13] Hsu, J. (1985). The Chinese family: Relations, problems, and therapy. In Chinese culture and mental health (pp. 

95-112). Academic Press. 

[14] Liu, C., & Chen, J. (2021). Consuming takeaway food: Convenience, waste and Chinese young people’s urban 

lifestyle. Journal of Consumer Culture, 21(4), 848-866. 

[15] Xiao, M. (2021). Chinese international graduate students at Canadian universities: Language barriers, cultural 

identities and perceived problems of engagement. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 1-18. 

[16] De Luca, C. (2018). Mother tongue as a universal human right. International journal of speech-language 

pathology, 20(1), 161-165. 

[17] Amit, K., & Bar-Lev, S. (2014). Immigrants’ Sense of Belonging to the Host Country: The Role of Life Satisfaction, 

Language Proficiency, and Religious Motives. Social Indicators Research, 124(3), 947–961. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 

s11205-014-0823-3 

[18] Lin. (2016, March 10). Why overseas Chinese students return. The Global Times. https://www.globaltimes.cn/ 

content/973022.shtml 

[19] Wójcikowska, K. (2014). Homecoming or Adventure? Motivations Of Polish Return Migrants Who Grew Up 

Abroad And Their Determinants. Studia Migracyjne-Przegląd Polonijny, 40(3 (153), 51-68.   

74




