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Returned Highly Skilled Migrants in Four Chinese Cities
A Policy Perspective

Wang Cangbai

University of Westminster

Abstract

Most studies of returned highly skilled migrants in China were guided by a national
approach, emphasizing how the size and direction of the return migration were shaped
by national policies and practices. What have been overlooked are the flows of returned
skills at the municipal level where talent attraction and employment really take place.
To fill this gap, the author conducted a comparative study of the returned highly-skilled
migration in Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen, the four most important cities
in China. Based on in-depth interviews with returned skills from different countries and
with various occupational backgrounds, complemented by the analysis of talent policies
that have been issued by each city since the early 1990s and relevant statistical data, this
study finds that, first, municipal cities tend to made “localized policies” in order to suit
local situation and to increase flexibility and efficiency in their effort of enticing of talents,
demonstrating a wide range of variations not yet discussed in previous literature. It is thus
crucial to pay timely attention to municipalities in order to obtain a more accurate and
balanced picture of returned skilled migration in China. Second, the flow of returned
skills shall be perceived in a broader analytical framework, in which the attractiveness to
skills comes mostly from the long-term career potentials made possible by the industrial
structure of individual city and mediated by social, cultural and geographical factors. It
is only within this larger framework and through the interaction with other factors that
government policies play their modulator roles.
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