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Abstract
China’s phenomenal growth in higher education has received increasing scholarly atten-
tion, particularly its initiative to build world-class universities. Though a crucial con-
tributor to its rapid development, the changing hiring practices of mainland Chinese 
university employers remain largely underexposed. This study presents qualitative evi-
dence drawn from document analysis and in-depth interviews to show current trends, 
which reveal university employers’ widespread preference for graduates with an over-
seas background, will tend to deprive domestically trained graduates of vital opportuni-
ties for career development, which may have detrimental consequences in the long run. 
The study found that a substantial number of Chinese university employers explicitly 
articulated their talent preferences, with a strong favour towards applicants with over-
seas credentials and/or experience. Further analysis of the textual data identified two 
nuanced trends: universities in a more economically developed region and at a higher 
level tended to have more rigid and exclusive recruitment preferences for candidates 
with an overseas background; competitive employers tended to be selective in appli-
cants’ overseas backgrounds by gauging their potential productivity measured in quan-
tifiable research outputs. In response to the pressure brought by such preferential prac-
tices, domestic doctorates were found to be learning to accept and struggle to cope with 
the changes. These findings are discussed in the context of the internationalisation of 
higher education and the popularisation of overseas education with implications for and 
beyond the Chinese experience.
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Introduction

In today’s higher education, ambitious universities tend to be overachievers when it 
comes to human resources management, as building quality faculty is key to the success 
of the business of universities. While a relatively comprehensive picture has been drawn 
of the world’s established systems (e.g., Burgan, 2006; Clark & Ma 2005; Crothall et al., 
1997; Hearn et  al., 2013; Marini,  2018), the faculty management practices of universi-
ties in higher education systems that are undergoing rapid changes have been studied to 
a lesser extent (Jung, 2018). As a high-achieving rising system, China’s higher education 
has received growing scholarly attention (Song, 2018), with its talent management policy 
being one of the prominent topics of discussion. Research has been focusing on the coun-
try’s talent strategies to reverse its brain drain and policies to recruit overseas returnees to 
empower its higher education (Cao, 2008; Ha et al., 2016; Marini & Yang, 2021; Mok & 
Han, 2016; Tharenou & Seet, 2014; Zweig, 2006). Moreover, studies have been conducted 
to examine the adaptation experiences of overseas returnees and how these experiences 
may impact on their academic career development (Jiang et al., 2020; Li et al., 2015; Li 
et al., 2019; Li & Xue 2021).

As the country’s economy continues to cruise along, a growing number of Chinese 
families have been able to afford and would willingly invest in their children’s interna-
tional learning experience. With an estimated 545,000 students studying abroad in 2016, 
China has become the world’s largest exporter of international students (Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2018). In the same year of 2016, an estimated 433,000 foreign-educated graduates 
returned to China to work, making a high returnee rate of 82.23 % (ibid.). On the other 
hand, growing at an equally rapid pace is the country’s domestic postgraduate education 
enterprise  (Yang, 2012; Zheng et  al., 2018). In the 13th Five-Year Plan period (2016-
2020), the pre-set goal of having “two postgraduate students in one thousand people” was 
achieved ahead of schedule, reaching an estimated total of three million students study-
ing in various postgraduate programmes in the year 2020 (Ministry of Education “China 
has established the world’s largest higher education system”, 2020). During the five-year 
period from 2016 to 2020, 330,000 doctoral degrees and 3.39 million master’s degrees 
were awarded (ibid.). Given the scale of these two streams of talents, competition in the 
domestic job market is intense. Though both foreign-educated and home-grown graduates 
face challenges in landing a desired job, the pressure and specific concerns for each differ 
across fields of expertise, institutional backgrounds, and levels of academic training.

The current study focuses on the competition between foreign-educated and home-
grown Chinese PhD students who aspire to pursue an academic career by seeking junior 
academic positions in domestic higher education institutions (HEIs). Previous studies have 
shown that the former hold a distinct advantage in the domestic job market, because the 
high-skilled returnees are equipped with a range of new knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 
perspectives in virtue of their international learning experience (Hao & Welch,  2012). 
Zweig et al. (2004) calculated a significantly higher value of a foreign PhD versus a domes-
tic PhD, with returnees employed by domestic universities faring better in all measured 
aspects, including promotion, mobility, human capital, funding, and importing foreign 
technology and information. Comparable findings were obtained in Li and Pu (2017), who 
reported a unanimous positive perception of returnee recruits among 20 Chinese university 
presidents, who spoke highly of the overseas-trained academics’ research performances 
compared with their home-grown colleagues.
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Judging from the doctoral self-reports and the employer feedbacks, it seems evident 
that the returnee candidates would be favoured in the academic labour market due to their 
competitive edge. Yet, to what extent such a preference is expressed and practised by the 
prospective employers remains largely unknown. Meanwhile, considering the changes in 
domestic and international doctoral education over time, some of the observations drawn 
from earlier data are to be updated. For instance, a secondary finding in Zweig et al. (2004, 
p. 143) that foreign PhDs were significantly older than domestic PhDs may no longer be 
considered representative of the two groups of doctoral graduates two decades later. With 
China becoming a more experienced exporter of international students, Chinese students 
who plan to study abroad have been better informed to prepare for a smoother experience 
than their predecessors. Meanwhile, their domestically trained peers may have to spend 
longer time in the programme for reasons such as unemployability and institutional barri-
ers against graduation (Wang et al., 2019), hence a reduced age disparity. This and related 
emerging trends warrant further research on how the hypothesised competition scenario 
plays out in the real world.

The current study intends to explore this topic from dual perspectives of the univer-
sity employer and the PhD student, focusing on the manifestation of employers’ prefer-
ences and domestic PhD students’ attitudes and responses. The employer perspective was 
investigated by a textual analysis of academic faculty recruitment advertising documents 
publicised by 36 universities at different geographical locations and under different levels 
of supervision. This dataset was supplemented by informants’ views collected from admin-
istrative staff members. The student perspective drew from in-depth interviews with nine 
domestic PhD students and three foreign PhD students. The rest of the paper proceeds as 
follows. It first offers a brief overview of faculty recruitment in the Chinese higher educa-
tion system. Afterwards, it explains the design and procedure of the study. The study find-
ings are then reported and illustrated with excerpts of the qualitative data. This is followed 
by a further discussion of the results and the implications for research and practice. The 
paper closes with conclusive remarks and possible lines of future work.

Faculty recruitment in the Chinese higher education system

Historically and to varying extents today, education and other public service sectors in 
China have been in close connection with the government by their performative role as 
“shìyè dānwèi.” Its English equivalence has been variously rendered as “public service 
units” or “government agencies and public institutions” (Wong, 2009). According to the 
official definition and classification, it is an umbrella term for three types of “gōngyì” 
(“non-profit”) institutions at three distinctive levels (State Council,  2011). Those in sec-
tors that serve the fundamental public good (or the most “basic” public service), such as 
public healthcare and compulsory education, are labelled as Category I, suggesting the 
highest degree of a direct governance relationship and budgetary support. On the opposite 
side, Category III institutions belong to sectors that operate on market-oriented principles 
with self-generated profits, as in mass media services of TV broadcasting and newspaper 
publishing. In between these two categories is Category II, into which the higher educa-
tion sector falls (ibid.). As Category II public service units, Chinese HEIs are granted a 
degree of autonomy and implemented control. Hence, HEIs can have their say in some 
decision-making circumstances concerning the competitive market-based allocation of 
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resources rather than succumbing completely to centralised planning (ibid.). This unique 
“in-between” positioning in the country’s sociopolitical system adds layers of complexity 
to the operation of Chinese HEIs, as the flexibility granted to an individual institution may 
vary based on the tie it maintains with the supervisory body.

Despite its indefinite degree, such flexibility was indicative of the significant progress 
of China’s higher education, as it departed from the era of the planned economy when 
universities had little autonomy over their hiring practices, strictly following a “direction-
based” centralised model (Qin, 2007, p. 89). It was a time when graduates would be allo-
cated to work where they were deemed most needed. The university reform during the 
1950s for social construction reinforced faculty allocation by “a national assignment sys-
tem” (Gaskell et al., 2004, p. 513). A typical Chinese phrase for this type of employment 
is “bāo fēnpèi” (“secured assignment”); thus, one who was assigned a teaching position in 
a university would be admired for securing an “Iron Rice Bowl” job (Fan et al., 2017, p. 
41). With the country’s opening up and economic reform, the academic staffing practice in 
China has undergone dramatic changes, gradually moving away from the allocation model 
to an increasingly marketised, competitive “two-way choice” hiring system (Gasket et al., 
2004, p. 515).

Alongside the changing patterns of university faculty recruitment, the perceived idea of 
a “dàxué lǎoshī” (“university teacher”) has been changing in the professional and public 
discourse. The “university teacher” as a profession was historically situated when high-
skilled intellectual labour was scarce nationwide and junior academic faculty was mainly 
made up of selected graduates (often undergraduates) who “liúxiào rènjiào” (“stayed in 
school to teach”). Academic titles and mobility remained largely foreign to the public, as 
the university teacher was thought of as belonging to the generic profession of teaching in 
state-regulated institutions, where one would turn teaching apprenticeship at his/her alma 
mater into a career-long commitment. Such has been the early yet influential recruitment 
practice in the Chinese higher education system before it embarked on internationalisation. 
The practice rested on a model centring around the notion of “biānzhì” (“establishment of 
posts”, Brødsgaard, 2002), which is characterised by security and immobility with a full 
array of benefits in housing, promotion, and many others associated with stable employ-
ment. Into the era of reform and growth, the Westernized system of higher learning began 
to establish itself in internationalising institutions around the country, bringing in notions 
such as “academic,” “professorship,” and “mobility,” and the localisation of these notions 
has helped update the public understanding of the profession. Nonetheless, the lasting 
influence of the long-established recruitment model continues to be felt. A recent topic 
of keen debate has been the cancellation of “biānzhì” across the country’s HEIs. Though 
hardly unpredictable, this unsettling news has aroused anxiety among university faculty 
members and doctoral students who plan to work in the university. While some took it as 
evidence for deepening marketisation, others interpreted it as a sign for greater autonomy 
of Chinese HEIs in human resources management.

One overall trend can be detected in the changing design and circulation of the uni-
versity’s recruitment notices. For example, Xiong (2012) analysed 48 advertisements for 
academic posts published in an official Chinese newspaper and summarised the major rhe-
torical strategies used to establish the institution’s credentials, introduce its incentives, pro-
grammes and facilities, promote its brand, and consolidate the bureaucratic discourse – all 
could be taken as evidence for increasing marketisation of higher education. As Chinese 
HEIs gain greater control over their hiring practices, several diverse forms of recruitment 
notices have emerged over the years, a tendency facilitated by the internet and advanc-
ing technology. Nowadays, university employers would often issue their school-based 
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recruitment plans and year-round recruiting notices on the university website and social 
media sites, e.g., broadcasting the content of the notices via WeChat articles. A typical 
opening of the public recruitment notice, which is often entitled “réncái zhāopìn jìhuà” 
(“talent recruitment plan”), would read as follows:

Following State Regulations on the Public Recruitment Practice of Faculty Members 
by Public Service Units, to meet its needs for growth, University X plans to publicly 
recruit teaching faculty in YY (year of the scheduled recruitment).

Written in the form of a public notice, the body of the notice often includes a brief 
description of the institution, basic requirements, hiring process, and contact information. 
The basic requirements listed in the notice often cover nationality (e.g., Chinese citizen-
ship), ethics (e.g., “abide by laws and regulations, devote oneself to the national educa-
tion course, display an enterprising drive to work hard, and a strong sense of responsi-
bility and dedication”) and physical fitness. Accompanying the notice text would often 
be a document titled “University X’s YY open recruitment plan for academic positions,” 
which encompasses a full list of the available positions with (or sometimes without) spe-
cific descriptions of position-based requirements. It should be noted that the Chinese-lan-
guage advertising document mainly targets Chinese applicants. Advertisements tailored for 
international applicants would adopt a different format and wording that resemble the job 
posts in the international academic labour market. They often include more details on job 
descriptions and responsibilities and focus on candidates’ overall abilities and experiences.

To sum up, the faculty recruitment practices in the Chinese higher education system 
cannot be adequately understood without taking into account the historical context and 
refraining from imposing the interpretative model based on established systems. Shaped 
by its origin, tradition, and socio-cultural embedding, the changes in recruitment pat-
terns can be more complex than a shift from “being assigned as a university teacher” to 
“landing an academic job.” More subtle changes as to how university employers would 
compete verbally for high-skilled talents remain to be explored. The current study thus 
focused specifically on employers’ selection of junior academic faculty among two groups 
of talents – those who have been cultivated in domestic programmes and those who have 
received overseas training. In a real-life scenario, the study asked: When the university 
employer considers a domestic academic job candidate who has just finished his/her aca-
demic apprenticeship, how important is the candidate’s overseas experience? Two specific 
questions were proposed to guide the inquiry:

1.	 How important is one’s overseas experience, as expressed in the domestic advertising 
documents of academic faculty recruitment?

2.	 What are domestic doctoral students’ attitudes and responses to the challenge of compet-
ing with their foreign-educated peers?

Methods

The purpose of the study was two-fold: to find out whether and to what extent an overseas 
background preference existed in academic hiring among Chinese university employers 
and to investigate how domestic PhD students responded to this situation. A qualitative 
design was adopted to explore the research questions. Recruitment advertising documents 
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from 36 HEIs in mainland China and interviews with 12 PhD student informants and three 
administrative staff members constituted the data source of the study.

Data collection

A sample of 36 baccalaureate degree-granting institutions was randomly selected from 
the list of officially accredited HEIs (Ministry of Education,  2015), where each insti-
tution was sorted by its geographical location (e.g., in a specific city or municipality 
directly under the central government) and supervisory body (e.g., a government depart-
ment or a municipality). For a balanced sample, care was taken to ensure that an equal 
number of HEIs were included to represent each of the three geographical locations: 
eastern coastal, central interior, and western (Liu, 2015) and the three levels of super-
vision: a government department (e.g., Ministry of Education), a provincial govern-
ment (e.g., Jiangsu Province), and Department of Education at the provincial level (e.g., 
Jiangsu Provincial Department of Education). The latter categorisation of the selected 
HEIs was in rough accord with the ranking based on the institution’s performance and 
prestige; hence three distinctive tiers could be specified, with higher-level supervision 
over higher-tier institutions. As the university-wide talent recruitment plan was not 
guaranteed to be released on a regular yearly basis (it was not uncommon to find a one- 
or two-year gap between releases of such recruitment documents by some institutions), 
the most recently publicised public recruitment notice was taken from the website of the 
human resources (HR) department of each target institution. The websites were visited 
from January to October 2018, and the collected documents were publicised from 2017 
to 2018. The document sets examined in the study included the public notice and the 
attached position description file (if there was one available).

To guide the interpretation of the advertising texts and investigate how domestic PhD 
students responded to the recruiting policies and practices, in-depth interviews were 
conducted with 12 informants opportunistically sampled from three national key univer-
sities in three eastern coastal cities in China. Admittedly, a balanced sample of inform-
ants would need to include doctorate-granting institutions in other parts of the country 
and less prestigious institutions. Due to the limited scale of the study, however, only the 
opinions from the informants that were approachable by the researcher were obtained. 
These informants included one HR department staff member and three doctoral students 
at each university. All the domestic PhD student informants (S1-S9) received academic 
training (including pre-admission educational experience of bachelor’s and master’s 
studies) in mainland Chinese institutions. They had, on average, spent less than six 
months abroad (Table 1). For a comparative interest, three foreign-trained PhD student 
informants were included. One (S10) had obtained his bachelor’s and master’s degrees 
from University A before going to a prestigious university in the Netherlands for a doc-
toral degree. One (S11) had obtained her bachelor’s degree from one of China’s top 
universities before getting admitted to a master’s programme run by an elite university 
in the United Kingdom. After earning her master’s degree, she went on to complete a 
PhD at the same university. Another (S12) had also obtained his bachelor’s degree from 
University A and was then selected into a joint doctoral programme that allowed him to 
conduct his research in an elite university in the United Kingdom. These three inform-
ants were approached because they had comparable academic experiences with several 
domestic PhD student informants before gaining their international learning experience. 
For instance, S1 and S10 were in the bachelor’s and the master’s programmes (both in 
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the humanities departments) in the same university at roughly the same time. Regarding 
educational background, the only difference seemed to be that S1 received her doctoral 
training in a domestic institution whilst S10 received a foreign PhD. Some (e.g., S4, S7 
and S11, S3 and S12) were in similar domains of study, yet they received different train-
ing at the postgraduate level. Thus, they formed interesting pairs for comparison.

The semi-structured interviews focused on the informants’ career plans and perceptions 
of overseas experience. They were also queried about their interpretations of representa-
tive text excerpts and were invited to comment on the preliminary textual findings. Five 
of the domestic PhD student informants (S1, S3, S6, S7, S9) and two of the foreign PhD 
student informants (S10 and S11) obtained their degrees before 2019 and another two (S4 
and S8) from 2019 to 2021. With these nine students, follow-up interviews were carried 
out to track their job-hunting and employment experience. The first round of interviews 
with all the informants was conducted from September 2018 to March 2019. The follow-up 
interviews were conducted with the graduated student informants from July to December 
2019 (follow-up 1) and from May to July 2021 (follow-up 2). The informants’ insights and 
perspectives helped guide the analysis of the textual data and domestic doctorates’ percep-
tions of and responses to the situation.

Data analysis

Each public recruitment document was scrutinised for descriptions of overseas credentials. 
These included statements mentioning overseas academic degrees, research and/or teach-
ing experience gained abroad. The search was manually conducted and checked using a 
corpus search tool (Anthony,  2015) to ensure all mentions of overseas credentials were 
captured. All the concerned instances were then marked and collected to help gauge the 
salience of overseas credentials mentioned in each document. Then the instances were 
reread in the context of the full document to determine its expressed or indicated degree of 
flexibility or rigidness towards overseas credential requirements. The reoccurring phrases 
were coded and served as model cases for labelling each category (Table 2) and sorting out 
the related mentions in the documents.

Findings

Overall, it was found that the recruitment advertising documents varied greatly in their 
degree of thoroughness and the number of recruiting positions. While the most thor-
ough document spanned over ten pages, a couple of documents gave no further informa-
tion except the hiring department, position title, and the number of available positions. A 
general tendency was that the higher-level institutions offered more positions and more 
detailed descriptions in their advertising documents. Given such apparent differences, it 
would not be valid to sort the individual institution into a particular category (e.g., an unbi-
ased employer) based merely on the number of specific mentions of position-based require-
ments in the text, since such a practice would run the risk of biasing against universities 
with less fully-developed documents. Neither would it be a sound treatment to subject the 
results to a robust comparison (e.g., it would be difficult to draw a comparison between a 
brief document with a general statement and an elaborated document with repeated men-
tions). Therefore, a holistic evaluation was attempted based on the salience of the overseas 
credential descriptions in each text sample. In general, it was estimated that 63.9 % (83.3 %, 
66.7 %, and 41.7 % respectively among institutions in the eastern coastal, central interior, 
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and western regions; 91.7 %, 75.0 %, and 25.0 % respectively among institutions under the 
governmental, provincial, and departmental level of supervision) of the analysed docu-
ments included mentions of requirements concerning an “overseas background,” which 
was typically specified as an overseas academic degree (predominantly at the doctoral 
level), teaching and/or research experience at an overseas university or a research institute.

Moreover, specific linguistic evidence was dominant that pointed to a preference for 
foreign PhDs over domestic PhDs. Revealing evidence can be gleaned from the reference 
wording in Chinese for the doctoral degree. In a fair number of advertising documents, an 
overseas background was mentioned as a marked category, with its domestic counterpart 
being the unmarked default. That is, when unspecified, the Chinese phrase “bóshì xuélì” 
(“a doctoral degree”) was used to refer to one obtained from a domestic university. In con-
trast, one obtained overseas was specified with a modification: “hǎiwài bóshì” (“an over-
seas doctorate”). Linguistically, to exclude the overseas sub-category from a generic term 
for special, emphatic mention can be considered a preferential practice in its own right.

Trends in hiring practices

Two distinctive trends emerged from the analysis of the textual data. One was that institu-
tions in more economically developed provinces and supervised by a higher-level govern-
ing body tended to adopt more rigid and exclusive recruitment preferences for candidates 
with an overseas background. Though it needed to be statistically testified in future work, 
the level of the institution appeared to play a more significant role than the geographical 
location in predicting the degree of rigidity of the preferential practices. The other related 
trend was the competitive employers’ preoccupation with applicants’ potential productivity 
and competitiveness as gauged by institutional ranking and quantifiable research outputs.

From “overseas preferred” to “overseas required”

One frequently reoccurring set of expressions found in the recruitment advertising docu-
ments identified overseas credentials as a “nice-to-have” requirement, e.g., “yǒu hǎiwài 
jiàoyù bèijǐng zhě yōuxiān” (“candidates with an overseas educational background are pre-
ferred”). For example, in the 2018 advertising document of a provincial university in an 
eastern coastal city, up to 60 % of the recruiting positions considered overseas credentials 
as the desired requirement (see Excerpt 1). Another second-tier university in an eastern 
coastal city adopted emphatic wording (“We emphasise…”), indicating the eagerness and 
sincerity with which it welcomed overseas talents (Excerpt 2).

Excerpt 1

School: School of Architecture and Urban Planning. 
Hiring criteria: The applicant shall have graduated from a prestigious university with 
a doctoral degree and have a clear research direction in the field of architecture; candi-
dates with an overseas educational background will be preferred.1

Excerpt 2

1   The interview excerpts throughout the paper were originally in Chinese and were translated to English by 
the author (to keep the implicature of the original wording intact, the translation was more literal than idi-
omatic). Expressions concerning an overseas background were italicized for emphasis.
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The university is recruiting doctorates and post-doctorates from prestigious universities 
home and abroad. The applicant shall be below 35 years of age. We emphasise the intro-
duction of talents who have obtained doctoral degrees from well-known overseas uni-
versities or those who have over one year of overseas training experience.

Apart from expressions of a clear preference for holders of degrees obtained over-
seas, there were several cases where a less transparent message was conveyed that aca-
demic achievements made in an overseas context mattered more than those achieved in the 
domestic context. Hence, one’s international learning experience could compensate for the 
lack of credentials in other aspects such as teaching experience or a senior academic title. 
For instance, one second-tier university in an eastern coastal city described succinctly in 
the criteria for a prospective faculty member for its School of Business: “(the applicant) 
shall be a professor or an associate professor with an overseas degree).” A similar equation 
was drawn between a home-grown PhD and a foreign-educated master’s in the documents 
of several third-tier universities, e.g., “(the applicant) shall hold a doctoral degree or alter-
natively, a master’s degree obtained overseas.” Moreover, documents with similar wording 
as in the above excerpts often went together with differential compensation policies for 
the two types of talents. Some of the benefits promised for foreign-trained recruits, com-
pared with those for their domestically trained counterparts included a higher salary, more 
“kēyán qǐdòng jīngfèi” (“research start-up funding”), and often a superior-sounding title, 
e.g., “hǎiwài lǐngjūn réncái” (“leading overseas talent”).

Despite the diverse ways in which overseas talents were valued more than their domes-
tic counterparts, the second- and third-tier institutions articulated relatively flexible recruit-
ment policies concerning candidates’ overseas experience, which invited domestic gradu-
ates to compete, at least as the document presented. This chance was denied, however, in 
a fair number of recruitment advertising documents published by the first-tier universities, 
which included positions that stated an overseas background as a basic requirement (see 
Excerpt 3).

Excerpt 3

School: School of Energy and Power Engineering. 
Discipline: Aerospace propulsion theory and engineering. 
Position Title: Associate-professor-in-waiting. 
Hiring Criteria: The applicant shall have obtained a doctoral degree from a well-known 
overseas university, or have the experience of working in a well-known overseas univer-
sity for over two years. The applicant shall not, in principle, be older than 35 years.

This excerpt was taken from the 2018 recruitment notice of a national key university 
in an eastern coastal Chinese city. Above the age requirement, the university prioritised 
the degree requirement – that the applicant shall, above all, have an overseas doctoral 
degree of a decent kind or alternatively working experience in an overseas institution. As 
the position targeted junior academics (below 35 years of age), and working experience 
was often premised on an academic apprenticeship, the criterion basically requested a doc-
toral degree obtained from a prestigious university overseas. The applicant who met these 
requirements would expect to have a chance to be hired as a “zhǔnpìn fùjiàoshòu” (“associ-
ate-professor-in-waiting”). Dissimilar to the nontenure track positions in disguise (Roemer 
& Schnitz, 1982), this and other popular junior academic positions – another was “shīzī 
bóhòu” (“post-doctoral teacher”) – promised “real” employment if the candidate could 
satisfy requirements for a qualified employee within the period of the contract (ranging 
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from three to six years). As the HR staff member informants revealed, though teaching was 
often included in the requirements, the meaningful part of the contract primarily centred on 
research outputs.

In terms of disciplines, the mandatory requirement for an overseas background was not 
limited to natural sciences. Social sciences and humanities, too, were following suit. This 
was the case even with faculties that were mainly devoted to the studies of local concerns, 
as a position posted for the School of Marxism of a first-tier university stated:

Excerpt 4

School: School of Marxism. 
Discipline: Ideological and political theory. 
Position Title: Assistant professor. 
Hiring Criteria: The applicant shall hold a local hukou, or has obtained an overseas 
doctoral degree or has finished post-doctoral training in the year of recruitment; the 
applicant shall be below 35 years of age; the applicant shall be a Chinese Communist 
Party member.

As the position was specified in the requirements, the candidate was expected to conduct 
courses for “sīxiǎng zhèngzhì lǐlùn kè” (“ideological and political education”), which have 
been widely taught in Chinese universities (Lu, 2017). For one thing, it seemed dubious 
whether an overseas degree in Marxism or related fields of study would benefit local stu-
dents’ ideological and political education. For another, the practice of giving equal weight 
to a hukou of a first-tier city2 and an overseas degree provided further interesting evidence 
for the practical “added value” of an international learning experience.

Considering the pressure from high-level supervision and competition, it was unsurpris-
ing that China’s first-tier university employers had rigid requirements for applicants’ over-
seas credentials, as presented in their recruitment advertising documents. However, two 
of the top universities in the dataset adopted a non-preferential stance towards applicants’ 
academic credentials, as illustrated in Excerpt 5.

Excerpt 5

School: School of Mathematics. 
Discipline: Mathematical science. 
Position Title: Assistant professor/Associate-professor-in-waiting. 
Hiring Criteria: The applicant shall be below 35 years of age; the applicant shall have 
a doctoral degree in foundation mathematics, applied, and computational mathematics, 
or related fields of study; the applicant shall have experience researching the field s/he 
is engaged in and have the ability or potential to lead the development of the discipline.

Given this sweeping wording, it was difficult to judge whether the university employer 
would favour foreign-trained candidates or not. Similar neutral wording was used to refer 
to the two groups of PhDs, as in “X University welcomes doctorates from home and abroad 
to join its XX School.” To find out whether such linguistic vagueness meant a sincere 

2   The hukou (household registration) system in China has a direct influence on the resident’s access to a 
range of social benefits including medical services and educational resources. First-tier cities (e.g., Beijing, 
Shanghai, Guangzhou) set high criteria for local hukou registration that have been raised over time (Zhang 
et al., 2019).
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invitation for domestic PhDs to compete, profiles of the recently recruited (since 2018) 
academic faculty by the school or department involved in the advertising documents of the 
two non-preferential-sounding universities were collected from the university websites in 
June 2021.3 The incomplete record4 revealed an exclusively overseas background of the 
recently hired faculty. Further analysis of the new faculty members’ overseas experiences 
pointed to a refined recruitment pattern across disciplines. The pattern suggested that the 
newly recruited social sciences and humanities faculty had obtained a doctoral degree from 
an elite overseas university or a joint doctoral programme with an elite overseas university. 
In addition to an overseas PhD, the majority of the new faculty in natural sciences also had 
post-doctoral and/or research experience in overseas institutions. One HR staff member 
informant explained that this “language trick” did not turn the universities into unbiased 
employers – “the top ones are the most strategic and the most subtle.” Yet, when com-
paring rhetoric with reality, the innocent-sounding expressions may have served to avoid 
offending sensitive readers and shield the university employer from a possible critique of 
its hiring preferences.

Distinctive overseas background with potential productivity

Alongside more rigid and exclusive preferences, a related trend emerged in the recruit-
ment practices among the first-tier university employers. That is, they targeted specifically 
talents whose quality was controlled and guaranteed by the prestige of their PhD-granting 
institution and whose potential productivity were confirmed or suggested by their pre-
employment performance. For instance, in over half of the first-tier university’s advertising 
documents, the applicant was expected to hold a doctoral degree obtained from a “world-
class university,” defined most often as “the world’s top 100.” One university was even 
considerate enough to attach a QS World University ranking file to its advertisement. Thus, 
it seemed evident that the academic hiring policy pronounced by these competitive employ-
ers was skewed towards candidates from elite universities. This finding was supported by 
a summary of the educational background information of the faculty recruited from 2018 
to 2021 by the aforementioned two top universities in the dataset. Discipline-specific rat-
ings of institutional prestige differed, yet nearly all the recently recruited junior academics 
whose profiles were accessible were found to hold degrees granted by the world’s leading 
institutions (top 100), with no shortage of graduates from those at the apex, such as Oxford 

3   The data collection followed a stepwise procedure. First, the advertising documents of the two non-
preferential-sounding universities were reread to generate a list of positions available to junior applicants, 
specified by an age limit (e.g., below 35 years of age) and/or the position title (e.g., assistant professor, 
junior researcher). The positions were sorted by the hiring school or department in each university. Then, 
the website of each school or department involved in the recruitment was visited to find those recently hired 
for these or possibly other positions released after the 2018 advertisements. As the newly recruited fac-
ulty was not specified (often all the faculty members were listed in alphabetical order of the teachers’ first 
names), a search was done manually to check each faculty member’s webpage, where the academic’s educa-
tional background and work experience were introduced briefly with a description of their research interests 
and achievements. Those whose webpage information indicated a junior academic (judged by the year of 
graduation) and recent employment (e.g., the description of their work experience included such wording as 
“joined the School/Department in 2019”) were targeted for analysis. For each individual, information was 
collected on their educational background and pre- and post-employment productivity (e.g., PhD-granting 
institution, research experience and publications).
4   Due to possible delay in website updating and unfilled positions, less than half of the positions described 
in the advertising documents were matched with the corresponding hired faculty members.
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and Harvard. Due to the limited data and possible bias (e.g., the faculty members with a 
more “presentable” profile might be more likely to have their information publicised on the 
university website), the evidence could only be taken as anecdotal.

It was not surprising that the eager employers were liable to fall easy prey to assumptive 
judgements, hence an expressed preference for the established brands. Such a phenomenon 
was associated with a “credential privilege” or “pure prestige” effect in the literature. The 
effects of the university brand have mainly been discussed in the US context (Burris, 2004; 
Headworth & Freese,  2016; Oprisko et  al., 2013). However, such a “brand effect” may 
work somewhat differently in the Chinese context. In an established system like the UK 
and the US, the halo over the old elite institutions had been created by the time-honoured 
traditions and practices. Thus, the “institutional pedigree” phenomenon in hiring (Oprisko 
et al., 2013) may be due to efforts to maintain the heritage of elitism. However, in a fast-
growing system like China, the local brands may have only begun to gain international 
attention despite their domestic acknowledgement and popularity. It was thus understand-
able that the internationally-minded domestic employers would favour the world’s lead-
ing players over the local “big names.” One HR informant jokingly compared this prefer-
ence tendency to vehicle brand choices: “It’s like Chinese people buying cars. It used to 
be a choice between Volkswagen and Toyota. You wouldn’t even think of Dongfeng or 
Changcheng. Now more people begin to turn to domestic brands. But of course, education 
won’t grow as fast as the car industry.”

With regard to gauging candidates’ competence and potential, Jiang et al. (2020) found 
that pre-employment academic productivity, rather than the prestige of the host university, 
played a significant role in the job placement of the candidate in a top Chinese univer-
sity. Thus, it was expected that another trend in the advertising practice would be for the 
employer to elaborate on the criteria for pre-employment research outputs, a direct measure 
of academic productivity. Such a practice was found to be expectedly popular among the 
first-tier demanding employers who bothered to specify their expectations using exception-
ally detailed language. For example, the general hiring criteria in Excerpt 3 were followed 
by a thorough description of the “minimum requirements” stated as follows:

Excerpt 6

The applicant shall meet one of the following minimum requirements: 
(a) Over the past five years, the applicant has published no fewer than eight papers in 
First or Second Quartile (Q1/Q2) SCI(E)-indexed journals as the first author or the cor-
responding author, or has published, as the first author or the corresponding author, at 
least one ESI highly cited paper; (b) the applicant has won the first or second prize 
(ranking top 5) of a national award or has won the first prize (top 3) or second prize (top 
2), or third prize (top 1) of a provincial or ministerial science and technology award; 
and has, over the past five years, published no fewer than five papers in First or Sec-
ond Quartile (Q1/Q2) SCI(E)-indexed journals as the first author or the corresponding 
author.

In contrast to the scarce mention of teaching experience in the hiring requirements, the 
description of the requirements for proven productivity was very detailed. This stark con-
trast echoed the observation made in Oprisko et al. (2013): “In academic hiring, candidates 
are often evaluated almost entirely upon their research output rather than their teaching 
prowess or service.” As illustrated in Excerpt 6, the evaluation criteria often included the 
minimum number of papers published in journals with prestige, as in internationally or 
domestically recognised indexing sources (e.g., Science Citation Index, Social Sciences 
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Citation Index, Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index). Some document compliers even 
went to greater lengths to specify the authorship and the status of the submission, as show-
cased below in the publication requirement for an assistant professor position in business 
administration at a first-tier university.

Excerpt 7

The applicant shall have received minor revisions (English original) for submissions to 
a journal in the A+ level journal list of the School of Economics and Management; 
the applicant shall be the first author or the corresponding author of the submission (in 
cases where the first author is the applicant’s doctoral supervisor and the applicant is the 
second author, the applicant can be considered as the first author).

The above examples showed that the competitive university employers were preoccu-
pied with applicants’ pre-employment productivity, which played a crucial role in their hir-
ing decisions. Statistically, it has been proven that Chinese doctoral returnees with more 
international journal publications had a better chance to get an academic position in the top 
domestic universities (Jiang et al., 2020).

Though the majority of the first-tier universities had spelt out their requirements for 
research outputs, some chose to eschew the “distasteful” (Hirsch, 2005, p. 16,569) quan-
tifiable measure. Instead, they adopted rather vague wording such as “the applicant shall 
have experience researching the field s/he is engaged in and have the ability or potential 
to lead the development of the discipline” (as shown in Excerpt 5 above). Does this mean 
that these top employers would focus more on the potential than the proven competence of 
the applicant? The profile analysis results indicated that these employers cared about both 
the candidate’s potential and competence, yet in a more calculating way. According to the 
information presented on their university webpages, the recently recruited junior faculty in 
natural sciences mostly had stunning records of publications. In social sciences and human-
ities, however, some recently hired academics did not have many journal publications dur-
ing their doctorate (more often, they had rich experience in conference presentations and 
research internships). Yet, they had a series of publications within a short time after they 
were recruited. It was common for the recruited academics to publish work from their PhD 
project with a dual affiliation (the degree-granting institution and the recently joined insti-
tution). As explained by an HR informant, the strategy was to spot those who would have 
many papers published. Unlike the domestic programmes which had made journal publica-
tion mandatory for PhD students (Wang et  al., 2019), the overseas institutions often left 
it for their students to decide whether or when they would like to publish their research. 
Hence, in disciplines where research publication took time, it would be strategic to “save” 
the publication for later. Those who planned to return often would not hasten to submit 
their manuscripts while they were in the programme but would do it later towards gradua-
tion to add their current affiliation in time for the publication to come out. Then, it would 
win credit for both institutions and promotion at the current institution, a “win-win strat-
egy”, as commented by one HR informant.

Domestic students’ attitudes and responses to the “overseas” peer pressure

More striking than the inconsiderate written calls was how the preferential recruitment 
practices had been passively reacted to among the domestic PhD students. To vary-
ing degrees, the interviewed domestic PhD students wavered between confusion and 
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acceptance in response to the university employers’ preferential practices. Though some 
felt offended by the “outspoken words,” they generally did not think they had much of an 
alternative but succumbed to the new academic hiring norms. A sense of helplessness and 
disorientation dominated the informants’ reflections and comments.

Offended and confused

The five domestic PhD students who had obtained their degrees before 2019 experienced 
various challenges in finding an academic job upon graduation. With a six-month visiting 
scholarship, S1 had the best international profile among all the domestic PhD informants. 
However, she remained jobless for over 12 months after graduating from University A in 
2017. As a native to the local community, she did not wish to leave her hometown city to 
work elsewhere. Therefore, after spending a gap year, she landed a non-academic posi-
tion in her alma mater. She felt it a pity that she was denied a teaching position despite her 
presentable publications and visiting scholar experience at a US university. The following 
excerpt illustrated her disapproval and confusion over the employer’s decision.

Excerpt 8

It’s beyond my understanding why the university’s Department of History would favour 
overseas returnees over domestic graduates. I mean, can those trained in foreign con-
texts really do better in studying Chinese history? They may have an advantage in doing 
studies in global history, but I don’t think they can do as well in researching domestic 
topics. (S1)

The fact that S1 was denied an academic position in her alma mater could be taken 
as indicative of a sufficient supply of returnee talents, since the country’s top universities 
were the doctoral returnees’ first choice for building an academic career back home (Jiang 
et  al., 2020). The appeal of the institutional brand was heightened by the geographical 
advantage as the country’s top performers in higher education gathered mainly in a handful 
of developed cities. Half of the institutions on the country’s 42 world-class university list 
are located in first-tier cities, with the international cities of Beijing and Shanghai boast-
ing over a quarter of the elite institutions (Ministry of Education “list of world-class uni-
versities and first-class disciplines”, 2020). With talents of various types and backgrounds 
being attracted to a tiny number of universities, there was a steady, ample supply (in some 
popular fields of study, a possible oversupply) of elite returnees, driving the hiring poli-
cies to become more selective and exclusive. With some fast-developing institutions, the 
“overseas returnee only” policy had been practised for years, as one HR informant proudly 
acclaimed that they had been recruiting only foreign PhDs since 2009.

Nonetheless, it was confusing why her nice record of publications failed to compensate 
for S1’s lack of an overseas degree – she had published seven articles in prestigious local 
Chinese-language journals during her postgraduate studies, which was rare in the field. In 
addition, she had published two translated book chapters of an introduced scholarly work 
from the US, as she had a good command of English. This confusion was partially resolved 
when comparing her experience with that of S10, who spent his bachelor’s and master’s 
years in the same university at roughly the same time. Graduated from University A’s 
Department of Chinese Language and Literature, S10 went to the Netherlands to continue 
his research into Chinese dialects. He was first interviewed shortly before he graduated 
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from the programme in 2018 when he was making up his mind on whether to return or not. 
When asked about his career plan, S10 replied:

Excerpt 9

[Compared with domestic PhDs,] I think my CV looks more beautiful (English 
original), you know, the international publications – I started to publish inter-
nationally in English only after I came here. And I think I also have more [job] 
opportunities. I can stay [in the Netherlands] and continue my research work here 
– my supervisor has offered to fund my post-doc project. Or, I can go back [to my 
alma mater] and work there. In fact, they (professors who taught my undergradu-
ate courses) have already contacted me about it – I guess they sort of “want me 
back.” (S10).

Apart from the tendency to tacitly equate “international” scholarly output with Eng-
lish-language publications, there was an undertone of superiority in his remarks as he 
celebrated the linguistic capital derived from his international learning experience. S10’s 
words were borne out by previous studies (e.g., Li et  al., 2019; Jiang et  al., 2020) that 
measured the academics’ productivity by counting their international English-language 
rather than domestic Chinese-language publications due to the better recognition, visibil-
ity, and international benchmarking effect of the former (Jiang et al., 2020, p. 540). Thus, 
trained in a predominantly monolingual context, the domestic PhDs would often find it 
challenging to publish in English as a foreign language. Among the nine domestic PhD 
students interviewed, only the three in natural sciences (S3, S6, and S9) had published their 
research in English, mainly because it was the common practice in their fields. Yet, they 
confessed that they were more capable of conducting an experiment than writing about it 
and thus depended much on their supervisors to revise and submit the paper. Though the 
correlation between one’s overseas learning and development of competence to use English 
for research publication purposes awaited to be proven, the pressure to produce knowledge 
via a language that they generally lacked experience with may have weighed the domestic 
PhDs down.

Helpless yet accepting

Though she had to compromise her career aspiration, S1 was the only domestic PhD 
graduate who landed a job in a first-tier university. The rest of the graduates in the 
study made early compromises with their goals by lowering their expectations or seek-
ing alternatives. They did so because they had either “grown used to unfair practices” 
or made themselves believe that “the best solution is to realise the harshness of the 
reality and to adapt to it.”

S7 graduated from University C in 2018 and landed a job in an average univer-
sity in a second-tier city where “competition is less fierce” and “a domestic doctoral 
degree still matters.” Before getting this job, she tried yet failed several times to apply 
for a position in a “better” university in the eastern coastal city where she studied. 
Although she had spent some research time in a renowned university in the UK as a 
visiting scholar during her third PhD year, she explained that short-term visiting schol-
arships did not count as much in the academic job market, especially when other appli-
cants were all overseas PhD holders. Nevertheless, when reflecting on her job-hunting 
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experience, S7 seemed to have reasoned herself out of the negative feeling of inferior-
ity and frustration:

Excerpt 10

I know there may be a bias of some sort, but I can’t do anything about it. So, I’d 
rather see it as the changing game rule since everything is changing fast in China. 
You need to find one way or another to adapt to your surroundings, not the other way 
around – if you don’t want to be taken out of the game early. (S7)

Having realised the value of overseas experience in their further career opportuni-
ties, the doctoral students interviewed who had not yet had any overseas experience were 
planning to gain some while still in the programme. However, chances for gaining over-
seas experience did not come equally, as students in some disciplines tended to have eas-
ier access than students in other disciplines. Both S4 (specialising in Chinese literature) 
and S8 (specialising in Marxism) had zero overseas experience and did not expect to get 
any. In the first interview when she had spent five and a half years in the programme, S4, 
who wanted but failed to apply for a visiting fellowship, explained, “Although there are 
several programmes available, it is more difficult for students in humanities and some 
social science subjects to get a chance, for the policies are often in favour of natural sci-
ence students.” This observation was extended by the insights shared by the two young 
scientists (S6 and S9) who both chose to get some “proper” overseas post-doctoral train-
ing before settling down with a job. The biology PhD explained his choice as follows:

Excerpt 11

In my field, if you have no overseas experience, you can’t compete with others, and you 
probably won’t be able to land a teaching position in a university… I’ve had travelled 
abroad once or twice to attend international conferences, but that won’t count. You need 
time to build connections and network with international researchers. Only then will 
you get the most “research output” benefit out of your overseas experience. (S9)

The mentioned benefits of gaining post-doctoral research experience abroad were in line 
with the profile-based finding that the recently recruited faculty in natural sciences mostly 
had overseas post-doctoral experience. For university employers, apart from the necessary 
training to sustain research achievement, the integrating effects (Melin,  2004) generated 
from the post-doctoral experience could also make a difference. In comparison, S12, who 
was much younger than the two domestic scientists, seemed to have made a wiser and more 
productive investment by going on a joint doctoral programme. In the most recent inter-
view, S12 shared his growing list of publications in top-level journals, which came out of 
his active involvement with the leading research team in the host university.

By the end of the three-year study, seven of the nine domestic PhD informants had 
obtained their degrees. One got a non-academic job in her home university; one was 
hired by a second-tier university; two went abroad for post-doctoral training; while one 
(S3) was still waiting for the delayed result of his application for an overseas post-doctoral 
programme. S4 and S8, who graduated during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown, had to 
postpone their job-seeking activities. When interviewed, neither expressed high expecta-
tions for an academic job in the university. S4 mentioned that she was preparing to com-
pete against doctoral graduates from “qīnghuá běidà” (Tsinghua University and Peking 
University) for a teaching position in a local middle school. The two domestic PhD inform-
ants (S2 and S5) who remained in the programme were not optimistic about their future. 
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Majoring in economics, S2, who came from a family of teachers, sounded particularly 
pessimistic.

Excerpt 12

I’ve already given up pursuing the academic path. Not that I’m not interested, but that 
the chance for me to get a teaching position in my field – where there is no shortage of 
overseas talents – is very slim. … I know my family would be hugely disappointed in 
me, for they expect me to be a university teacher. I don’t know what the future holds – 
whether I could find a job or what kind of job would be available. Currently, my biggest 
concern is whether I can graduate or not. (S2)

Regrettable as her situation was, this “quitting attitude” was somewhat predictable 
from previous survey results. A recent one reported that about one-third of academic PhDs 
trained in domestic programmes got non-academic jobs, including a considerable propor-
tion of top-quality PhDs (Bao et al., 2020) and over half expected a non-academic profes-
sion (Gu et al., 2018). On the face of it, this seemed to mean the expansion of opportunities 
and diversification of choices, thus adjusting the goal of domestic doctoral training accord-
ingly to prepare students for non-academic jobs sounded like a reasonable suggestion (Gu 
et al., 2018). Nonetheless, we may wonder how many would still choose to spend years in 
a gruelling, specified training programme knowing that they would end up as a “versatile 
expert” (ibid.).

Discussion

The qualitative findings above suggest two topics worthy of further discussion. One arises 
from the revealed preferential recruitment policies and practices as targeted by the first 
research question; the other accounts for the pressure experienced by the domestic PhDs 
as assessed in the second question. The discussion, though drawing from evidence from 
the Chinese context, may have significant relevance to rising systems that are confronting 
the emerging trends in internationalisation and massification of higher education and offer 
meaningful implications for research and practice.

“Outsourced” talent training as a fast lane towards internationalisation

Given the pressure to advance towards internationalisation and world-class distinction, the 
mainland Chinese university employers’ shared preferences for overseas doctorates were 
more revealing than surprising. Similar (e.g., Jung, 2018) or opposite (e.g., Chiang, 2021) 
tendencies have been identified in other national and regional contexts. To a large extent, 
China’s stunning progress in internationalising its higher education sector over the recent 
decade shares the feature in common with its expansion practices that are built on the East 
Asian model of a “strong nation-state structure with instrumentalism” (Jiang & Ke, 2021). 
Commenting on the institutionalisation of internationalisation of higher education in 
China, Cai (2014) noted:

In general, the internationalization in Chinese higher education is a goal in itself, 
in spite of a clear policy intention to increase the international competitiveness of 
Chinese higher education through cooperation with foreign HEIs. Both the Chinese 
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government and HEIs are heavily committed to achieving those objectives, which 
can be measured by quantitative figures, such as the numbers of mobile students and 
scholars, international partner HEIs, transnational programmes, English or bilingual 
courses, and international publications etc. (p. 178)

What has motivated and sustained the prevalence of quantifiable measures of progress 
is the “leaping forward in development” (Ngok & Guo, 2008) mindset which undergirds 
many policies, projects, schemes, and plans in the country’s higher education as well as 
other domains of practice. There is nothing wrong with an eagerness to succeed; however, 
the haste with which progress is achieved may have a lasting influence on the beliefs, val-
ues, and philosophy that shape the practices in education and beyond.

The “outsourced” training for academic staff in mainland Chinese universities presents 
a case where the value of the personnel’s overseas experience was tapped to improve pro-
ductivity and efficiency that transform into assets for local benefits. In the short run, it 
may have proven to be an effective shortcut to progress as manifested in the rising figures 
and curves (Ministry of Education “China has established the world’s largest higher educa-
tion system”, 2020). In the long run, however, a lopsided reliance on “outsourcing” at the 
expense of due attention and efforts to improve local teaching and learning practices may 
have detrimental consequences.

It is heartening to note that policymakers have become aware of the possible adverse 
effects and have taken measures to reverse this trend. For example, a breakthrough deci-
sion has recently been made in faculty evaluation policies that intend to reduce preoccupa-
tion with educational background, titles, positions, and quantity of publications (Ministry 
of Education “Work plan for the fifth round of discipline evaluation”,  2020). Neverthe-
less, how these unfolding policies translate into local practices that can induce meaningful 
changes remains to be seen.

Overall, critical reflections on the “fast-lane” approach bring us back to the fundamental 
question: What does “internationalisation” mean in the internationalisation of higher edu-
cation? The simple and reserved answer seems to be: it means different things to different 
parties in different systems. For some, it is a means of survival (Chen & Lo, 2013), while 
for others, a pursuit of excellence. From the perspective of the system, becoming interna-
tional is about being open to the world, with easy access to the world’s store of information 
and knowledge. Meanwhile, it also means an embracing attitude towards individuals, learn-
ers and teachers alike, with more respect for individual merits and diversity in backgrounds 
and experiences. Above all, the significance of becoming international transcends the value 
of the statistics and rankings. It is a potential for systems and individuals to connect, grow, 
and free themselves of the constraints of a parochial view.

The tension between domestic and foreign talent management practices 
in the “massification” of overseas education

With increasing communication and mobility, new trends have emerged in systems that 
have been investing tremendous efforts to become more international. One consequence is 
the merging of boundaries between the foreign and the domestic, as evidenced most read-
ily by the diverse choices of goods in a globalised market. On the one hand, consider-
able efforts have been made to accommodate the “golden guests” (Marini & Xu,  2021) 
by assimilating and integrating foreign faculty into the local community. In some institu-
tions, such efforts have helped melt the distinction between the foreign and the nonforeign 
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(Chen,  2021). On the other hand, however, the preferential hiring practices in the aca-
demic job market seem to have been working in the opposite direction. That is, they tend 
to draw a wedge between the domestic and the foreign PhDs by clearly separating the two 
groups based on a set of stereotypical assumptions, thus deepening the playful distinction 
drawn between “hǎiguī” (“sea turtles”) versus “tǔbiē” (“land turtles” or “ground beetles”) 
(Kan, 2004).

Why would the domestic PhDs, including those cultivated in the country’s top institu-
tions, see themselves struggling somewhat desperately against the challenges of compet-
ing with their foreign-educated peers? One apparent reason is the growing accessibility of 
international learning experience to the masses. Only decades ago, going abroad to pursue 
further study was a distant topic to most common households in China. Today, however, 
many Chinese families can afford their children’s overseas experience and would happily 
make that investment. Among the hundreds of thousands of Chinese students travelling 
and/or studying abroad every year, some are striving to compete with native students in 
the host country for resources and opportunities; some are busy gaining cultural and social 
network capital in preparation for their planned career back home; while others are doing 
little more than having a good time on their academic tour abroad. All are gaining overseas 
experience of some kind, yet the employers have grown increasingly aware of the differ-
ence. With China’s remarkable economic growth, it has taken less than three decades for 
“liúxué” (“studying overseas”) to change from a trendy catchword to a household vocabu-
lary, as the meaning of “overseas” credentials (Waters, 2009) began to matter. It is thus 
reasonable to predict that the country would soon embrace an era of the “massification” of 
overseas education, as has already been achieved in some highly-developed regions.

What this emerging “massification” of overseas education possibly brings is a grow-
ing tension between domestic and foreign talent management policies and practices. While 
staffing the competitive HEIs with the internationalised academics would help accelerate 
the institution’s growth and contribute to the national ambition of achieving world-class 
distinction, it would nonetheless limit the options for domestically trained graduates. 
Paradoxically, these early-career academics need an academically sound environment to 
develop research skills and make up for the lack of international experience and other 
limitations likely arising from their apprenticeship in the domestic programme (Shen & 
Chen, 2018).

As to where domestically cultivated talents are going, a future was envisioned by Zhu 
Yongxin, deputy secretary-general of the 13th National Committee of the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference:

In the future, education in China will become more international and more open to 
the outside world. In particular, with the development of the Internet and information 
technology, educational exchanges and cooperation between countries will become 
more convenient and extensive. Therefore, we need to be more open-minded and 
learn from advanced international education models and concepts, and we need to 
further strengthen our cooperation with international educational institutions with 
innovative features to further cultivate international talents with Chinese sentiments 
and a global vision. (Ministry of Education, 2018)

In contrast to the neo-nationalist sentiment (Fischer, 2021) expressed in the ambition 
to cultivate “international talents with Chinese sentiments and a global vision”, there 
seems to be a lack of confidence to fulfil the ambition felt on all sides: the employ-
ers, the general public, and even the students themselves. A better understanding of this 
situation will enable us to reconsider that innocent question arising from the domestic 
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PhD students’ grumbling responses: “Why should a ‘foreigner’ be better than me?” 
For a well-constructed blueprint to materialise, it ought to be associated with concrete 
measures to promote teaching practices and actual growth in learning outcomes. On the 
whole, any endeavour towards internationalisation and world-class distinction cannot be 
considered successful and sustaining, if, at the end of the day, only those sitting at the 
top were the “winners” of the policy (Ngok & Guo, 2008, p. 556). Only with sincere 
efforts to eliminate the “inner constraints with respect to social equity and human ful-
filment” (Zha, 2011, p. 766) would domestic students be able to compete equally and 
competently with their overseas-educated peers.

Conclusions

This qualitative inquiry investigated two questions: Whether and to what extent did 
an overseas background preference exist in academic hiring practices among Chinese 
university employers, as evidenced in the university’s recruiting advertisements? And 
how did domestic PhD students respond to this situation? Overall, the results revealed 
a prevalence of university employers’ preferences of overseas-trained candidates, with 
their institutional background and potential academic productivity being prioritised 
concerns in the hiring decision. For home-grown doctoral students, lacking the experi-
ence of receiving training in a foreign institution may cripple one’s academic career 
opportunities. The domestic PhDs tended to yield to the pressure of competing with 
their overseas-educated peers by making compromises and adaptations.

In general, the study has offered implications that could be meaningful beyond the 
Chinese context. The preliminary findings help refine previous findings on the over-
seas background advantage in the academic labour market in expanding higher educa-
tion systems. Reflecting on the study findings, there is a pressing need to reassess the 
recruitment policies. While focusing on hiring talents who can readily contribute to 
enhancing the university’s international profile and academic performance, employ-
ers also need to take the responsibility to provide domestically trained graduates with 
choices and opportunities to develop and realise their potentials. Efforts are needed to 
restore balance to the disturbed system of talent management for a healthy academic 
culture that would sustain the growth of higher education in the local context.

Given the sheer number of Chinese HEIs, the cases examined in the current study 
are not claimed to represent nationwide practice, nor any broader scope of recruitment 
practices in the Chinese higher education labour market. Nonetheless, they could be 
considered with some validity for an enquiry seeking to understand faculty recruitment 
policy among Chinese HEIs. Studies of a larger scale and more enhanced datasets along 
this line can expect to achieve a more comprehensive picture of the preferential prac-
tices under discussion. Empirical evidence is needed to reveal the criteria considered 
important by HEIs at different levels and how they may affect actual recruitment prac-
tices. The heightened distinction between domestic and overseas talents in the populari-
sation of overseas education makes an interesting topic where further research can be 
conducted to explore the ongoing changes in China and other higher education systems. 
Further reflections should also be made on how hiring policies can be improved to be 
more compatible with equality of opportunity.
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