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Elite Recruitment with Restraints: the

Political Career of Oversea-returned
Chinese Ranking Officials and Its
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Abstract

The article explores the characteristics of Chinese ranking officials with
oversea study backgrounds and examines the role of these oversea-returned
officials in Chinese political development. After analyzing 165 returned
students currently holding posts at the vice minister level or above, this
article finds (1) their share in the total ranking officials at the vice
minister level or above is less than 10%; (2) they usually are public
funded to study abroad for a degree or for a short-term training and research
program; (3) most of them major in natural science and engineering, or
economics and management; (4 ) the majority of these elites work in
technical and professional ministries in the government, or in major
universities and research institutes; (5) their oversea study duration is
usually less than two years; and (6) a quarter of these ranking cadres are
not members of the Chinese Communist Party.

These findings reveal, as this article argues, that Chinese leaders are
willing to put West-trained returned students in important posts in order to
promote economic growth but, take measures to prevent these returned
students from becoming a source of promoting political reform. West-trained
returned students are absent in the systems of organization, propaganda,
ideology, military and national security. China is also less willing to promote

those who are self-funded and spend a long duration in study abroad.



FR B FH S A 7 A - R & B R R R AR IR 25

Therefore, the role of West-trained returned students in China’s democratic

transition cannot be overestimated.

Keywords: oversea-returned students; elite recruitment; China; democratization
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