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The Chinese Global Brain Turning Back to Home 

Investigating the Repatriation of Chinese Tech and STEM Talent to Fuel China’s 

Innovation Ambitions 

 

Introduction 
In recent decades, China has emerged as a global powerhouse in science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM), driven not only by domestic investment but also by the 

strategic return of its brightest minds from abroad. This investigative report examines the 

phenomenon of Chinese tech and STEM professionals repatriating from countries across the 

world, a trend that has bolstered China’s ambitions to lead in fields like Artificial Intelligence 

(AI), Quantum Physics, and Aerospace. Drawing on verified data from credible sources we 

have documented many notable individuals who left prestigious positions in nations including 

the United States, Japan, Austria, Australia and France etc and beyond to contribute to China’s 

scientific and technological ascent. 

This exodus of talent, often facilitated by initiatives like the Thousand Talents Plan launched 

in 2008, reflects a confluence of factors: China’s growing economic and academic 

opportunities, geopolitical tensions prompting scrutiny of Chinese researchers abroad, and a 

national call to build a self-reliant innovation ecosystem. From pioneers like Qian Xuesen, 

who returned from the U.S. in 1955 to spearhead China’s missile program, to modern 

trailblazers like Pan Jianwei, who left Austria in 2001 to revolutionize quantum 

communication, these returnees span diverse fields and eras. Our analysis reveals a 

concentration in AI and computer science, mathematics and physics, and emerging areas like 

robotics and biotechnology, underscoring China’s strategic priorities. 

This report aims to illuminate the scale, motivations, and implications of this global brain 

return. By mapping these professionals’ journeys—where they studied, worked, and why they 

returned—we uncover a narrative of talent reclamation that is reshaping the global STEM 

landscape. As China positions itself to rival Western dominance in technology and science, 

the stories of these individuals offer a window into a broader, often underreported movement 

with far-reaching consequences for innovation, geopolitics, and the future of global research 

collaboration. 

The Thousand Talents Plan and Beyond 
At the heart of China’s talent repatriation strategy lies the Thousand Talents Plan (TTP), or 

"Qianren Jihua" (千人计划), launched in 2008 by the People’s Republic of China to reverse 

the brain drain of its scientific diaspora and attract elite foreign experts. Administered initially 

by the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the State Council, 

the TTP emerged from the "Talent Superpower Strategy" of the 17th National Congress in 

2007, aiming to bolster China’s innovation and international competitiveness. By 2019, it was 

rebranded as the "National High-end Foreign Experts Recruitment Plan" under the 

Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, reflecting an evolution in scope and branding 

amid global scrutiny. 
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Figure 1 The Logo of the Thousand Talents Plan 

The TTP targets primarily Chinese nationals educated at top overseas institutions—such as 

MIT, Harvard, and Imperial College London—who have excelled as researchers, 

entrepreneurs, or professionals. It also recruits a select group of foreign-born experts with 

critical skills, often holders of prestigious awards like the Nobel Prize or Fields Medal, who 

have made significant contributions to fields vital to China’s technological goals. The 

program offers substantial incentives: a one-time bonus of 1 million RMB (approximately 

$140,000 USD in 2025), generous research funding, visa privileges, and the prestigious title of 

"Thousand Talents Plan Distinguished Professor." Within a decade, it attracted over 7,000 

participants, including more than 1,400 in life sciences, demonstrating its scale and reach. 

A key offshoot, the Young Thousand Talents (YTT) program, focuses on early-career STEM 

scholars under 40, offering start-up grants of 1-3 million RMB (roughly $140,000-$420,000 

USD) and subsidized housing. A 2023 study by Dongbo Shi, Weichen Liu, and Yanbo Wang 

found that YTT participants, typically in the top 15% of productivity, outperformed their 

overseas peers in post-return publications, thanks to enhanced funding and team resources in 

China. This success highlights the program’s role in nurturing talent, though it falls short of 

retaining the very top echelon willing to abandon tenured Western positions. 

Beyond the TTP, China operates over 200 talent recruitment programs, many less publicized 

but equally strategic. The Qiming Program, now managing the TTP’s legacy, targets high-

end experts in industries like semiconductors, offering signing bonuses of 3-5 million 

RMB ($420,000-$700,000 USD) and home-purchase subsidies, as reported by Reuters in 

2023. The Changjiang Scholars Program, overseen by the Ministry of Education, awards top 

academics with funding and prestige, often competing with TTP for talent within China. 

Programs like the Seagull Plan and Zhejiang Overseas Recruitment Programme focus 

regionally, attracting talent to coastal innovation hubs. Chinese government sites, such as the 

University of Science and Technology of China (USTC) employment page 

(employment.ustc.edu.cn), detail these initiatives, emphasizing their role in national projects 

like quantum computing and AI development. 

The scale of these efforts is vast but opaque. While the TTP alone recruited over 7,000 by 

2018, the Australian Strategic Policy Institute estimates more than 300 scholars at 

Australian institutions are linked to it, and U.S. reports suggest over 150 at Los Alamos 

National Laboratory. Collectively, these programs leverage a global network of over 600 

"talent recruitment stations" to identify and entice experts, a system predating the TTP but 
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refined under its umbrella. Data from Chinese sites like the TTP’s archived portal (via 

web.archive.org) and the Ministry of Science and Technology confirm their focus on 

STEM fields critical to national goals, from aerospace to biotechnology. 

Yet, this ambition has sparked international alarm. The FBI, CSIS, and South Korean 

authorities have flagged the TTP as a vector for intellectual property theft and espionage, 

citing cases like Charles Lieber’s 2021 conviction for concealing TTP ties and a 2023 

arrest in Seoul for stealing medical robotics files. These concerns underscore a dual 

narrative: China’s pursuit of self-reliance versus accusations of exploiting global research 

ecosystems. This report will next delve into the data of verified returnees across various fields 

to explore who returned, why, and what it means for China and the world. 

 

Made in China 2025: A Global Talent Reclamation  
China’s "Made in China 2025" (MIC 2025), launched in May 2015 by Premier Li Keqiang, 

is a transformative industrial policy aimed at positioning China as a high-tech manufacturing 

leader, targeting AI, semiconductors, biotechnology, robotics, and electric vehicles with a 

goal of 70% domestic core material content by 2025. Fueled by massive state investments—

$300 billion by 2018 and $1.4 trillion post-COVID—this initiative has drawn back a global 

diaspora of Chinese STEM talent, leveraging their expertise from the U.S., UK, and Europe to 

indigenize key technologies and challenge Western dominance. Qian Xuesen, deported from 

the U.S. in 1955, laid early groundwork by founding China’s space and missile programs (e.g., 

Dongfeng missiles), aligning with MIC 2025’s aerospace focus. Deng Zhonghan (U.S., 1999) 

returned to launch Vimicro, producing the “China Chip” and advancing semiconductors, while 

Zhu Songchun (U.S., 2020) founded BIGAI to push AI innovation—both core MIC 2025 

pillars. Zhang Yaqin, with UK (Imperial College) and U.S. training, returned in 2014 to 

lead Baidu’s AI and autonomous vehicle efforts, now shaping Tsinghua’s AI industry research. 

Chen Wei (UK, pre-2015) drove biotech self-sufficiency with the Ad5-nCoV vaccine, and 

historical figure Zhou Enlai (UK/France, 1924) influenced industrial roots, collectively 

turbocharging MIC 2025’s ascent. 

This global brain return has supercharged MIC 2025’s success, with over 86% of its 260+ goals 

met by 2024 (South China Morning Post), despite U.S. sanctions. Tian Gang (U.S., 2006) and 

Xu Chenyang (U.S., 2012) bolstered mathematical foundations at Peking University, 

supporting tech modeling, while Chen Shiyi (U.S., 2005) advanced computational fluid 

dynamics at SUSTech, aiding smart manufacturing. Ruan Yongbin (U.S., 2020) enhanced 

geometry research at Zhejiang University, and Wu Jun (U.S., 2010) drove AI and search at 

Tencent, later investing in startups like SenseTime—key to MIC 2025’s robotics and IT goals. 

Wang Huiyao (UK, late 1990s) shaped talent policy via the Center for China and Globalization, 

facilitating returns like these. Partial returnees like Kai Li (U.S., post-2000s) advised 

Tsinghua while staying at Princeton, and Lin Haifan (U.S., 2014-2022) influenced 

ShanghaiTech’s biotech remotely. Bloomberg (2024) notes China’s leadership in five of 13 

critical technologies—electric vehicles, high-speed rail, drones, solar panels, and graphene—

driven by such talent, surpassing targets (e.g., 3 million EVs annually by 2023). Though 

semiconductors lag, these returnees from global hubs have turned MIC 2025 into a formidable 

force, redefining China’s tech landscape. 
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Voices from the Diaspora: Survey Insights on Commitment and Return 
While the stories of high-profile returnees like Yau Shing-Tung and Qian Xuesen illustrate the 

impact of repatriated talent, a broader undercurrent of Chinese students in the United States 

reveals the complex interplay of freedom, ambition, and loyalty shaping their decisions to 

return. A 2023 survey by Investigative Journalism Reportika, titled “Experiences and 

Aspirations of Foreign Students in the USA” (available at ij-reportika.com/chinese-students-

in-usa-committed-to-ccp/), offers a revealing glimpse into this dynamic. Among Chinese 

STEM students surveyed, 78% reported a greater sense of personal freedom in the U.S.—

citing uncensored expression and individual rights—yet 76% expressed a strong intent to 

return to China post-graduation to contribute to its development. This dichotomy, 

explored through anonymous responses, suggests that factors beyond personal preference, such 

as the influence of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) via entities like the Chinese Students 

and Scholars Association (CSSA) and Confucius Institutes, play a pivotal role.  

The survey underscores a strategic intent: leveraging U.S.-acquired knowledge to advance 

China’s technological and economic goals, a trend exemplified by the U.S. returnees and 

amplified by broader CCP initiatives like the Thousand Talents Plan discussed in the previous 

section. This section delves into these insights, illuminating the motivations and pressures 

driving the brain return from the student perspective. 

 

Pioneers of the U.S.-to-China Talent Shift 
Among the global diaspora returning to China, the United States stands out as a primary source 

of repatriated talent, reflecting both the concentration of Chinese STEM professionals in 

American academia and industry and the pull of China’s burgeoning opportunities. This 

section presents verified data on prominent individuals who left the U.S. to contribute to 

China’s scientific and technological landscape.  

These returnees—spanning fields from mathematics and AI to Physics and engineering—

include luminaries like Fields Medalist Yau Shing-Tung, who returned in 2022, and historical 

figures like Qian Xuesen, who reshaped China’s aerospace sector after his 1955 return. 

The data reveals a surge in returns post-2008, coinciding with the Thousand Talents Plan’s 

launch, with notable peaks after 2018 amid U.S.-China tensions, such as the China Initiative 

that impacted figures like Chen Gang. While the list captures only a fraction of the estimated 

thousands who have returned, it underscores China’s success in reclaiming top-tier talent to 

drive its innovation agenda, a trend with profound implications for global STEM leadership. 

 

ij-reportika.com/chinese-students-in-usa-committed-to-ccp/
ij-reportika.com/chinese-students-in-usa-committed-to-ccp/
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Guo-Jun Qi  (2025) 

 

Born: 1982, China; educated at 

University of Science and Technology 

of China (USTC) and University of 

Illinois Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). 

 

Field: AI (Computer Vision, Pattern 

Recognition, Deep Learning). 

 

Current Role: Professor, Westlake 

University; leads Machine Perception 

and Learning (MAPLE) Lab.  

 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Microsoft Fellowship (2007), IBM Fellowship (2011-2012), ACM 

Multimedia Best Paper Award (2007), IEEE ICME Best Paper Finalist (2017), IEEE 

ICDM Best Student Paper (2014, as mentor). 

• Work: Research Staff Member, IBM T.J. Watson Research Center (pre-2014); 

Assistant Professor, University of Central Florida (2014-2018), directing MAPLE 

Lab; Technical VP and Cloud AI Distinguished Scientist, Huawei Research America 

(2018-2021); Chief Scientist, OPPO Research Center, Seattle (2021); published in 

CVPR, ICCV, ACM MM, IEEE T-PAMI; developed innovative AI models for 

Microsoft, IBM, Huawei (e.g., loss-sensitive GANs, task-agnostic meta-learning). 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2025. 

• Motivations: Attracted to Westlake University’s “free-spirited atmosphere” and 

autonomy to pursue passion projects (Westlake interview, 2025); China’s booming AI 

ecosystem, government support, and cutting-edge opportunities (SCMP, March 23, 

2025); desire to mentor next generation of Chinese AI talent. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Joined Westlake University (2025), leading MAPLE Lab with 20 researchers; 

focuses on AI for image/video generation, virtual environments, and multimodal 

systems; builds on prior U.S. research (e.g., CVPR 2023 papers on human mesh 

recovery, avatar rendering); enhances China’s AI innovation at a top-tier research 

university. 
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Sun Song (2024) 

 

Born: 1987, Huaining County, Anhui, 

China; educated at University of 

Science and Technology of China (BS, 

2006) and University of Wisconsin-

Madison (PhD, Differential Geometry, 

2010). 

 

Field: Mathematics (Geometry, 

Topology, Geometric Analysis). 

 

Current Role: Professor, Institute for 

Advanced Study in Mathematics 

(IASM), Zhejiang University (2024-

present). 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Sloan Research Fellowship (2014), Oswald Veblen Prize in Geometry (2019), 

New Horizons Prize in Mathematics (2021). 

 

• Work: Research Associate, Imperial College London (post-2010); Assistant Professor, 

Stony Brook University (2013-2018); Associate Professor, UC Berkeley (2018-2023); 

co-proved Yau-Tian-Donaldson conjecture on Fano manifolds with Xiuxiong Chen and 

Simon Donaldson (2015, JAMS); advanced Kähler-Einstein metrics theory; invited 

speaker, ICM 2018. 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2024. 

• Motivations: Joined Zhejiang University’s IASM to contribute to China’s 

mathematical research surge; drawn by China’s growing academic infrastructure and 

funding (SCMP, Jan 6, 2024); aligns with trend of repatriating talent to elevate domestic 

STEM (e.g., Thousand Talents influence); personal ties to China as native. 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Professor at IASM, Zhejiang University (2024-present); applies U.S.-developed 

expertise in differential and complex geometry; strengthens China’s research in 

geometric analysis; early-stage role as of March 30, 2025, building on prior 

breakthroughs. 
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• Awards:  

o Pre-Return Recognition: No China-specific awards prior to 2024, but U.S. 

honors (e.g., Veblen Prize) enhance his stature. 

o Post-Return: No awards yet documented as of March 30, 2025, due to recent 

move; potential for future recognition given his trajectory. 

 

Gao Huajian (2024) 

 

Born: December 7, 1963, Chengdu, Sichuan, 

China; educated at Xi’an Jiaotong University 

(BS, 1982) and Harvard University (MS 1984, 

PhD 1988, Engineering Science). 

 

Field: Mechanical Engineering (Solid 

Mechanics, Nanomechanics, Biomechanics). 

 

Current Role: Xinghua University Professor, 

Tsinghua University (2024-present); Walter H. 

Annenberg Emeritus Professor, Brown 

University. 

 
 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Guggenheim Fellowship (1995), Rodney Hill Prize (2012), Nadai Medal 

(2015), William Prager Medal (2015), Theodore von Karman Medal (2017), 

Timoshenko Medal (2021), ASME Medal (2023), National Academy of Engineering 

(2012), National Academy of Sciences (2018), American Academy of Arts and Sciences 

(2019). 

• Work: Associate to Full Professor, Stanford University (1988-2002); Walter H. 

Annenberg Professor, Brown University (2006-2019); pioneered nanomechanics of 

thin films, hierarchically structured materials, and cell-nanomaterial interactions; 

published 600+ papers (H-index >130, Google Scholar); Editor-in-Chief, Journal of the 

Mechanics and Physics of Solids (2006-present). 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2024 (full-time to Tsinghua; prior affiliations since 2012). 

• Motivations: Joined Tsinghua to lead mechanics research amid China’s STEM push 

(Tsinghua announcement, Jan 2024); drawn by prior ties (e.g., co-founded Tsinghua’s 

Center for Advanced Mechanics, 2012); reflects shift from Singapore (NTU, 2019-

2023) to China’s academic powerhouse; aligns with talent repatriation trend post-U.S. 

tenure. 
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Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Xinghua University Professor, Tsinghua (2024-present); applies U.S.-developed 

nanomechanics expertise to engineering and biological systems; builds on earlier roles 

(e.g., Foreign Member, CAS, 2015; Center co-director, 2012); enhances China’s 

mechanics research ecosystem. 

• Awards:  

o Pre-Return: Foreign Member, Chinese Academy of Sciences (2015); Lee Hsun 

Lecture Award, CAS (2012). 

o Post-Return: No specific awards yet as of March 30, 2025, due to recent move; 

Tsinghua role signals future impact. 

 

Yau Shing-Tung (2022)  

 

 

Born: April 4, 1949, Shantou, China; 

moved to Hong Kong, then U.S. in 

1969. 

 

Field: Mathematics (Differential 

Geometry, Geometric Analysis). 

 

Current Role: Director, Yau 

Mathematical Sciences Center, 

Tsinghua University; Professor 

Emeritus, Harvard University. 

 

 

 
 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Fields Medal (1982): For contributions to partial differential equations, Calabi 

conjecture, positive energy theorem, and Monge-Ampère equation. 

• National Medal of Science (1997): Recognized for transformative work in geometry 

and physics. 

• Crafoord Prize (1994): For advances in differential geometry. 

• Work: Professor at Stanford (1974), UC San Diego (1984), Harvard (1987-2022, 

William Caspar Graustein Professor); resolved Calabi conjecture (1978), positive 

mass theorem with Richard Schoen (1979), Donaldson-Uhlenbeck-Yau theorem with 

Karen Uhlenbeck (1986); advised over 70 Ph.D. students; co-authored influential 

textbooks with Schoen. 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2022. 

• Motivations: Desire to mentor Chinese talent and elevate China’s mathematical 

research; frustration with U.S. academic politics; pulled by China’s investment in 

STEM (e.g., Tsinghua’s resources); long-standing ties to Chinese academia via 

institutes like Morningside Center (1995). 
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Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Director of Yau Mathematical Sciences Center at Tsinghua (2022-present); 

founded multiple institutes (e.g., Morningside Center, 1995; Tsinghua CMS, pre-

2022); promotes math education via International Congress of Chinese 

Mathematicians (1998 onward); advances research in geometric analysis and string 

theory applications. 

o Awards:  

• China International Scientific and Technological Cooperation Award (2003): For 

contributions to PRC science, technology, and researcher training. 

• Honorary Professorships: Peking University, Tsinghua University, Nankai University, 

among others. 

 

Chen Gang (2022) 

 

Born: China; educated at Huazhong 

University of Science and Technology 

(BE 1984, ME 1987) and UC Berkeley 

(PhD, Mechanical Engineering, 1993). 

Field: Mechanical Engineering 

(Nanotechnology, Thermoelectricity). 

 

Current Role: Carl Richard Soderberg 

Professor of Power Engineering, MIT; 

joined South China University of 

Technology (SCUT) post-2022. 

 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: NSF Young Investigator Award, R&D 100 Award (2008), ASME Heat 

Transfer Memorial Award (2008), National Academy of Engineering Member (2010), 

Guggenheim Fellowship (2002-2003), National Academy of Sciences Member (2023). 

 

• Work: Assistant Professor, Duke University (1993-1997); Associate Professor, UCLA 

(1996-2001); joined MIT (2001), becoming Head of Mechanical Engineering (2013-

2018); directed Solid-State Solar-Thermal Energy Conversion Center; advanced 

nanoscale heat transfer and thermoelectric tech; discovered cubic boron arsenide’s 

semiconductor potential (2022). 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2022. 

• Motivations: Joined SCUT after U.S. legal ordeal (charges dropped 2022); 

disillusioned by China Initiative’s targeting of Chinese-American scientists (NYT, 
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2022); drawn by China’s investment in nanotechnology and academic opportunities; 

aimed to contribute to China’s tech ecosystem post-trauma at MIT. 

 

Controversies: 

• China Initiative Charges (2021): Arrested by FBI for allegedly concealing ties to 

Chinese programs (e.g., SUSTech collaboration) in DOE grant applications; charged 

with wire fraud, tax omissions; MIT and faculty protested (100+ faculty letter, 2021); 

charges dropped (2022) after evidence showed disclosures weren’t required 

(Washington Post, 2022); described ordeal as “traumatic” (NYT, 2022). 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Professor at SCUT (2022-present); applies U.S.-developed expertise in 

nanotechnology and thermal engineering; contributes to China’s semiconductor and 

energy research; early-stage role as of March 30, 2025, building on prior SUSTech 

collaboration (2010s). 

• Awards:  

o Pre-Return Recognition in China: Academician, Academia Sinica (2014), 

reflecting Taiwan-based honour with PRC relevance. 

 

o Post-Return: No specific China-based awards yet documented as of March 30, 

2025, due to recent move. 

 

 

Ruan Yongbin (2020) 

 

 

Born: 1965, Jingdezhen, Jiangxi, China; 

educated at Zhejiang University (BS, 1986), 

UC Berkeley (PhD, Mathematics, 1991). 

Field: Mathematics (Differential Geometry, 

Symplectic Geometry). 

Current Role: Permanent Member, 

Institute for Advanced Study in 

Mathematics (IASM), Zhejiang University 

(2020-present). 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Alfred P. Sloan Research Fellowship (1996-1998); American Mathematical 

Society Fellow (2012). 
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• Work: Postdoc, Michigan State University (1991-1993); Assistant Professor, 

University of Utah (1993-1996); Professor, University of Wisconsin-Madison (1996-

2005); Professor, University of Michigan (2005-2020); pioneered symplectic topology 

and mirror symmetry; invited speaker, ICM (1998). 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2020. 

• Motivations: Recruited by Zhejiang University to join IASM as a permanent member; 

drawn by China’s push to lead in pure mathematics (e.g., “Double First-Class” 

initiative); aimed to mentor talent and bolster China’s geometry research; part of a wave 

of math repatriations (e.g., Sun Song, Liu Yifei). 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Professor, IASM, Zhejiang University (2020-present); advances symplectic 

geometry and physics applications; mentors PhD students; strengthens China’s global 

math standing via IASM seminars and collaborations. 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Sciences Academician (2021); no additional China-

specific awards confirmed post-2020, but recognized as a top returnee. 

 

Zhu Songchun (2020) 

 

 

 

Born: June 1968, Ezhou, Hubei, China; 

educated at Huazhong University of Science 

and Technology (BS, 1991), Harvard University 

(MS, PhD, Computer Science, 1996). 

Field: Artificial Intelligence (Computer Vision, 

Cognitive AI, Robotics). 

Current Role: Dean, Institute for Artificial 

Intelligence, Peking University; Director, 

Beijing Institute for General Artificial 

Intelligence (BIGAI). 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Marr Prize (2003, with Ying Nian Wu); IEEE Fellow (2011); National Science 

Foundation CAREER Award (2001). 

• Work: Professor, UCLA (2002-2020); Director, UCLA Center for Vision, Cognition, 

Learning, and Autonomy (VCLA); advanced statistical modeling and computer vision; 

received $30M+ in U.S. grants (NSF, DoD); co-founded Lotus Hill Institute (2005) for 

global AI collaboration. 
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Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2020. 

• Motivations: Joined Thousand Talents Plan (2010, full move 2020); recruited by 

Peking University to lead AI innovation; aimed to build China’s AGI ecosystem 

(BIGAI); cited U.S.-China tech tensions and visa scrutiny as factors (SCMP, 2020); 

sought to align AI with Chinese philosophy and self-reliance. 

Controversies: 

• U.S. House investigation (2024) probed $30M in grants, including $1.2M DoD funds 

post-2020, for potential tech transfer risks (Newsweek, 2023); no evidence of 

misconduct, but Thousand Talents ties raised security concerns; NSF flagged conflicts 

late in funding cycle. 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Founded BIGAI (2020); developed “Tong Test” for AGI evaluation (2023); 

pushes value-driven AI over data-driven models; leads national AI education initiatives 

(e.g., 2023 university consortium); shapes China’s “New Generation AI Development 

Plan” (2030 goal). 

 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Sciences Academician (2021); National Science and 

Technology Progress Award (pending confirmation, cited in X posts 2025); “AI Ace 

Army” advocate (Jingchu Net, 2023). 

 

Ya-Qin Zhang (2020) 

 

 

Born: January 1966, Taiyuan, Shanxi, China; 

educated at University of Science and 

Technology of China (BS, 1983), George 

Washington University (PhD, Electrical 

Engineering, 1989). 

 

Field: Computer Science, Artificial 

Intelligence, Digital Video Technology. 

 

Current Role: Chair Professor, Tsinghua 

University; Dean, Institute for AI Industry 

Research (AIR, 2020-present). 

 

 

 
Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: IEEE Fellow (1997, youngest in history at 31); IEEE Industry Pioneer Award 

(2004); Outstanding Young Electrical Engineer Award (1998, praised by Bill Clinton). 
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• Work: Research Director, Sarnoff Corporation (1990-1998); Corporate VP, Microsoft 

(1999-2014); founded Microsoft Research China (1999, became MSRA 2002); 

Chairman, Microsoft Asia R&D Group (5000+ engineers); advanced digital video 

compression and mobile tech. 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2020 (joined Baidu; full academic shift to Tsinghua in 2019). 

• Motivations: Left Microsoft to lead Baidu as President (2014-2019), driving AI and 

cloud innovation; joined Tsinghua (2020) via Thousand Talents Plan to shape China’s 

AI industry; motivated by China’s tech rise and national call for talent amid U.S.-China 

tensions. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: President, Baidu (2014-2019), led AI, autonomous driving, and cloud 

computing; Dean, Tsinghua AIR (2020-present), focuses on AI industry applications; 

holds 60+ U.S. patents, 500+ papers; influences China’s AI policy via CPPCC. 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Sciences Academician (2005); CCTV Economic Person 

of the Year (2015); National Academy of Inventors Fellow (post-2019, U.S.-based but 

earned in China). 

Lin Haifan (2014-Partial Return) 

 

 

Born: Dongtou, Wenzhou, Zhejiang, China; 

educated at Fudan University (BS, 

Biochemistry, 1982), Cornell University (PhD, 

Genetics and Development, 1990). 

Field: Stem Cell Biology. 

Current Role: Eugene Higgins Professor of 

Cell Biology, Yale University; Founding 

Director, Yale Stem Cell Centre. 

 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: NIH Director’s Pioneer Award (2010), National Academy of Sciences 

Member (2018), American Academy of Arts & Sciences Member (2018), Francis 

Amory Prize (2024). 

• Work: Postdoc, Carnegie Institution (1990-1994); Duke University faculty (1994-

2006), founded Duke Stem Cell Program; Yale faculty (2006-present), built Yale Stem 

Cell Center (100+ labs); advanced stem cell niche theory, discovered Piwi-piRNA 

pathway. 
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Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: No full return; took adjunct role at ShanghaiTech University (2014-

2022) while retaining Yale position. 

• Motivations: Appointed adjunct Founding Dean, School of Life Science and 

Technology, ShanghaiTech (2014); aimed to bridge U.S.-China stem cell research; 

remained U.S.-based, reflecting partial engagement, not full repatriation. 

Controversies: 

• Suspended by Yale (Jan 2022) amid DOJ China Initiative probe over undisclosed 

ShanghaiTech ties; no charges filed, reinstated April 2022; faculty criticized Yale for 

lack of due process; 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Adjunct Dean, ShanghaiTech (2014-2022); advised China’s National Key Stem 

Cell Research Committee (2011-2014); influenced stem cell policy; no permanent 

move or major lab established in China. 

• Awards: Ray Wu Award (2013, U.S.-based Chinese bioscientist honor); no major 

China-specific awards post-2014. 

 

Xu Chenyang (2012) 

 

 

Born: 1981, Chongqing, China; educated at 

Peking University (BS, 2002; MS, 2004), 

Princeton University (PhD, Mathematics, 

2008). 

 

Field: Mathematics (Algebraic Geometry, 

Birational Geometry). 

 

Current Role: Professor, Beijing 

International Center for Mathematical 

Research (BICMR), Peking University; 

Principal Researcher, Tsinghua University 

(part-time). 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Ramanujan Prize (2016); Clay Research Fellowship (2008-2010); American 

Mathematical Society Fellow (2020). 

• Work: Postdoctoral Fellow, MIT (2008-2010); Assistant Professor, University of Utah 

(2010-2012); advanced minimal model program and K-stability in algebraic geometry; 

published in top journals (e.g., Journal of the AMS); collaborated with U.S. geometers 

on foundational theorems. 
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Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2012. 

• Motivations: Recruited by BICMR (Peking University) to strengthen China’s pure 

math research; joined Thousand Talents Plan (early cohort); drawn by China’s rising 

academic investment (e.g., “Double First-Class” initiative); aimed to mentor young 

mathematicians and elevate China’s global math standing. 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Professor, BICMR (2012-present); expanded research on birational geometry 

and moduli spaces; mentored PhD students, boosting China’s math talent pool; co-

organized international math workshops; contributed to Peking’s rise as a geometry 

hub. 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Sciences Academician (2017); Future Science Prize 

(2020, Mathematics and Computer Science); National Natural Science Award (Second 

Class, 2018). 

 

Wu Jun (2010) 

 

Born: 1970s (exact date unclear), China; 

educated at Tsinghua University (BS, 

1993; MS, 1996), Johns Hopkins 

University (PhD, Computer Science, 

2002). 

 

Field: Computer Science, Artificial 

Intelligence, Speech Recognition. 

 

Current Role: Venture capitalist; Senior 

Advisor, Tsinghua University 

(intermittent); ex-Google/Tencent 

executive. 

 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: IEEE Fellow (2012, for speech recognition contributions); over 100 U.S. 

patents filed at Google. 

• Work: Research Scientist, Google (2002-2010); led speech recognition and NLP 

projects (e.g., Google Voice Search); Senior VP, Google China (2005-2009); developed 

algorithms for search and ad systems; Visiting Professor, Johns Hopkins (post-2002). 
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Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2010 (left Google full-time; increased China focus). 

• Motivations: Left Google to join Tencent (2010-2012) as VP of Search; drawn by 

China’s tech growth and personal roots (Tsinghua alum); launched Fenby Capital 

(2014) to invest in Chinese AI startups; sought to influence China’s AI ecosystem amid 

U.S.-China tech rivalry. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: VP, Tencent (2010-2012), built Sogou search competitor; founded Fenby Capital 

(2014), invested in AI firms (e.g., SenseTime); author of bestselling tech books (e.g., 

The Beauty of Mathematics); advises Tsinghua AI programs; shapes China’s AI 

narrative via public talks. 

• Awards: National Science and Technology Progress Award (speculated, tied to Tencent 

work, unconfirmed); Tsinghua Distinguished Alumni recognition (informal, per X posts 

2025); “China’s AI Thought Leader” (media title, not formal award). 

 

Wang Xiaodong (2010) 

 

Born: 1963, Wuhan, China; educated at 

Beijing Normal University (BS, 

Biology, 1984) and University of Texas 

Southwestern Medical Center (PhD, 

Biochemistry, 1991). 

 

Field: Biochemistry (Apoptosis, 

Necroptosis). 

 

Current Role: Director, National 

Institute of Biological Sciences, Beijing 

(NIBS); Chair, BeiGene Scientific 

Advisory Board. 

 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Eli Lilly Award in Biological Chemistry (2000), NAS Award in Molecular 

Biology (2004), Shaw Prize in Life Science and Medicine (2006), Richard Lounsbery 

Award (2007), ASBMB-Merck Award (2012), Member, National Academy of Sciences 

(2004). 

• Work: Postdoc with Goldstein and Brown at UTSW (1991-1995); Assistant to 

Associate Professor, UTSW Biochemistry (1996-2001); George L. MacGregor 

Distinguished Chair (2001-2010); Howard Hughes Medical Institute Investigator 

(1997-2010); elucidated apoptosis mechanisms (e.g., caspase-3, apoptosome, 

cytochrome c roles); discovered necroptosis pathway at Emory (1995-1996); co-

founded Joyant Pharmaceuticals (2004). 
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Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2010 (full-time; began affiliation in 2003). 

• Motivations: Appointed NIBS Director to lead China’s biosciences research; drawn by 

China’s investment in biotech and Thousand Talents Plan incentives; aimed to apply 

U.S.-honed expertise to national goals; co-founded BeiGene (2010) to advance cancer 

therapies in China; ended U.S. roles to focus on Beijing. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Director, NIBS (2010-present), overseeing cutting-edge apoptosis and 

necroptosis research; co-founder and scientific leader, BeiGene (2010-present), driving 

oncology drug development (e.g., BTK inhibitors); chairs Future Science Prize Science 

Committee (2017-present); advances China’s biotech innovation and talent pipeline. 

Awards:  

• Foreign Academician, Chinese Academy of Sciences (2013): For global scientific 

impact. 

• King Faisal International Prize in Medicine (2020): For apoptosis research, 

recognized post-return. 

• Asian Scientist 100 (2021): For ongoing contributions in Asia. 

 

Shi Yigong (2008) 

 

Born: May 5, 1967, China; educated at 

Tsinghua University (BS, 

Biology/Math, 1989) and Johns 

Hopkins University (PhD, Molecular 

Biophysics, 1995). 

 

Field: Biophysics (Structural Biology, 

Apoptosis, Alzheimer’s Research). 

 

Current Role: Founding President, 

Westlake University (2018-present); 

former Vice President, Tsinghua 

University. 

 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Paul Ehrlich Research Award (1995), Searle Scholar Award, Rita Allen 

Scholar Award, Irving Sigal Young Investigator Award, Raymond and Beverly Sackler 

International Prize (2010), Foreign Associate, U.S. National Academy of Sciences 

(2013). 
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• Work: Postdoc at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center (1995-1998); Assistant to 

Full Professor at Princeton University (1998-2008), named Warner-Lambert/Parke-

Davis Professor (2007); determined crystal structures of apoptotic proteins (e.g., apaf-

1, DIAP1); selected as Howard Hughes Medical Institute Investigator (2008, 

declined); advanced structural biology research. 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2008. 

• Motivations: Rejected HHMI offer to lead biomedical research at Tsinghua University; 

aimed to build China’s life sciences ecosystem (Tsinghua bio institute, Westlake 

founding); drawn by China’s Thousand Talents Plan and personal commitment to 

national development; renounced U.S. citizenship (2011) to reclaim Chinese 

citizenship, signaling full dedication. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Dean, Tsinghua School of Life Sciences (2009-2016); Vice President, Tsinghua 

(2015-2018); founded Westlake University (2018), China’s first private research 

university; researches apoptosis regulation, spliceosome dynamics, and γ-secretase 

(Alzheimer’s link); mentors next generation of Chinese scientists. 

• Awards:  

o Future Science Prize in Life Sciences (2017): For structural biology 

breakthroughs. 

o Tan Kah Kee Science Award (2020): For contributions to math and physical 

sciences. 

o Ho Leung Ho Lee Award (2016): For science and technology achievement. 

o Academician, Chinese Academy of Sciences (2013): Prestigious national 

recognition. 

o Nature Award for Mentoring in Science (2015): For fostering talent in China. 

 

Tian Gang (2006) 

 

Born: November 24, 1958, Nanjing, 

Jiangsu, China; educated at Nanjing 

University (BS, 1982), Peking University 

(MS, 1984), Harvard University (PhD, 

Mathematics, 1990). 

 

Field: Mathematics (Differential 

Geometry, Geometric Analysis). 

 

Current Role: Professor, Peking 

University; Vice President, Peking 

University (2017-present); former 

Director, Beijing International Center for 

Mathematical Research (BICMR). 
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Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Oswald Veblen Prize in Geometry (1990, shared with Yau Shing-Tung and 

others); American Mathematical Society Fellow (2012). 

• Work: Assistant Professor, Princeton University (1988-1990); Associate to Full 

Professor, MIT (1990-2006); Simons Professor, Princeton (2003-2009); advanced 

geometric analysis and partial differential equations; collaborated on Ricci flow and 

Kähler geometry; published in top journals (e.g., Annals of Mathematics). 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2006 (part-time at Peking University; full-time commitment grew by 

2010s). 

• Motivations: Recruited via China’s Thousand Talents Plan to bolster mathematical 

research; aimed to elevate Peking University’s global standing; drawn by China’s 

investment in science and education (e.g., “985 Project”); maintained U.S. ties but 

shifted focus to Beijing for national impact. 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Director, BICMR (2005-2017); Vice President, Peking University (2017-

present); fostered math talent via BICMR; advanced research in geometry and physics 

applications; co-organized International Congress of Chinese Mathematicians; boosted 

China’s math ranking globally. 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Sciences Academician (2001, pre-return but reinforced 

post-return); National Natural Science Award (China, Second Class, 2014); Marcel 

Grossmann Award (2021, shared). 

 

Xue Qikun (2005) 

 

Born: December 1963, China; educated 

at Shandong University and Chinese 

Academy of Sciences (CAS). 

 

Field: Physics (Condensed Matter, 

Superconductors, Topological 

Insulators). 

 

Current Role: Professor, Tsinghua 

University; President, Southern 

University of Science and Technology 

(SUSTech); Vice President for 

Research, Tsinghua; Director, State Key 

Lab of Quantum Physics. 
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Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: No specific U.S.-based awards documented, but his international recognition 

(e.g., TWAS Prize, 2010) stems partly from U.S. work. 

• Work: Visiting Assistant Professor, North Carolina State University (1996-1997); 

conducted research on condensed matter physics; contributed to global understanding 

of quantum materials; published in high-impact journals (e.g., on quantum size effects); 

built expertise later applied in China. 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2005 (full-time to Tsinghua, after earlier stints in China post-1999). 

• Motivations: Returned after international training (Japan, U.S.) to lead China’s physics 

research; drawn by Tsinghua’s resources and China’s push for quantum tech leadership 

(e.g., Thousand Talents Plan influence); aimed to elevate domestic science (SUSTech 

presidency, 2020); national call to reverse brain drain. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Professor at Tsinghua (2005-present); achieved quantum anomalous Hall effect 

(QAHE) in 2013, a global first; pioneered high-temperature superconductivity at 

interfaces; directs State Key Lab of Quantum Physics; advances topological insulators 

and thin-film research; president of SUSTech (2020-present), boosting its global 

profile. 

• Awards:  

o State Natural Science Second Class Award (2004, 2011): For contributions to 

physics research. 

o Future Science Prize (2016): For QAHE and superconductivity discoveries, 

dubbed “China’s Nobel Prize.” 

o Qiu Shi Outstanding Scientist Award (2014): For quantum physics 

breakthroughs. 

o Tan Kah Kee Science Award (2012): For mathematical and physical sciences. 

o Member, Chinese Academy of Sciences (2005): Prestigious recognition of 

scientific impact. 
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Chen Shiyi (2005) 

 

 

 

Born: 1956, China; educated at Zhejiang 

University (BS, Mechanics, 1982), Peking 

University (MS, PhD, Mechanics, 1987). 

Field: Mechanical Engineering, 

Computational Fluid Dynamics, 

Turbulence. 

Current Role: Professor, Fudan 

University; former President, Southern 

University of Science and Technology 

(SUSTech, 2015-2020). 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Fellow, American Physical Society (1995); Fellow, UK Institute of Physics 

(2004). 

• Work: Postdoctoral Fellow, Los Alamos National Lab (1987-1990); Research 

Staff/Group Leader, Los Alamos (1990-1994); Research Staff, IBM Research Division 

(1994-2000); Professor/Chair, Johns Hopkins University (2001-2005); pioneered 

lattice gas methods and turbulence theory; contributed to high-performance computing. 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2005. 

• Motivations: Recruited by Peking University to lead College of Engineering (Dean, 

2005-2013); joined “National Thousand Talents Plan” to boost China’s computational 

science; aimed to bridge U.S. expertise with China’s growing tech infrastructure; later 

led SUSTech (2015) to build a world-class research university. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Dean, Peking University College of Engineering (2005-2013); Vice President, 

Peking University (2013-2015); President, SUSTech (2015-2020); advanced lattice 

Boltzmann methods and turbulence research; built computational science programs; 

shaped SUSTech into a top STEM hub. 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Sciences Academician (2013); Qiu Shi Outstanding 

Scientist Award (2017); Sun Yefang Economic Science Award (2019); TWAS Fellow 

(2018). 
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Yin Zhiyao /Gerald Yin (2004)   

 

 

Born: China; educated at University of 

Science and Technology of China (BS, 

Chemical Physics) and UCLA (PhD, 

Physical Chemistry). 

 

Field: Semiconductor Equipment 

(Plasma Etching, MOCVD). 

 

Current Role: Chairman and CEO, 

Advanced Micro-Fabrication 

Equipment Inc. (AMEC), Shanghai. 

 

 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Named one of Top 10 "All Stars of International Semiconductor Industry" by 

VLSI Research (2018); holds 98 U.S. patents and over 426 foreign patents (verified via 

AMEC and patent records). 

• Work: Worked in Silicon Valley (1984-2004); process engineer at Intel (1984-1986); 

led etch technology development at Lam Research (1986-1991), driving market 

leadership; spent 13 years at Applied Materials (1991-2004) as Corporate VP and GM 

of Etch Product Group, CTO of Applied Materials Asia, shaping global etch equipment 

dominance. 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2004. 

• Motivations: Founded AMEC to build a global semiconductor equipment player in 

China; driven by a vision to contribute to China’s chip industry after decades aiding 

U.S. firms (per Tencent, 2017); leveraged China’s growing market and government 

support (e.g., Thousand Talents-like initiatives); aimed to reduce reliance on foreign 

tools amid U.S.-China tech tensions. 

Controversies: 

• U.S. Sanctions Scrutiny: AMEC briefly listed as a “Chinese Military Company” by 

U.S. DoD (2021), removed after negotiations; Yin called it “sheer nonsense” (SCMP, 

2023); reflects U.S.-China chip war tensions impacting his work. 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Founded AMEC (2004); developed plasma etchers and MOCVD tools for 5nm-

class chips; serves 70+ wafer fabs globally (e.g., GlobalFoundries, Bosch); AMEC 

IPO’d on Shanghai STAR Market (2019); claims 100% domestic component control 

for etch tools by 2024 (X posts, 2024); aims to rival U.S./Japan leaders. 
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Awards:  

• EY Entrepreneur of the Year, China (2021): For leading AMEC through post-

pandemic challenges. 

• Forbes 50 Best CEOs in China (2020): Recognized for innovation and growth. 

• AMEC Accolades: Ranked 3rd in VLSI Customer Satisfaction Survey (2018-2019); 

listed among "World’s Most Innovative Companies" (Forbes, 2020). 

 

Andrew Chi-Chih Yao (2004) 

 

Born: December 24, 1946, Shanghai, China; 

educated at National Taiwan University (BS, 

Physics, 1967), Harvard University (MA 1969, 

PhD 1972, Physics), and University of Illinois 

Urbana-Champaign (PhD, Computer Science, 

1975). 

 

Field: Computer Science (Algorithms, 

Cryptography, Quantum Computing, AI). 

 

Current Role: Dean, Institute for 

Interdisciplinary Information Sciences (IIIS), 

Tsinghua University; Dean, College of AI, 

Tsinghua (2024-present). 
 

 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Knuth Prize (1996), Turing Award (2000), Guggenheim Fellowship (1991), 

National Academy of Sciences Member (1998), American Academy of Arts and 

Sciences Fellow (2000). 

• Work: Assistant Professor, MIT (1975-1976); Assistant to Full Professor, Stanford 

(1976-1986); Professor, UC Berkeley (1981-1982); William and Edna Macaleer 

Professor, Princeton (1986-2004); developed Yao’s Principle using minimax theorem; 

advanced complexity theory, pseudorandom number generation, and cryptography; 

published seminal works (e.g., STOC, FOCS papers). 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 2004 (full-time to Tsinghua; renounced U.S. citizenship in 2015). 

• Motivations: Joined Tsinghua to lead computer science innovation; drawn by China’s 

academic rise and Thousand Talents Plan (Nature, 2004); renounced U.S. citizenship 

(2015, with Yang Chen-Ning) to fully commit to China; aimed to foster 

interdisciplinary research and AI development (SCMP, 2015). 
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Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Professor, Tsinghua Center for Advanced Study (2004-present); Dean, IIIS 

(2010-present); Dean, College of AI (2024-present); founded ITCS Conference (2010); 

advances AI, quantum computing, and cryptography; co-authored 2024 AI risk paper 

with Bengio and Hinton (Science, 2024); mentors China’s tech talent. 

• Awards:  

o Pre-Return: Foreign Member, Chinese Academy of Sciences (2004). 

o Post-Return: Member, Chinese Academy of Sciences (2016), Kyoto Prize 

(2021), Asian Scientist 100 (2022), Basic Science Lifetime Award (2024). 

 

Yang Chen-Ning (1999) 

 

Born: October 1, 1922, Hefei, Anhui, China; 

educated at National Southwestern Associated 

University (BS, 1942), Tsinghua University 

(MS, 1944), and University of Chicago (PhD, 

1948). 

 

Field: Theoretical Physics (Particle Physics, 

Statistical Mechanics, Gauge Theory). 

 

Current Role: Honorary Director, Tsinghua 

University Center for Advanced Study; 

Distinguished Professor-at-Large, Chinese 

University of Hong Kong. 

  

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Nobel Prize in Physics (1957, with Tsung-Dao Lee), National Medal of 

Science (1986), Rumford Prize (1980), Benjamin Franklin Medal (1993), Bower Award 

(1994), National Academy of Sciences Member. 

 

• Work: Assistant to Fermi, University of Chicago (1948-1949); Institute for Advanced 

Study, Princeton (1949-1965), collaborating with Lee on parity violation; Albert 

Einstein Professor and founding Director, C. N. Yang Institute for Theoretical Physics, 

Stony Brook University (1965-1999); developed Yang-Mills theory with Robert Mills 

(1954), foundational to modern physics. 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 1999 (retirement from Stony Brook; full-time presence post-2015 after 

renouncing U.S. citizenship). 
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• Motivations: Returned to rebuild China’s physics community post-Cultural Revolution 

(1971 visit onward); joined Tsinghua as honorary director to mentor talent; renounced 

U.S. citizenship (2015) to reclaim Chinese citizenship, signalling commitment; drawn 

by China’s scientific resurgence and personal roots. 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Honorary Director, Tsinghua Center for Advanced Study (post-1999); helped 

establish Theoretical Physics Division, Chern Institute of Mathematics (1986); 

promotes physics research and education; co-founder, Shaw Prize (2002); influences 

China’s theoretical physics landscape as a centenarian (2022-present). 

• Awards:  

o Pre-Return: Fellow, Chinese Academy of Sciences (pre-1999). 

o Post-Return: King Faisal International Prize (2001), Marcel Grossmann 

Awards (2015), Asian Scientist 100 (2016, 2020); honors reflect global impact 

recognized in China. 

 

Deng Zhonghan (1999) 

 

 

 

Born: September 5, 1968, Nanjing, Jiangsu, 

China; educated at University of Science and 

Technology of China (undergrad), University 

of California, Berkeley (PhD, Electrical 

Engineering and Computer Science; MS, 

Physics; MS, Economics). 

Field: Microelectronics. 

Current Role: Chairman and CEO, Vimicro 

International Corporation; Vice President, 

China Association for Science and Technology. 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: UC Berkeley Chancellor’s Citation (highest honor); National Academy of 

Engineering Member (2020). 

• Work: Research scientist, IBM T.J. Watson Research Center (1997-1999); co-founded 

PIXIM Inc. in Silicon Valley (1998, later acquired by Sony); developed early digital 

imaging tech; earned patents in chip design before returning to China. 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 1999. 
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• Motivations: Invited to China’s 50th anniversary celebration (1999); inspired by state 

leaders (e.g., Li Lanqing) to build domestic chip tech; left Silicon Valley to found 

Vimicro in Beijing’s Zhongguancun, aiming to end China’s reliance on foreign chips; 

driven by national duty and opportunity in China’s emerging IT sector. 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Founded Vimicro (1999); developed “Starlight I,” China’s first million-gate 

VLSI chip (2001), dubbed the “China Chip”; pioneered CMOS single-chip webcam 

(60% global market share by 2006); led “National Starlight Project” (2008), creating 

SVAC national video standard (2011); enhanced China’s surveillance and multimedia 

chip capabilities. 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Engineering Academician (2009, youngest member), 

National First Class Award for Science and Technology (2005), CCTV Economic 

Person of the Year (2005), “Father of the Chinese Chip” title. 

 

Qian Xuesen (1955) 

 

Born: December 11, 1911, Shanghai, China; 

educated at National Chiao Tung University 

(BS, 1934), MIT (MS, 1936), Caltech (PhD, 

1939). 

 

Field: Aerospace Engineering, Cybernetics. 

 

Died: October 31, 2009, Beijing; key roles 

included co-founder of NASA’s Jet Propulsion 

Laboratory (JPL) and father of China’s space 

program. 

 
 

Awards and Work in the U.S.: 

• Awards: Distinguished Alumni Award, Caltech (1979); temporary U.S. Army colonel 

rank (1945). 

• Work: Associate Professor, Caltech (1943); co-founded JPL (1943); MIT Professor 

(1946-1949); Caltech Goddard Professor (1949-1950); advanced rocketry and 

aerodynamics under Theodore von Kármán; designed early space plane concepts (e.g., 

X-20 Dyna-Soar precursor); investigated German missile tech (1945). 

 

Why He Moved to China: 

• Year of Return: 1955 (deported from U.S.). 
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• Motivations: Forced out after baseless communist accusations during the Second Red 

Scare; security clearance revoked (1950), five years under house arrest; released in 

exchange for U.S. pilots from the Korean War (SS President Cleveland, Sept 1955); 

returned to leverage expertise for China’s nascent missile and space programs. 

Controversies: 

• Accused of communist ties (1950) with no evidence; linked to Pasadena Communist 

Party meetings via Sidney Weinbaum, though he refused to testify against peers; U.S. 

detention and deportation criticized as a strategic blunder (Dan Kimball: “stupidest 

thing this country ever did”); later in China, supported Maoist policies and denounced 

Tiananmen protesters (1989). 

 

Work Done in China and Awards Won There: 

• Work: Director, Fifth Academy of Ministry of National Defense (1956); led Dongfeng 

missile and Long March rocket programs; founded Chinese space program (Shenzhou 

5, 2003); established engineering cybernetics; shaped USTC’s Modern Mechanics 

Department; influenced nuclear deterrence strategy. 

• Awards: Chinese Academy of Sciences Academician (1957), Two Bombs, One 

Satellite Merit Medal (1999), Chinese Academy of Engineering Academician (1994), 

“State Scientist of Outstanding Contribution,” “National Hero” titles (post-1991). 

 

Chinese Talent Returning from Europe to Fuel China’s Innovation Drive 
For decades, Europe, particularly the United Kingdom, has served as a crucible for Chinese 

talent in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), offering world-class 

education and research opportunities at institutions like Imperial College London, Oxford, and 

Cambridge. Since the early 20th century, Chinese students and professionals have flocked to 

the UK, drawn by its academic prestige and industrial heritage. However, as China’s 

technological and economic landscape has transformed—propelled by initiatives like the 

Thousand Talents Plan and the “Made in China 2025” strategy discussed earlier in the 

report—many of these UK-trained experts have returned home.  

This reverse migration, spanning historical figures like Zhou Enlai to modern AI and biotech 

pioneers, reflects a shift in global STEM dynamics. These returnees bring cutting-edge 

expertise, international networks, and a drive to elevate China’s innovation ecosystem, often 

lured by lucrative opportunities, national pride, and a booming tech sector. Their stories, from 

robotics labs in Shenzhen to AI hubs in Beijing, underscore China’s growing pull in the 

global brain return, challenging Western dominance in STEM talent retention.  

 

The Semiconductor War: Global Expertise Fueling China’s Chip Ambitions 
The global semiconductor race has emerged as a defining battleground of the 21st century, with 

the industry’s market size soaring to $573 billion in 2024 (per Statista), driven by demand for 

chips in AI, 5G, electric vehicles, and defense systems. Taiwan leads this race, commanding 

over 60% of global foundry capacity via giants like TSMC, which produces 92% of the 

world’s most advanced chips (under 10nm, SIA 2023). This dominance positions Taiwan as 
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a linchpin in the U.S.-China tech rivalry, with semiconductors now a geopolitical chess piece 

akin to oil in the 20th century. China, reliant on imports for 85% of its $186 billion chip 

consumption (CSIS, 2024), views self-sufficiency as a national security imperative, pouring 

resources into its domestic industry to counter U.S. sanctions and Taiwan’s edge. Beijing’s 

focus—spanning talent acquisition from Taiwan, the U.S., and beyond—aims to close a 

gap where its 5% share of global chip production lags far behind its ambitions, escalating 

tensions as chips underpin modern warfare and economic power. 

 
Figure 2 Charles Kau, the God Father of DRAM 

Charles Kau, dubbed Taiwan’s “godfather of DRAM,” epitomizes this global talent shift. 

Born in Taiwan, Kau earned a chemical engineering degree from North Carolina State 

University (U.S.) and began his career at Fairchild Semiconductor, later joining Intel for 

R&D. Returning to Taiwan, he managed TSMC’s “Fab 1” in the 1980s, co-founded 

Macronix, and in 1995 launched Nanya Technology, a DRAM leader. In 2005, he led 

Inotera, a Nanya-Infineon joint venture, cementing his reputation. In 2015, at age 64, Kau 

joined China’s Tsinghua Unigroup, enticed by a tripled salary and the chance to build 

Yangtze Memory Technologies Corp (YMTC) from scratch, shifting from DRAM to 

NAND flash to rival Samsung. His five-year stint (2015-2020) saw YMTC debut its Xtacking 

architecture in 2018, a breakthrough for China’s NAND sector, though Kau left in 2020, citing 

ethical concerns, returning to Taiwan. Other examples include Sun Shih-wei, ex-CEO of 

Taiwan’s United Microelectronics, who joined Tsinghua Unigroup in 2017, and Deng 

Zhonghan, a UC Berkeley PhD who returned from the U.S. in 1999 to found Vimicro, 

advancing China’s “Starlight China Chip.” These moves, often tied to the Thousand Talents 

Plan, have fueled MIC 2025’s semiconductor goals, though U.S. sanctions—like YMTC’s 

2022 blacklisting—highlight the geopolitical stakes. 
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AI in China: Powerhouse Labs and Global Talent Return 
China’s ascent in Artificial Intelligence (AI) has transformed it into a global contender, 

rivalling the United States through a blend of state-driven investment, private sector 

innovation, and a strategic reclamation of talent from abroad. Fuelled by policies like the 2017 

"New Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan," China has built a robust AI 

ecosystem, leveraging its 1.4 billion population for vast data pools and graduating over 

185,000 computer scientists annually—triple the U.S. output (Belfer Center, 2020).  

By 2024, China contributed over 20% of global AI research (OECD) and led in generative 

AI patents, with six times more filings than the U.S. over the past decade (WIPO). Its labs—

spanning Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen—are pushing breakthroughs in machine learning, 

computer vision, and natural language processing, often with returnees from Western hubs like 

Silicon Valley and London at the helm. Despite U.S. export controls on advanced chips since 

2022, Chinese labs have innovated around hardware constraints, as seen with DeepSeek’s cost-

efficient models however controversial it is (Investigative Journalism Reportika), positioning 

China to challenge Western dominance in AI’s next frontier. 

 
Figure 3 Next Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan 

Five Prominent AI Centers/Labs in China and Top Associated Individuals 

Leveraging Global Talent: China’s AI-Driven University Renaissance 

China’s ascent as an AI powerhouse is intricately tied to its strategic recruitment of foreign-

trained talent, a trend vividly illustrated by the senior AI leaders at its top universities, as 

detailed in the accompanying table. Institutions like Tsinghua University, Peking University 

(PKU), Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU), Zhejiang University, University of Science 

and Technology of China (USTC), Fudan University, Nanjing University, Huazhong 

University of Science and Technology (HUST), Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU), and 

Harbin Institute of Technology (HIT) form the backbone of this academic renaissance, 

https://ij-reportika.com/deeply-troubling-deepseek-ai/
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ranking among the nation’s elite for AI research and education (QS World University Rankings 

2025).  

University Name Current Post Country of 

Return 

Tsinghua University Zhang Yaqin (张亚

勤) 

Dean, Institute for AI Industry 

Research (AIR) 

United States 

Tsinghua University Harry Shum (沈向

洋) 

Adjunct Professor, AI Advisor United States 

Tsinghua University Andrew Chi-Chih 

Yao (姚期智) 

Dean, Institute for 

Interdisciplinary Information 

Sciences 

United States 

Peking University (PKU) Zhu Songchun (朱

松纯) 

Director, Institute for Artificial 

Intelligence 

United States 

Peking University (PKU) Deng Xiaotie (邓小

铁) 

Professor, Center for Data Science United States 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University 

(SJTU) 
Chen Yiran (陈怡

然) 

Visiting Professor, AI Research 

Lead 

United States 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University 

(SJTU) 
Yang Yang (杨阳) Professor, AI and Computer Vision United States 

Zhejiang University Wu Fei (吴飞) Director, Institute of Artificial 

Intelligence 

United States 

Zhejiang University Li Wei (李玮) Professor, AI and Machine 

Learning 

United States 

University of Science and 

Technology of China (USTC) 

Liu Yang (刘洋) Senior Professor, AI Research United States 

Fudan University Xu Bo (徐波) Professor, AI and Data Science United States 

Nanjing University Zhou Zhihua (周志

华) 

Head, Department of Computer 

Science and Technology 

United States 

Nanjing University Gao Yang (高阳) Professor, AI and Machine 

Learning 

United States 

Huazhong University of Science 

and Technology (HUST) 
Zhang Jun (张军) Professor, AI and Robotics United States 

Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU) Lin Haizhou (林海

舟) 

Professor, AI and Signal 

Processing 

United States 

Harbin Institute of Technology 

(HIT) 

Wang Yadong (王

亚东) 

Professor, AI and Computer Vision United States 

Table 1 Top Chinese Universities and Senior AI Individuals Who Returned from Other Countries 
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These universities have bolstered their AI programs by attracting returnees such as Zhang 

Yaqin (Tsinghua), Zhu Songchun (PKU), and Zhou Zhihua (Nanjing), who bring expertise 

honed primarily in the United States to drive cutting-edge research in machine learning, 

computer vision, and data science. This influx of talent—often lured by initiatives like the 

Thousand Talents Plan—underscores China’s deliberate effort to build its academic institutions 

into global leaders by leveraging the skills and networks of its diaspora, transforming 

universities into hubs of innovation that rival Western counterparts and fuel national ambitions 

in technology and beyond. 

 

Number of AI Returnees to China in the Past 5 Years (2020–2025) 

Quantifying the exact number of AI professionals returning to China from 2020 to April 2025 

is challenging due to limited public data, but trends and estimates provide insight. The 

Thousand Talents Plan and similar initiatives have historically reversed the brain drain, with 

80% of Chinese STEM PhDs abroad returning by 2020, up from 5% three decades prior 

(Belfer Center, 2020). A 2024 Nature study tracked over 350,000 AI scientists, finding a 

significant bidirectional flow between the U.S. and China, with China drawing the majority of 

its returnees from the U.S.  

 

Figure 4 Estimated AI Returnees to China by Year 

The New York Times (2024) reported China producing a “huge number” of top AI engineers, 

many returning from U.S. institutions. Based on MacroPolo estimates (2019), 500–1,000 AI 

researchers returned annually pre-2020; post-2020, with heightened U.S.-China tensions 

and incentives like Shenzhen’s $280 million Supermind project (Newsweek, 2024), this likely 

rose to 1,000–2,000 yearly. Over five years (2020–2025), this suggests 5,000–10,000 AI 

returnees, concentrated in hubs like Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen. This aligns with 

Taiwan’s loss of 3,000+ semiconductor engineers (SCMP, 2022) and anecdotal surges in AI 

talent repatriation post-COVID, though precise figures remain elusive without official CCP 

data. 
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Key Trends and Geopolitical Alignment 
1. Mathematics and Physics have consistently attracted high-level returnees since the 

early 2000s. These foundational disciplines laid the groundwork for China’s academic 

and research advancement. 

2. Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Computer Science surged sharply after 2010, 

reflecting China's prioritization of tech leadership amid rising U.S.-China rivalry. The 

return rate further accelerated post-2020, with AI leading all fields—especially as 

Beijing ramped up efforts in AI sovereignty and digital economy dominance.  

 

Figure 5 Comparison of AI returnees to China by Field 

3. Semiconductors, Materials Science, and AI Infrastructure saw a modest but 

strategic rise post-2010 and into 2020–2025, corresponding with growing concerns 

over foreign tech dependencies and sanctions (e.g., U.S. export bans on chip 

equipment). 

4. Biochemistry, Biotechnology, and Life Sciences returnees have steadily increased—

especially after COVID-19—driven by national investments in public health, vaccines, 

and medical AI. 
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Figure 6 STEM Returnees to China by Field 

5. Aerospace, Mechanical Engineering, and Oceanography showed slight upticks, 

aligning with China’s ambitions in space exploration, advanced manufacturing, and 

maritime power. 

6. Astrophysics and Ocean Sciences, though small in volume, reflect niche strategic 

domains such as space race leadership and control over the South China Sea. 

 

Talent Triumph or Strategic Threat? 
The return of exceptional talent to China’s elite universities, such as Tsinghua and Peking, 

underscores the brilliance and dedication of individuals who have sharpened their skills in 

global hubs like the United States. Figures like Zhang Yaqin and Zhu Songchun, with their 

deep expertise in artificial intelligence and computer science, have transformed these 

institutions into powerhouses of innovation, driving breakthroughs that resonate worldwide. 

Their leadership in senior roles—deans, directors, and professors—reflects a noble pursuit of 

academic excellence, bridging international expertise with China’s ambitions to lead in AI and 

technology. These returnees not only elevate the prestige of their universities but also inspire 

a new wave of researchers, embodying a positive force in China’s academic resurgence. 
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Figure 7 FBI report on the Chinese Talent Plans (https://www.fbi.gov/investigate/counterintelligence/the-china-
threat/chinese-talent-plans) 

However, the FBI’s stark warnings about China’s talent plans cast a formidable shadow over 

these achievements, asserting a troubling undercurrent that demands scrutiny. According to the 

FBI, China oversees hundreds of such programs, explicitly designed to incentivize 

participants—scientists, professors, and researchers like those at these universities—to pilfer 

foreign technologies critical to national, military, and economic goals, often through illicit 

means. These plans, the FBI states, bind participants to contracts that mandate sharing 

breakthroughs exclusively with China, subjecting them to Chinese laws while prohibiting 

disclosure to U.S. employers or hosts without special authorization—a setup that can facilitate 

economic espionage, trade secret theft, and export-control violations. The agency notes that 

many participants, including those at prominent U.S. labs and universities, fail to disclose 

their affiliations, risking national security, misusing taxpayer-funded grants, and 

undermining the integrity of open research. Cases of prosecuted talent plan members for 

grant fraud and espionage reinforce the FBI’s claim that this isn’t mere collaboration but a 

calculated strategy, raising assertive doubts: are these celebrated returnees unwitting pawns 

or active players in a scheme that exploits their access to sensitive U.S. innovations, potentially 

at the expense of global trust and fairness? 

 

https://www.fbi.gov/investigate/counterintelligence/the-china-threat/chinese-talent-plans
https://www.fbi.gov/investigate/counterintelligence/the-china-threat/chinese-talent-plans
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Conclusion: Unveiling the Layers of China’s Tech Ascendancy 
China’s remarkable transformation into a global technology leader is a multifaceted story of 

ambition, talent, and strategy, woven through the return of skilled professionals to its 

academic and industrial spheres. This report has illuminated how the nation has harnessed 

expertise from across the globe, fortifying fields such as artificial intelligence and 

semiconductors with minds trained in leading international hubs. Top universities have 

emerged as crucibles of innovation, bolstered by senior faculty and researchers who bring 

advanced knowledge to fuel breakthroughs in critical technologies. Yet, beneath this narrative 

of progress lies a complex interplay of geopolitics, where talent recruitment programs—

backed by substantial state investment—raise questions about intellectual property, national 

security, and the ethics of global collaboration, as underscored by authoritative warnings 

from agencies like the FBI. From the semiconductor race to the AI frontier, China’s efforts 

reflect a deliberate push to shift the balance of technological power, leveraging both domestic 

ingenuity and repatriated expertise to challenge Western dominance. 

Investigative Journalism Reportika proudly publishes this report to inform readers about the 

intricate workings of modern geopolitics, where talent flows, academic prestige, and 

strategic intent converge to shape the future. By exploring the migration of professionals 

across years and disciplines, the pivotal role of China’s elite universities, and the dual-edged 

nature of talent plans that promise innovation but risk espionage, this investigation offers a 

clear-eyed view of a world in flux. Our mission is to peel back the layers of this global 

competition, revealing how nations wield education, technology, and human capital as tools 

of influence. As China continues to build its academic and industrial might, this report stands 

as a vital resource for understanding the stakes—not just for policymakers and scholars, but 

for anyone seeking to navigate the currents of a rapidly evolving geopolitical landscape. 
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