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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research Background and Significance
As 2026 marks the inaugural year of the Chinese "15th Five-Year Plan," the core orientation of
national study abroad policy has shifted from encouraging overseas study to precisely serving
national strategic needs and cultivating reserve talent. According to the "2026 Guidelines for the
Selection and Dispatch of State-funded Study Abroad Personnel" issued by the China Scholarship
Council (CSC) (Source: CSC, 2026), the state continues to prioritize funding for doctoral students
and joint training doctoral students to study abroad through channels such as the "State-funded
Graduate Student Program for Building High-Level Universities". The program prioritizes
supporting study abroad candidates to "renowned institutions, research institutes, laboratories, and
other organizations in educationally and technologically advanced countries and regions," aiming
to "cultivate a group of top-notch innovative talents with an international perspective, a thorough
understanding of international rules, and the ability to participate in international affairs and
competition" (Source: CSC, 2026).

From the perspective of overseas study trends, Chinese students' choices for doctoral studies
exhibit significant characteristics of rationalization and diversification. Influenced by the
international situation and the global economic environment, the United States is no longer the
sole dominant destination, giving rise to a multi-polar landscape encompassing the United
Kingdom, Hong Kong (China), and continental Europe. Notably, the Hong Kong region of China,
leveraging its high-quality educational resources, safe environment, and talent attraction policies,
has for the first time risen to become the second most popular study abroad destination. (Sources:
China Daily, 2026) In terms of motivation, "gaining experience overseas first, then returning to
China for development" has become the mainstream. In 2026, 42% of students plan to accumulate
work experience abroad after graduation before returning to China at an opportune time.
(Sources: ) This indicates that contemporary doctoral students are more inclined to enhance their
workplace bargaining power through overseas experience, pursuing pragmatic career development.

In this context, the research significance of pursuing an overseas doctoral degree has transcended
mere "gilding" and evolved into a deep integration of personal academic aspirations with the
national high-quality development strategy. For individuals, receiving rigorous scientific research
training in top overseas laboratories (especially in engineering powerhouses like the US) is not
only about obtaining high-level academic achievements but also about accumulating "invisible
wealth," including cross-cultural communication skills, international academic network resources,
and cutting-edge research perspectives. For the nation, these highly specialised doctoral graduates
are valuable assets reserved for industrial upgrading and technological innovation. As a result,
overseas doctoral study is becoming an increasingly important bridge linking China and the world,
and a key component of the talent flow that supports domestic and international dual circulation,
with long-term strategic significance.

1.2 Research Methodology
First, this study adopted a questionnaire-based research approach. The research team of REAL
PhD designed a structured questionnaire targeting overseas doctoral students or students who are

https://www.csc.edu.cn/article/4048
https://www.csc.edu.cn/article/4034
https://cn.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202603/17/WS69b8f43aa310942cc49a38eb.html
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applying for a PhD degree, utilising online self-administered questionnaires as the primary data
collection method. The questionnaire design covered several dimensions, including demographic
information (e.g., age and educational background), study abroad preparation paths (e.g., direct
PhD admission, PhD after a master’s degree, and PhD after professional work experience),
preferred study destinations, application motivations, and influencing factors. The questionnaire
was distributed through multiple targeted channels, covering domestic university students and
overseas student communities, and 1044 valid samples were collected. After data processing,
descriptive statistics and cross-tabulation analysis were used, focusing on identifying distribution
patterns of doctoral study abroad behavior across different age groups and educational levels. The
questionnaire survey provided quantitative evidence and empirical insights into the decision-
making patterns of the surveyed participants.

Second, to construct the research background and theoretical framework, this study adopted a
literature review method, systematically examining relevant domestic and international literature
on doctoral study abroad trends, applicant characteristics, admissions policies, and factors
influencing doctoral study destination choices. It focused on referencing peer-reviewed studies
published between 2021 and 2025, covering topics such as overseas doctoral training mechanisms,
factors associated with doctoral application outcomes, and comparisons of doctoral admissions
criteria across different countries. Through literature summarisation and comparative analysis, key
factors influencing doctoral study abroad decisions were extracted. The literature review method
effectively supplemented the research depth of empirical data, enhancing the academic rigor of
this study.

1.3 Research Subjects
The survey subjects of this study primarily include prospective overseas doctoral students, current
overseas doctoral candidates, and those who have already completed their overseas doctoral
studies. The specific background information of participants is as follows:

Influencing Variable Specific Variable Data Percentage

Age Group

18–24 years old 38.6%

25–29 years old 47.99%

30–34 years old 10.15%

35 years old and above 3.26%

Highest Educational
Background

Undergraduate (currently studying) 15.52%

Master's (currently studying) 38.98%

Master's (graduated) 40.52%
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PhD (graduated) 1.82%

Other 3.16%

Study Abroad Destination

United Kingdom 9.85%

Australia 16.89%

United States 7.99%

Canada 2.11%

Hong Kong (China) 29.73%

Macau (China) 8.7%

New Zealand 8.12%

Singapore 7.54%

Ireland 1.78%

Malaysia 0.75%

Europe (e.g., Germany, Netherlands, etc.) 5.92%

Other 0.62%

* Data source: REAL PhD Team 2026 Questionnaire Survey (N = 1044)

From the age group distribution, the 18–24 and 25–29 age groups together account for 86.59%
(Source: Data from REAL PhD), making them the majority of overseas doctoral students. The 18–
24 group is generally associated with direct PhD entry (e.g., bachelor-to-PhD programs) or early
doctoral pursuit following undergraduate graduation. Respondents aged 25–29 were more likely to
apply after one to three years of work experience or after completing a master's degree in China.
This suggests that doctoral study abroad decisions are mostly concentrated in the continuous
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education stage following undergraduate or Master's graduation.

Relatively speaking, doctoral students aged 30 and above accounted for a relatively small
proportion of the sample. One possible explanation is that individuals in this age group may have
entered a more established stage of their careers or taken on greater family responsibilities,
making the opportunity costs of pursuing an overseas doctoral degree comparatively higher. In
addition, some scholarship programs, including certain CSC-funded schemes, include explicit age
eligibility requirements (less than 35 years old), which may reduce participation among older
applicants. (Source: CSC (China Scholarship Council))

* Data source: REAL PhD Team 2026 Questionnaire Survey (N = 1044)

From the perspective of educational background, respondents with a master's degree accounted for
the largest proportion of the sample, indicating that pursuing a PhD after completing a master's
degree remains a common pathway among prospective overseas doctoral applicants. Overseas
doctoral programs (especially research-oriented ones) generally require applicants to demonstrate
the ability to conduct independent research. The systematic research training received during the
Master's stage (e.g., topic selection, experimentation, thesis writing) and the completed Master's
thesis serve as key credentials for demonstrating research potential. In contrast, undergraduate
graduates who lack solid research experience tend to have a comparatively lower success rate
when applying directly for PhD programs.

* Data source: REAL PhD Team 2026 Questionnaire Survey (N = 1044)

In terms of destination choices, Hong Kong, China has emerged as the most preferred destination
among respondents. Meanwhile, traditional study abroad countries such as the United Kingdom,
Australia, and the United States also account for significant shares.

Overall, the subjects of this study exhibit typical characteristics of being young, predominantly
master's degree holders, and diverse in destination choices. Based on the comprehensive analysis,
the data collected in this study offer a representative snapshot of Chinese overseas PhD students
and provide a solid empirical foundation for this research.

https://www.csc.edu.cn/article/4034
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Chapter 2 Macro Environment Analysis of
Overseas Doctoral Study

2.1 Macro Context: Economic Environment and Work Issues
The current landscape of doctoral study abroad is being fundamentally reshaped by global and
domestic forces, characterized by the core dynamics of intensifying global competition alongside
escalating domestic demand.

Globally, the uneven recovery of the economy, the transformation of educational paradigms, and
the restructuring of geopolitical relations are collectively reshaping the cost structures, talent
mobility rules, and recruitment strategies of international doctoral education. Domestically,
China's industrial upgrading has steadily expanded the demand for doctorate-holding professionals
in both academic institutions and industries. Meanwhile, intensifying competition in higher
education and the job market has forced a growing number of Master's graduates and early-career
researchers to pursue overseas doctoral training as a strategic career pathway. These forces are
driving doctoral study abroad from a narrow focus on gaining a degree toward a model of long-
term capital investment, where opportunities and challenges coexist.

2.1.1 Global Context: Regional Divergence and Intensified Talent Competition

The global macro environment presents a distinct feature of intensified regional differentiation,
national strategic games, and the reconstruction of international student mobility patterns. The
three major variables of economic trends, educational reform, and geopolitics are intertwined,
directly shaping the development direction, resource allocation, and competition landscape of
global doctoral education. The competition for doctoral talent in various countries has risen to the
national strategic level.

(1) Global Economy and Talent Mobility: Dual Differentiation in Costs and Flows

In 2026, the global economy continues to exhibit a trend of regional differentiation and slow
recovery, which directly impacts doctoral study abroad through two primary channels: the cost of
living and employment opportunities. These forces are driving a two-way talent flow pattern of
retention in developed countries and diversion to emerging economies.

 Developed countr ies: r ising costs and strong talent retention. To curb inflation, developed
countries, including the US and the UK, have raised the financial requirements for
international students. For example, the minimum maintenance funds requirement for
international doctoral students in London, UK, increased from £1,483 per month (effective
January 2025) to £1,529 per month (effective November 2025)—representing a 3.1%
increase. The data come from a calculation: the stipulated monthly living cost was £1,483 in
September 2024, which was updated to £1,529 in October 2025, representing a 3.1% increase
in the 2025 updated figure compared with the 2024 benchmark. (Source: UKCISA,
UKCISA24) Meanwhile, these countries have strengthened "talent retention" by expanding
the quota of research positions. Notably, the UK's Graduate Route remains unchanged for
doctoral graduates, who continue to receive three years of post-study work permission
(Source: UKCISA). In the United States, the National Science Foundation (NSF) plays a
central role in sustaining the research talent pipeline: its FY 2024 enacted budget stands at

https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/news/student-update-changes-to-the-student-and-graduate-rules/?q=student+update+changes+to+the+student&ExactMatch=False
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/news/increase-to-maintenance-requirements-for-students-from-2025/
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/news/student-update-changes-to-the-student-and-graduate-rules/
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$9.06 billion, of which approximately 93% supports research, education, and related
activities, reaching over 1,900 organizations and more than 350,000 researchers,
entrepreneurs, students, and teachers annually (Source: U.S. National Science Foundation,
2025).

 Emerging Economies: Low Cost and Strong Talent Diversion. Emerging economies
represented by Singapore, Malaysia, and Middle Eastern countries have created a strong
"talent diversion" effect by increasing investment in scientific research and optimizing
scholarship policies. For example, the Singapore A*STAR National Science Scholarship
(PhD) provides full tuition coverage, a monthly stipend, and structured research training,
offering a clear pathway for doctoral talent development. (Source: A*STAR) In Malaysia, the
Malaysia International Scholarship (MIS) provides fully funded support for international
students, including PhD candidates, covering tuition fees and providing a monthly living
allowance. (Source: Guidelines MIS 2026.pdf) Middle Eastern countries, notably Saudi
Arabia through its SDAIA scholarship programs, have targeted and attracted core doctoral
talents in fields such as data and AI through competitive funding packages that exert a strong
appeal to cost-conscious candidates. (Source: SDAIA)

(2) Educational Globalization and Talent Competition: From Academic Selection to
National Game

The iteration of the education globalization model has propelled the form of doctoral training to
upgrade to a full-chain competition system of "attraction - cultivation - retention". The global
competition for doctoral talents has evolved from simple academic selection to direct competition
for national strategic resources.

 Innovation in Training Models: The popularization of transnational joint training and the
"micro-credential" system has made "online learning + offline research" the new normal for
doctoral training. For example, the European Commission's EURAXESS-Researchers in
Motion platform announced over 120 fully funded PhD positions across leading universities
and research institutions. In parallel, the EU's Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA)
attracted 1,616 applications and will fund 141 doctoral programmes with a total of €617.18
million to train approximately 2,115 doctoral candidates. The selected projects involve
international partnerships of 2,701 organisations across 61 countries. The programme
encompasses Standard Doctoral Networks, Industrial Doctorates, and Joint Doctorates,
reflecting the EU's broader commitment to international, interdisciplinary, and industry-
academia collaboration in doctoral training. (Source: EURAXESS, MSCA)

 Policy Dividend Intensifies: Some countries have successively introduced policies to
optimize full-chain support from attraction to retention. For example, the US extended the
OPT visa duration for STEM doctoral students to 48 months (Source: H.R. 9023, 118th
Congress); the United Kingdom provided a 3-year PSW work visa for doctoral graduates
(Source: GOVUK: Graduate Visa) policy dividends have continuously strengthened their
talent attractiveness, making global talent competition increasingly intense.

(3) Geopolitics and Student Source Reconfiguration: Combining Str ictness with Lenience
and Remodeling the Landscape

Geopolitical fragmentation has led to the "divergent strictness" of doctoral study abroad policies
among countries, while the global doctoral student source structure has also undergone
fundamental restructuring, and the rise of Emerging Markets is driving the transformation of
institutional recruitment strategies toward diversification.

https://www.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities?exposed_form_display=1&page=0
https://www.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities?exposed_form_display=1&page=0
https://www.a-star.edu.sg/scholarships/home/scholarships/national-science-scholarship-%28phd%29?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://biasiswa.mohe.gov.my/INTER/doc/MIS/Guidelines%20MIS%202026.pdf
https://www.spa.gov.sa/zh/N2396929?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://euraxess.ec.europa.eu/worldwide/africa/news/outstanding-fully-funded-120-phd-positions-leading-universities-and-research
https://euraxess.ec.europa.eu/worldwide/africa/news/msca-awards-eu61718-million-doctoral-programmes
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/BILLS-118hr9023ih/xml/BILLS-118hr9023ih.xml
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/BILLS-118hr9023ih/xml/BILLS-118hr9023ih.xml
https://www.gov.uk/graduate-visa
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 Policy Level: "Combining Leniency with Str ictness." On the tightening side, the US has
cumulatively revoked over 8,000 student visas (mainly targeting STEM fields) (Source:
OpenAxo). The United Kingdom has continuously strengthened the ATAS review for
sensitive majors (Source: (ATAS) guidance). On the loosening side, Singapore has adopted a
flexible approach to language requirements at the institutional level and offers family-
friendly policies for international students, including Social Visit Pass sponsorship for
spouses of full-time graduate research students (Source: SBC Incorp).

 Student Source Level: Traditional student source countries (such as China) are affected by
the weakening of the demographic dividend, and the long-term scale of student sources faces
pressure. Meanwhile, Southeast Asia and Africa are becoming core growth poles, with
demand for overseas doctoral studies accelerating year by year. The rise of emerging student
source markets is driving the doctoral recruitment strategies of global institutions to
transform toward greater diversification. (Source: The paper)

2.1.2 Domestic Macroeconomic Environment: Demand-Driven and the Return of
Value Rationality

The Chinese macro environment provides dual support of "demand-driven + channel
supplementation" for doctoral study abroad. The shortage of high-end talents caused by industrial
upgrading has laid the foundation for long-term value. The involvement of further education has
driven the spillover of demand, and the rationalisation of study abroad decision-making and the
improvement of supporting systems have further broadened the space for the doctoral study
abroad market.

(1) Economic Transformation and Rational Investment: From "Face Consumption" to
"Value Investment"

The rapid development of domestic strategic emerging industries has given rise to a large demand
for doctoral talents, and the salary advantage of doctors with international research backgrounds is
significant. Against this backdrop, the decision-making model of families sending their children
abroad for studies is shifting from irrational "face consumption" to prudent "rational investment."

 Demand Side: Rigid Gap in the Industry. In strategic emerging industries such as domestic
high-end manufacturing, the digital economy, and new energy, the total shortage of doctoral
talents stands at approximately 200,000. The average wage for doctorate holders is about
40% higher than for master's degree holders, which provides a clear value outlet for doctoral
students studying abroad. (Source: ScienceNet, RIETI)

 Decision-making end: ROI-or iented. Return on Investment (ROI) has become a core
decision-making indicator for families when selecting overseas doctoral programs. Doctoral
programs in destinations such as Singapore and Malaysia feature short study durations (3–4
years), total overseas study costs equivalent to only one-third to one-half of those in Europe
and North America, and strong alignment with employment demands. These advantages cater
to rational overseas education demands, leading to sustained rising market popularity.
(Sources: NTU Tuition Fee Information, Education Online).

(2) Pressure to Advance Academically and Cognitive Iteration: From "Degree Gilding" to
"Capacity Enhancement"

The spillover effect of domestic academic pressure has driven high-quality students to turn to
overseas education, while the iterative evolution of Generation Z's perception of studying abroad

https://openaxo.com/education/us-student-visa-revocations-2025
https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/jobs/new-employees/immigration/atas/
https://www.sbcincorp.com.sg/can-dependent-work-pass-work-in-singapore/
https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_31527393
https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_31527393
https://wap.sciencenet.cn/blog-5393-1539293.html?mobile=1
https://www.rieti.go.jp/en/papers/contribution/morikawa/25.html
https://www3.ntu.edu.sg/oad2/GA_R/AY2025-2026ResearchFees_MOE.pdf
https://www.eol.cn/liuxue/lx-wyw/2025060917116.html


14

has propelled the core value of doctoral study abroad to shift from "degree gilding" to "ability
enhancement."

 Spillover of Academic Pressure: The number of domestic postgraduate entrance exam
applicants in 2026 dropped to 3.43 million, falling below the 3.5 million threshold. The
highly competitive environment has prompted a large number of high-quality master's and
doctoral candidates to turn to overseas applications, becoming the core source of incremental
demand in the overseas doctoral study market. (Source: China Graduate Admissions
Information Network, 2025)

 Profound Cognitive Transformation: As the main force of applicants, Generation Z has
highly rational decision-making logic. They no longer blindly pursue university rankings but
instead deeply weigh the professional research prospects, study abroad costs, and
employment suitability. Studying abroad for a doctorate is positioned as a Critical Path to
enhance academic capabilities and core competitiveness, rather than simply a "gilding"
behavior, which lays a cognitive foundation for the long-term healthy development of the
market

2.2 Employment Trends: Dividends and Barriers Coexist
The employment situation of the group of doctoral students studying abroad presents a core
pattern of " prominent domestic research or ientation, coexistence of overseas oppor tunities
and bar r ier s." The employment trend is driven by three core factors: industry demand, policy
or ientation, and talent structure. Overall employment competitiveness has undergone a
profound transformation from relying on a "study-abroad background" to relying on "research
capabilities and industrial transformation experience."

2.2.1 Domestic Employment: Strengthened Research Orientation and Evident
Value Differentiation

The core of employment for domestic returnee doctoral students highlights a research orientation,
forming a significant distinction from the groups of undergraduate and master's degree students
who have studied abroad. The industry distribution is characterised by "leading in emerging fields
and upgrading in traditional fields," while the weakening of the "returnee halo" and the
reevaluation of value have become prominent trends.

(1) Industry and Salary Structure: Focus on Scientific Research and Polar isation

The domestic employment of returnee doctors is highly concentrated in scientific research-related
fields, with industry distribution and salary levels showing distinct characteristics of
differentiation and polarization.

 Industry Landscape: " Emerging Sectors Lead, Traditional Sectors Upgrade" . In
emerging sectors, biomedicine and artificial intelligence have become the core growth drivers.
In the pharmaceutical manufacturing industry, technical R&D positions such as
bioengineering/biopharmaceuticals (5.1%) and scientific researchers (2.7%) are among the
top ten occupations recruiting returnees. The artificial intelligence industry attracts highly
qualified returnees, with 84% of applicants for "AI Engineer" positions holding a master's
degree and 38% being 2025 fresh graduates. In traditional sectors, finance and related fields

https://yzst.chsi.com.cn/kyzx/kydt/202512/20251220/2293443380.html
https://yzst.chsi.com.cn/kyzx/kydt/202512/20251220/2293443380.html
https://yzst.chsi.com.cn/kyzx/kydt/202512/20251220/2293443380.html


15

remain prominent, with finance, accounting, and law ranking among the top majors for
returnees. The education sector also continues to absorb returnee talent. Overall, doctoral
returnees account for 3.1% of all returning job-seeking overseas students, reflecting their
status as a "scarce resource" in the high-end talent market. They are primarily employed in
faculty positions at universities, research institutions, and R&D roles in cutting-edge fields
such as biomedicine and artificial intelligence. (Source: China Graduate Admissions
Information Network, 2025)

 Salary Differentiation: Core Competencies Determine Premium. Salary levels show a
clear polarization by educational attainment. According to the report, doctoral returnees
command an average monthly salary of 30,564 yuan, significantly higher than master's
degree holders (17,028 yuan) and bachelor's degree holders (14,760 yuan). Doctoral positions
are concentrated in research and cutting-edge technology R&D fields such as bioengineering
and pharmaceutical R&D, reflecting the high value placed on top-tier research talent in the
job market. (Sources: Zhaopin, 2025 Report on Employment of Chinese Returnees)

(2) Employment Pain Points and Value Reassessment: Fading Glory and Value
Reassessment

The domestic employment satisfaction of returnee doctoral students is generally low, with "returns
falling short of expectations" and "insufficient ability fit" being the core pain points. Multiple
factors are causing the "halo of returnees" to fade, but their value in high-end scientific research
fields remains irreplaceable.

 Core Pain Points: Data show that roughly half of returning doctoral students are satisfied
with their current jobs. The main pain points are concentrated in "employment returns falling
short of expectations" and "insufficient ability fit."

 Value reassessment: Affected by multiple factors, including rising overseas education
expenses, expanded domestic doctoral training capacity, and a disconnect between industrial
demands and fundamental research orientations, the incremental competitive edge brought by
overseas academic credentials has weakened significantly. Nevertheless, evaluations of such
value vary widely across industries. According to the Center for China and Globalization
(CCG), for high-end research career tracks such as top-tier universities, research institutes,
and core R&D departments of leading enterprises, a doctoral degree from world-renowned
overseas institutions still serves as a vital entry threshold and core competitive advantage.
(Source: CCG, 2025)

2.2.2 Overseas Employment: Policy Dividend Unleashed, Invisible Ceiling Still
Exists

Overseas employment of returnee doctors, on the one hand, relies on the differentiated policies of
various countries to gain development space, with highly concentrated employment fields and
significant salary advantages; on the other hand, deep-seated pain points such as invisible ceilings,
identity binding, and cultural adaptation continue to exist, and the dynamic adjustment of policies
has become the core variable affecting their career planning.

(1) Differentiated policy landscape: Three major types, with both advantages and
disadvantages coexisting

Employment and immigration policies targeting the doctoral population in various countries can
be classified into three major types, which provide support for overseas employment of doctoral

https://www.rmzxw.com.cn/c/2026-01-28/3860797.shtml
https://www.rmzxw.com.cn/c/2026-01-28/3860797.shtml
https://www.rmzxw.com.cn/c/2026-01-28/3860797.shtml
https://www.ceweekly.cn/company/2026/0202/488682.html
http://www.ccg.org.cn/archives/89444
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students, but their uncertainty also poses challenges to long-term planning.

Immigration-oriented (Canada, Australia, New Zealand): Policies are significantly favourable,
offering additional points for doctoral immigration applications and extended post-graduation
work rights, among other incentives.

 Research Absorption Type (US, United Kingdom): Provides channels for doctoral students
to enter core R&D positions, such as the 3-year STEM OPT in the US, the 3-year PSW work
visa in the United Kingdom, and lower work visa salary thresholds. (Source: UKVI Skilled
Worker salary threshold; Important changes to the Skilled Worker route)

 Risks and Oppor tunities Coexist (US): The H-1B visa policy is fraught with uncertainties,
such as rising application fees and adjustments to the lottery mechanism. The dynamic
changes in policy quotas across countries have all increased the difficulty of long-term
overseas career planning for doctoral students (Source: USCIS).

(2) Employment Oppor tunities and Deep-seated Pain Points: The Three Big Mountains
Under High Salar ies

Overseas employment fields for doctoral degree holders are highly concentrated in technology,
education, and scientific research. However, three deep-seated pain points have always
constrained their long-term development:

 Glass ceiling: In corporate management promotions and university tenure evaluations, there
is a significant disadvantage compared to local doctoral students.

 Identity Binding: Employment often relies on employer-bound identity permits such as OPT
and work visas, which weakens salary bargaining power and career choice options.

 Cultural Adaptation: Language communication differences, workplace philosophy
disagreements, etc., continue to impede career advancement and the upper limit of
development.

2.2.3 Motivation Decoding: Three Major Factors Reshape the Employment
Landscape

The changes in the employment trends of the group of overseas doctoral students are primarily
driven by three factors: industry demand, policy orientation, and talent structure. These three
factors interact with each other, promoting the transformation of the core of employment
competitiveness from "overseas study background" to "core capabilities".

 Industry demand-dr iven: Domestic industrial upgrading and overseas industrial layout have
jointly given rise to a massive demand for interdisciplinary and internationalised scientific
research talents. For example, the shortage in the fields of biomedicine and AI reaches
hundreds of thousands, which is the fundamental driving force behind the changing
employment trends. (Source: Life Science Nord).

 Policy Or ientation Impact: The dynamic adjustments of talent introduction policies across
domestic regions and work visa and immigration policies in overseas countries jointly shape
the employment flow of the doctoral group. Policy uncertainty has become a core variable in
overseas employment planning.

 Upgrading of Talent Structure: Currently, STEM majors account for a large proportion of
international doctoral students, and combined with the weakening of the "returnee aura," it
has forced a shift in the core of the employment competitiveness of the doctoral group: from

https://www.gov.uk/skilled-worker-visa/salary-requirements
https://www.gov.uk/skilled-worker-visa/salary-requirements
https://www.blakemorgan.co.uk/important-changes-to-the-skilled-worker-route/
https://www.uscis.gov/newsroom/alerts/h-1b-faq
https://www.lifesciencenord.de/magazin/en/skilled-labor-shortage-support-in-the-competition-for-talent/
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simply relying on "overseas study background" to relying on "scientific research and
innovation capabilities and industrial transformation experience," which has become the key
for them to gain a foothold in the workplace (Source: Sina Finance).

2.3 Policy Orientation: The Dual Logic of Incentives and Constraints
The overseas and domestic doctoral study policies present a core pattern of " parallel
implementation of full-chain domestic suppor t and tightened compliance, coexistence of
differentiated overseas adjustments and dynamic r isks." Policy orientation is directly
reshaping the market structure, group decision-making logic, and industry service models, driving
the market to transform from "scale expansion" to "quality compliance."

2.3.1 Domestic Policy: Talent Recruitment Upgrade, with Standardization and
Constraints Going Hand in Hand

Domestic policies focus on attracting high-end doctoral talent while strengthening overseas study
certification and industry compliance management and control, forming a dual orientation of
"talent attraction guarantee + regulatory constraints."

 Talent Recruitment Upgrade: Chinese first-tier and new first-tier cities have established a
full-chain support system of “household registration + relocation subsidy + research start-up
funds + entrepreneurship support," with a focus on national strategic sectors such as AI, new
energy, and biomedicine. (Source: China Briefing)

 Cer tification Specification: According to the Chinese Service Center for Scholarly
Exchange (CSCSE), the policy of not certifying remote teaching textbooks has been
implemented, guiding doctoral overseas study to return to its academic essence. (Source:
Xinhuanet, covering policies released by the CSCSE)

 Educational Or ientation: Continuously increase the number of government-sponsored
doctoral students (reaching around 6,600 in 2025) and guide the flow of doctoral students
studying abroad to precisely align with national strategic needs. (Source: Official website of
the China Scholarship Council (CSC))

2.3.2 Overseas Policy: Differential Adjustment, Dynamic Risks Emerge

Overseas doctoral study policies exhibit the characteristics of "differentiated adaptation and
dynamic adjustment," mainly divided into two major orientations: tightened control and relaxed
convenience. Policy uncertainty has become a key variable influencing study abroad decisions.

 Tightening Controls (US): On December 23, 2025, DHS announced a final rule replacing
the random H-1B lottery with a weighted selection process favoring higher-skilled and
higher-paid workers, effective February 27, 2026. The annual H-1B cap remains at 85,000—
65,000 under the regular cap and an additional 20,000 reserved for individuals holding
master‘s or doctoral degrees from U.S. institutions. There is no separate quota for PhD
holders. (Source: USCIS)

 Relaxed and Convenient (United Kingdom): From July 22, 2025, the general Skilled
Worker salary threshold increased to £41,700, while the PhD-relevant threshold is £37,500

https://cj.sina.com.cn/articles/view/1496814565/593793e502001vvpq
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/exploring-chinas-leading-ai-hubs-a-regional-analysis/
https://www.xinhuanet.com/edu/20260527/de3aa82c7f414ff49d9c1136dcf25ea3/c.html
https://origin-www.csc.edu.cn/article/4034
https://origin-www.csc.edu.cn/article/4034
https://www.mintz.com/insights-center/viewpoints/2806/2025-12-24-uscis-creates-weighted-selection-process-h-1b-cap
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and the STEM PhD threshold is £33,400. The Graduate visa offers PhD graduates 3 years of
post-study work (vs. 2 years for bachelor‘s/master’s), though from January 1, 2027, the
standard duration will reduce to 18 months, while the 3-year PhD provision remains
unchanged. (Source: GOVUK; Morris Davidson)

 Immigration Or ientation (Canada, Australia): Doctoral graduates receive significant
policy preferences in provincial nominations and skilled immigration, but need to closely
monitor the risks associated with annual quota adjustments.

 Emerging High Ground (Germany, France, Ireland, and Malta): Leveraging advantages
such as tuition-free or low-cost education, generous scholarship schemes, and high cost-
effectiveness, these countries are increasingly attractive destinations for doctoral studies.
With strong research infrastructure, active internationalisation strategies, and favourable
post-study work provisions, they offer competitive and diverse alternatives to traditional
Anglophone destinations, steadily reshaping the global landscape of doctoral education. For
example, Ireland exemplifies this trend through its structured doctoral framework and
substantial government investment. The Higher Education Authority (HEA) oversees a
national system that provides grant funding to institutions, supporting PhD stipends and
research infrastructure. This is complemented by initiatives like the Government of Ireland
International Education Scholarship (GOI-IES), which offers full tuition waivers to non-EU
doctoral candidates, making the country a strategically attractive option for international
researchers.(Source: Higher Education Authority, Ireland)

2.3.3 Policy Stacking Effect: Reshaping the Doctoral Overseas Study Market

Policy adjustments are reshaping the doctoral study abroad market from three core dimensions:

 Pattern Reshaping: The proportion of traditional destinations is slowly contracting, while
the market share of high-cost-performance emerging destinations such as Germany, France,
Ireland, and Malaysia is on the rise, officially forming a diversified pattern.

 Rationalization of decision-making: Policy adaptability, cost-effectiveness of studying
abroad, and the alignment of majors with national strategies are gradually replacing the "sole
focus on institutional rankings" as the core considerations in group decision-making.

 Service Model Transformation: The traditional service model of "pure application and
admission" has been broken, with research background enhancement, policy interpretation,
and career planning becoming core modules. Meanwhile, compliance has become the bottom
line for industry survival, and leading institutions have significantly strengthened their
competitive advantages by virtue of their full-chain service capabilities and compliance
advantages.

2.4 Doctoral Degree Advancement Pathways: Multiple Choices and
Adaptation Logic
Combining the differentiation characteristics of the macro environment with the core orientation
of employment trends, the path of doctoral degree promotion has been formed as "Overseas
study, domestic fur ther study, and public sector development." The three core tracks present
the core characteristics of "path diversification, personalized selection, and adaptability as king."

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/graduate-caseworker-guidance/graduate-caseworker-guidance-accessible-version
https://www.davidsonmorris.com/22-july-2025-uk-visa-sponsorship-changes/?1353fe24_page=2&c291ae1f_page=4&dbe437e9_page=3
https://hea.ie/
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The core logic of path selection should be " fit their own development demands, refuse to
blindly follow the trend."

2.4.1 Overseas Education: Comprehensive Competence Decides Success,
Structural Opportunities Emerge

The competition for overseas doctoral admissions is becoming increasingly fierce, presenting the
dual characteristics of "qualitative changes in admission criteria and prominent structural
opportunities". Comprehensive research ability has become the core competitiveness, while
opportunities such as the expansion of emerging majors and increased scholarships provide
differentiated choice space for applicants with different backgrounds.

(1) Qualitative change in admission cr iter ia: The end of the sole focus on scores

By 2026, global doctoral admissions have completed the paradigm shift from "standardised
thresholds" to "comprehensive ability assessment." Standardised scores are only basic screening
criteria, while research fit, academic output, and comprehensive performance have become the
core considerations for admission.

 Differential per formance: Top US institutions place greater emphasis on the alignment of
research directions and strong recommendation letters. UK G5 institutions have rigid
requirements for GPA and IELTS scores and highly rely on research proposals (RP) and
interview performance. Competition in Hong Kong, China, and Singapore has reached a
fever pitch, with a notable proportion of admitted STEM students possessing research outputs,
such as peer-reviewed publications or conference proceedings, from their Master's
programmes.

 Common Trend: Most admissions officers ranked "the alignment of research experience
with the application direction" as the top consideration, and standardised test scores are no
longer the core competitiveness.

(2) Core Oppor tunities: Four Structural Breakthroughs

Despite intensifying competition, four major structural opportunities have emerged, providing
applicants with diversified breakthrough paths:

 Expansion of Emerging Majors: Doctoral programs in interdisciplinary fields such as AI
ethics, new energy materials, and ESG management continue to be added, reflecting a
broader national trend of prioritising strategic emerging disciplines in higher education.

 Scholarship Increase: The French Eiffel Scholarship has been raised to 2,100 euros per
month (Source: The France Excellence Eiffel scholarship program). Dutch position-based
doctoral programs (paid employees with a monthly after-tax salary of 1,400–2,200 euros) are
the most cost-effective in Europe (Source: Jiaodong Online, 2025).

 High-cost-per formance destination diversion: Germany (tuition-free at most public
universities, with strong industry integration), Malaysia (branch campuses of UK, US, and
Australian universities, with significantly lower costs than main campuses), and Ireland
(immigration-friendly policies, emerging European research hub) are effectively diverting
students from traditional popular destinations.

 Value Depressions of Research-based Programs: Compared to taught master’s
programmes, research-based master‘s or PhD programmes generally offer greater scholarship
availability and clearer pathways to doctoral studies, making them a strategic entry point for

https://www.campusfrance.org/en/the-france-excellence-eiffel-scholarship-program?utm_source=globaladmissions&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=scholarship_apply&utm_content=eiffel-scholarship
https://www.jiaodong.net/px/d/19838.html
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students pursuing an academic career.

2.4.2 Domestic Further Education: The Halo of Returned Overseas Students and
Localization Challenges

The number of returnees applying for domestic doctoral programs has increased significantly,
with the core driving force being the adaptation of overseas backgrounds to the domestic market.
The special policies for returnees at top-tier institutions and extremely low training costs have
made it the preferred path for accumulating local resources and enhancing employment
competitiveness.

 Data and Motivation: The number of doctoral students enrolled nationwide reached an
amount of over 600,000 in 2024, representing an approximately 50% increase compared with
more than 400,000 in 2020 (Source: 2024 Statistical Communiqué, 2020 National Statistical
Bulletin). The core motivation lies in achieving the background superposition of "overseas
academic vision + domestic industry adaptation" through domestic further education, thus
addressing the pain point of "insufficient ability adaptation."

 Policy and Value: Top universities such as Tsinghua and Peking have established special
channels for returnees from overseas (exempting written tests or language requirements),
with special scholarships covering tuition fees and living expenses. Notably, the national
government provides a basic living allowance for all full-time doctoral students (excluding
those with fixed salaries): RMB 15,000 per year for those at central government-affiliated
universities, and no less than RMB 13,000 per year for those at local universities (Source:
China Graduate Admissions Information Network). This financial support, combined with
the relatively low overall cost of the domestic doctoral stage, makes the “overseas Master’s +
domestic PhD” pathway highly attractive for families seeking a rational return on educational
investment. Those with this background have significantly enhanced competitiveness in
teaching positions at universities and R&D positions in enterprises. Combined with the
relatively low cost of the domestic doctoral stage, this pathway highly meets the needs of
families for rational investment.

2.4.3 Public Sector: Trend toward specialised positions, with the adaptability
threshold raised

The demand for returnee doctors to enter the public sector continues to grow, with their
advantages concentrated in high-end foreign-related positions and scientific research policy
positions. However, obstacles such as insufficient professional fit are prominent, and they need to
prepare for exams in advance and focus precisely.

 Oppor tunities and Advantages: In recent years, the proportion of returning doctoral
students entering the public sector has increased significantly. Their competitive advantages
are particularly pronounced in two types of positions: high-end foreign-related positions
(such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Commerce, etc.) and scientific
research policy positions (such as the Ministry of Science and Technology, the Chinese
Academy of Sciences, etc.). These positions increasingly value international academic
backgrounds, cross-cultural communication skills, and familiarity with global research
governance.

 Challenges and Responses: The main obstacles include insufficient professional suitability,
unfamiliarity with the domestic examination system, and differences in career development

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/sjzl_fztjgb/202506/t20250611_1193760.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/sjzl_fztjgb/202108/t20210827_555004.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/sjzl_fztjgb/202108/t20210827_555004.html
https://yz.chsi.com.cn/kyzx/other/202509/20250917/2293427592-3.html
https://yz.chsi.com.cn/kyzx/other/202509/20250917/2293427592-3.html
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expectations. To address these challenges, candidates should adopt a highly focused strategy:
identify target positions early, prepare intensively for the competitive examinations, and
accumulate relevant practical experience during their overseas studies to achieve a precise fit
between returnee profiles and public sector needs.

2.4.4 Path Selection Strategy: Adaptation is better than blind following, and
rationality prevails over popularity

Path selection should be based on one's own development plan, precisely match the core
characteristics of each path, and avoid blindly chasing hotspots.

Dimension Overseas PhD Domestic PhD Public Sector

Focus
Independent research, cross-

cultural competence
Exam skills, local

system fit
Policy understanding,

execution

Cost
High (¥300k–600k/year);
budget ¥100k–250k/year

Very low
(≤¥15k/year)

Exam costs only

Career Fit Global R&D & academia
Domestic

academia & R&D
Foreign affairs &
research roles

Ideal For
Global ambition, strong

academics
Local focus,

network building
Stability, specialized

majors

(Source: compiled by the REAL PhD research team based on policy documents and industry data)

Strategic Recommendations:

 For those inclined toward international development: Seek out overseas programmes and
scholarships that offer strong value for money, with particular attention to emerging
interdisciplinary fields where funding and research opportunities are expanding.

 For those inclined to focus on local development: Make full use of the special channels for
returnees from top domestic universities to accumulate local academic and professional
networks while enhancing employability.

 For those seeking career stability: Begin familiarising yourself with the domestic public
sector examination system 1–2 years in advance, and strategically target positions that value
international academic backgrounds.

 For those without a clear plan yet: The "overseas+domestic" connection path can be used
as a risk-hedging option, taking into account both international perspectives and local
adaptability, to achieve a closed loop of the core logic of the full text.

2.5 Trends in the Overseas Doctoral Study Industry: From Scale
Expansion to Value Deep Cultivation
In 2026, doctoral study abroad will face three major challenges: the industry itself, the study
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abroad population, and the external environment. Meanwhile, destination diversification, major
rationalisation, service upgrading, and industry compliance will become the core development
trends.

The study abroad sector and its prospective students are currently navigating a complex array of
challenges originating from three interconnected dimensions.

At the industry level, small and medium-sized agencies undermine trust through illegal
commitments and uneven service quality, while polarised technology adoption and continuously
rising costs further strain the sector's sustainability. For students and their families, these industry
issues are compounded by extreme competition for doctoral admissions at top institutions,
persistent financial burdens, and a marked increase in mental health challenges, with anxiety rates
among international students rising noticeably over the past decade. Additionally, employment
satisfaction among returnees remains low, and uncertainties in both domestic and international
policies have intensified decision-making anxiety.

Compounding these individual pressures, the broader external environment offers little respite.
The weak global economic recovery, exemplified by the cancellation of over 4,000 federal grant
awards at more than 600 U.S. colleges and universities in the first half of 2025 alone, has forced
some American universities to reduce or pause PhD admissions. This funding crunch not only
tightens opportunities in the United States but also indirectly reshapes the global doctoral
landscape, potentially diverting applicants to other destinations and intensifying the overall
competition and uncertainty in the international education market. (Source: Scientify RESEARCH)

Prospects for Development Trends in 2026:

 Destination diversification: The proportion of traditional destinations such as Europe, the
United States, Australia, Hong Kong, and Singapore will gradually decline, while the market
share of emerging cost-effective destinations such as Germany, France, Ireland, and Malaysia
will continue to rise.

 Rationalization of major selection: Applications for applied and interdisciplinary majors
(AI, new energy, ESG, biomedicine) will see a sustained sharp surge. The proportion of
applications for pure liberal arts and pure science majors will continue to shrink.

 Service Model Upgrade: Technology empowerment (AI school selection and intelligent
application essays) and full-cycle companion services (covering pre-application, during
application, post-application, and career planning) will become standard features of leading
institutions, providing applicants with more accurate decision-making support.

 Deepening of industry compliance: The access standards for the overseas study service
industry continue to rise, and data compliance costs have been incorporated into the normal
operation of institutions. The industry will form a competitive landscape of "full-chain and
brand-driven development of leading institutions, and differentiated and vertical deep
cultivation of small and medium-sized institutions."

https://www.scientifyresearch.org/blog/changes-research-funding-2025-2026/
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Chapter 3 The Triple Logic of Doctoral
Study Abroad Choices

3.1 Policy Landscape: Global Game and China's Role
Currently, global doctoral study abroad has formed an overall pattern of " agglomeration in
core countr ies and complementary multi-directional flows." Policies of various countries are
all guided by three core principles: scientific research innovation, talent retention, and the
integration of industry, academia, and research, presenting a development trend of "coexistence of
differentiated competition and collaborative cooperation." As core destinations for study abroad,
the US, the United Kingdom, Germany, Australia, and Canada rely on their respective scientific
research advantages to establish distinctive and well-developed doctoral study abroad policies,
focusing on different dimensions such as research priority, efficient cultivation, research freedom,
innovation-driven development, and diversified cultivation, respectively. All countries continue to
enhance their attractiveness to international doctoral talents through diversified funding support
and convenient talent retention policies.

3.1.1 Global Policy Landscape: Overall Structure and Core Orientation

Combining the current development situation and policy practices of global doctoral study abroad,
its overall pattern and core orientation can be summarised as "one core pattern, three common
orientations, and one development trend."

In the overall landscape, the scale of global doctoral students has continued to expand, forming a
pattern centered around countries with strong scientific research capabilities and characterised by
complementary development among countries. The United States, the United Kingdom, Germany,
Australia, and Canada remain the primary destinations for international doctoral talent, benefiting
from well-established research systems and substantial funding support. Meanwhile, as the
OECD's Trends Shaping Education 2025 notes, shifting geopolitical dynamics are challenging
international research collaboration, requiring a balance between research security and open
scientific cooperation (Source: OECD, 2025). Unlike overseas study at the bachelor’s and
master’s stages, doctoral overseas policies prioritise research value instead of merely credential
upgrading or cultural immersion, and this constitutes the core positioning distinction of
international doctoral study policies worldwide .

In terms of core orientation, global doctoral study abroad policies exhibit three common
characteristics: First, they focus on scientific research innovation, deeply integrating doctoral
training with national scientific research strategies and emphasizing the enhancement of doctoral
students' original scientific research capabilities. Second, they strengthen talent attraction and
retention by attracting international top doctoral talents through supporting policies such as visas,
immigration, and employment and promoting their long-term service to the country's scientific
research and industrial development. Third, they promote the integration of industry, academia,
and research, generally encouraging doctoral students to participate in enterprise scientific
research projects and interdisciplinary research topics, strengthening the transformation ability of
scientific research results, and achieving precise alignment between doctoral training and the
needs of scientific research and industry. This is also one of the core features that distinguish
doctoral-level overseas study from undergraduate and master's-level study.

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/trends-shaping-education-2025_ee6587fd-en/full-report/global-trends-and-the-future-of-education-in-2025_7358e77a.html
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In terms of development trends, global doctoral study abroad policies exhibit the characteristics of
coexistence of differentiated competition and collaborative cooperation. Developed countries,
leveraging their advantages in scientific research resources, focus on attracting and cultivating
high-end doctoral talents, with policy design becoming more refined and personalised. Developing
countries, on the other hand, take cultivating local scientific research talents as their core objective.
With policies leaning towards funding support and incentives for returning home, and actively
carrying out joint doctoral training programs with developed countries, developing countries
leverage external resources to improve the quality of local doctoral training, thus forming a global
doctoral study abroad ecosystem featuring complementary advantages and collaborative
development.

3.1.2 Decoding Key National Policies: Differentiated Competition Strategies

The US, the United Kingdom, Germany, Australia, and Canada, as the core destinations for global
doctoral study abroad, have built a comprehensive policy system around four key dimensions of
doctoral training: research attributes, funding support, supervisor matching, and talent retention,
each with its own focus and distinct characteristics.

(1) US

The US is the top destination for doctoral study worldwide, as well as the country with the largest
scale of doctoral training and the strongest scientific research capabilities. The core orientation of
its policies is "research priority, diversified funding, and talent retention." According to the report
from the National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics (NCSES) 2024, the number of
enrolled doctoral students in science, engineering, and health fields in the United States reached
312,148, constituting a substantial proportion of the doctoral population, overwhelmingly
concentrated in STEM disciplines. (Source: NCSES)

In terms of admission and cultivation, US doctoral programs adopt the "application-review
system," with the core assessment focusing on the applicant's research potential, academic
background, and the alignment of their research plan. The program duration is typically 5–6 years,
and supervisors have the dominant authority over scientific research guidance, funding allocation,
and academic output of doctoral students.

In terms of financial support, most international doctoral students can receive various types of
funding, which are mainly divided into three categories: Research Assistant (RA), Teaching
Assistant (TA), and Fellowship.

In terms of talent retention, STEM doctoral graduates are eligible for a 24-month extension of
Optional Practical Training (OPT), providing a total of up to 36 months of post-graduation work
authorisation (Source: US Citizenship and Immigration Services, STEMOPT Extension).

(2) UK

The United Kingdom is the core destination for doctoral study in Europe, with its policy
orientation being "efficient cultivation, focused funding, and visa convenience."

In terms of admission and cultivation, doctoral programs in the United Kingdom also adopt the
"application-review system," focusing on examining the alignment between the research plan and
the supervisor's research direction, with a relatively short duration of study and an emphasis on
research efficiency and the output of results.

In terms of funding support, funding is primarily provided by the UK Research and Innovation
(UKRI), individual institutions, and research foundations. The UKRI minimum doctoral stipend

https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf26308
https://www.uscis.gov/working-in-the-united-states/students-and-exchange-visitors/optional-practical-training-opt-for-f-1-students
https://www.uscis.gov/working-in-the-united-states/students-and-exchange-visitors/optional-practical-training-opt-for-f-1-students
https://www.uscis.gov/working-in-the-united-states/students-and-exchange-visitors/optional-practical-training-opt-for-f-1-students
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for the 2025/26 academic year is £20,780 (Source: UKRI, 2025). Funding available for
international doctoral students includes UKRI scholarships, institutional scholarships, and
specialised research scholarships.

In terms of visas and employment, the United Kingdom provides a "Student Visa" (Student Visa)
for international doctoral students, allowing them to work 20 hours per week and full-time during
holidays, providing them with flexible channels for practice and income generation. (Source:
UKCISA, Student Work, 2026)

(3) Germany

The core orientation of Germany's doctoral study abroad policy is "research freedom, tuition-free,
and integration of industry, academia, and research." In 2024, the number of doctoral students in
Germany will reach 212,400, of which international doctoral students account for 25% (Source:
Statistisches Bundesamt (Destatis)).

In terms of admission and training, German doctoral programs adopt the "supervisor invitation
system," with the core assessment focusing on the applicant's research ability and the feasibility of
the research plan. The duration of study is usually 3 to 4 years, implementing the supervisor
responsibility system, and granting doctoral students full research freedom.

In terms of financial support, Germany implements a "tuition-free" policy, where all international
doctoral students can enjoy full tuition exemption and only need to pay a modest annual
registration fee. Funding mainly comes from Humboldt Foundation scholarships, institutional
research project grants, and corporate sponsorships.

In terms of talent retention, doctoral graduates are eligible for an 18-month job-seeking visa upon
completion of their studies, allowing them to stay in Germany to look for employment. Those who
secure a qualified position may apply for the EU Blue Card or a regular work visa, which can lead
to permanent residency and citizenship pathways. The EU Blue Card offers facilitated access to
the German labour market for highly skilled non-EU graduates, with reduced salary requirements
for recent graduates (€41,041.80 per year as of 2024) (Source: DAAD, 2024).

(4) Australia

The core orientation of Australia's doctoral study abroad policy is "scientific research innovation,
generous funding, and convenient immigration."

In terms of admission and cultivation, the "application-review system" is adopted, focusing on
assessing academic background, research potential, and the feasibility of research plans. The
program duration is 3–4 years, concentrating on the writing of doctoral dissertations and original
research.

In terms of funding support, the funding system mainly includes the government scholarship
Research Training Program (RTP), institutional scholarships such as the University International
Postgraduate Award (UIPA) from the University of New South Wales (UNSW), and research
project funding.

In terms of talent retention, Australia provides a fast-track "skilled migration" pathway for
doctoral graduates, which offers additional migration points and allows them to apply for a 2-4-
year work visa, significantly enhancing their competitiveness in migration and employment
(Source: Australian Government).

（5）Canada

https://www.ukri.org/news/ukri-is-increasing-phd-stipends-and-improving-student-support/
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/student-advice/working/student-work/
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2025/08/PD25_298_213.html
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2025/08/PD25_298_213.html
https://www.ecovis.com/heidelberg-en/the-eu-blue-card-opportunities-and-challenges-for-highly-skilled-professionals-in-europe/
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/temporary-graduate-485/post-higher-education-work
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The core orientation of Canada's doctoral study abroad policy is "diverse scientific research,
comprehensive funding, and talent priority."

In terms of admission and cultivation, the "application-review system" is adopted,
comprehensively evaluating the applicant's academic background, research potential, and research
plan. The program duration is 4–5 years, emphasising interdisciplinary integration and practical
application.

In terms of funding support, funding is mainly provided by three major research institutions
(NSERC, SSHRC, CIHR), which jointly implement the Canada Graduate Research Scholarship –
Doctoral (CGS-D) program, providing doctoral students with an annual grant of CAD 40,000 for a
period of 3 years, thus establishing a comprehensive and diversified funding support system
(Source: Arberta).

In terms of talent retention, Canada provides a "fast-track immigration" channel for doctoral
graduates, streamlining the application process and attracting doctoral talent to stay in the country
for the long term.

3.1.3 China's Policy Positioning: From a Country of Overseas Student Outflow
to a Participant in Talent Competition

Policies related to doctoral study in China have formed a pattern of "two-way efforts, perfect
guarantee". On the one hand, through diversified funding and comprehensive services, support
Chinese citizens to pursue doctoral degrees overseas; on the other hand, through preferential
funding, access, and employment policies, attract top doctoral talents from around the world to
study in China.

Regarding Chinese citizens pursuing doctoral degrees overseas, the relevant policies take
"fallback funding and service support" as the core. In terms of funding, the China Scholarship
Council (CSC) provides core funding, and universities and research institutions also establish
special funding programs. For example, in terms of services and support, the CSC cooperates with
Chinese embassies and consulates abroad to provide pre-departure training, academic connections,
emergency assistance, and other services, and the China Service Center for Scholarly Exchange
under the Ministry of Education provides services such as degree certification, employment
guidance, and household registration support for returnees. For example, returnee doctoral
students can directly obtain household registration in first-tier cities such as Beijing, Shanghai,
Guangzhou, and Shenzhen, and enjoy preferential policies such as housing subsidies and research
start-up funds (Source: Guicai).

Regarding overseas doctoral students coming to China to study, relevant policies are guided by the
principles of "attracting talent and optimising the environment." In terms of funding, the Chinese
Government Scholarship, High-Level Postgraduate Program, has been established to provide full
tuition waivers, on-campus accommodation, comprehensive medical insurance, and a living
allowance. The living allowance is set at RMB 3,500 per month for doctoral students, with a
funding period of 3 to 4 years. In terms of admission, the "application-review system" is adopted,
and some universities offer bilingual teaching to lower the language threshold. In terms of
employment and development, overseas doctoral students can enjoy the same employment
benefits as Chinese doctoral graduates after graduation, and obtain long-term residence facilitation
through the "talent visa" channel. (Source: University of Jinan)

https://www.ualberta.ca/en/graduate-studies/fees-funding/scholarships-awards/canada-graduate-research-scholarships-doctoral-cgrs-d.html
https://www.guicaitalent.com/?p=11132
https://isao.ujn.edu.cn/jxjxm1/zgzfjxj.htm
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3.2 Regional Selection: Differentiated Decision-Making Driven by
Scientific Research Resources
The choice of study abroad region during the doctoral stage is centered on "matching of scientific
research resources" as the core orientation, which is fundamentally different from the selection
logic during the undergraduate and master's stages, presenting "high concentration, obvious
differentiation, and prominent regionalization trends" characteristics. Major regions such as North
America, Europe, and East Asia of doctoral international students tend to maintain their core
positions in the future while showing a trend of diversified development.

3.2.1 Core Features: Scientific research resources are directed toward specific
areas, and regional differentiation has become the norm

The core of choosing a study-abroad region for doctoral studies is "matching research resources,"
that is, the degree of match between regional research capabilities, cutting-edge layout, supervisor
resources, etc., and one's own research direction, which overall presents characteristics of high
concentration, distinct differentiation, and prominent regionalisation. Overall, the choice of
doctoral study destinations presents characteristics of high concentration, distinct differentiation,
and emerging regionalisation.

In addition, the choice of overseas study destinations for doctoral students also shows obvious
"differentiated" characteristics: students majoring in cutting-edge STEM fields tend to choose
North America and Europe, while those who value cultural fit and career development are more
inclined to choose East Asia. In recent years, a regionalisation trend has become increasingly
prominent, with a growing number of doctoral students opting for intra-regional mobility,
leveraging regional research collaboration networks and scholarship programmes to enhance their
academic capabilities.

(1) Nor th Amer ica: The Core of Global Doctoral Education

North America hosts the largest share of global international PhD students, standing as the top
destination by virtue of world-class research resources, abundant funding, and a strong academic
environment. The United States accounts for 38% of the global total. NSF statistics indicate that
international PhD graduates make up 38% of their doctoral cohort. (Sources: OECD, NSF)
Although Canada hosts a smaller share of international doctoral students compared to the United
States, it offers a well-developed funding ecosystem, with federal scholarships such as the CGRS-
D (CAD $40,000/year for up to three years) now open to international applicants, alongside
institutional funding packages that often cover tuition and living expenses. Drawbacks of pursuing
a doctorate in North America include high living expenses, lengthy training cycles (typically 5–6
years in the US, 4–5 years in Canada), and intense academic competition. (Source:
NSERC/SSHRC/CIHR, CGRS-D Program, 2026)

(2) Europe: A strong scientific research foundation, fr iendly and diverse policies

Europe ranks as the second most popular destination, boasting profound academic heritage,
diversified training frameworks, and favorable international student policies. Among European
countries, the United Kingdom accounts for a relatively large share: HESA data show that in
2024/25, a total of 26,175 doctorate degrees were awarded in the UK, of which 54% were
awarded to UK students and 46% to international students (Source: UKRI). According to the
Basic Data on Universities and Research Establishments in Germany 2026 released by the
German Science and Humanities Council (Wissenschaftsrat), the annual number of doctoral

https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2016/03/the-internationalisation-of-doctoral-and-master-s-studies_g17a2787/5jm2f77d5wkg-en.pdf
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf26315/report/u-s-doctorate-awards
https://nserc-crsng.canada.ca/en/funding-opportunity/canada-graduate-research-scholarship-doctoral-program
https://nserc-crsng.canada.ca/en/funding-opportunity/canada-graduate-research-scholarship-doctoral-program
https://nserc-crsng.canada.ca/en/funding-opportunity/canada-graduate-research-scholarship-doctoral-program
https://nserc-crsng.canada.ca/en/funding-opportunity/canada-graduate-research-scholarship-doctoral-program
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/27-01-2026/uk-he-student-numbers-fall-second-year-in-a-row
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