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Introduction
Since early 2025, a string of high-profile faculty departures from American and British
universities to Chinese institutions has revived a long-running debate about where the
centre of gravity in global science is heading. The most symbolic case is Omar Yaghi, the
2025 Nobel laureate in chemistry, who left the University of California, Berkeley to
become a full-time chair professor at Tsinghua University (South China Morning Post,
2026; Nature, 2026). He is not alone: within days of each other in July 2026, Shenzhen's
Medical Academy of Research and Translation (SMART) announced the recruitment of
Chih-Ying Su, a tenured UC San Diego neurobiologist, joining an institute already led by
Yan Ning, herself a former Princeton structural biologist (South China Morning Post,
2026). These are not isolated headlines but data points in a broader, measurable shift in
the flow of scientific talent between the West and China.

On 3 July 2026, Tsinghua University formally appointed Omar Yaghi as Chair Professor
and head of a new AI Chemistry and Materials Research Institute (AIMATRY). One day
later, SMART confirmed Chih-Ying Su as a full-time senior investigator, citing the
institute's infrastructure and the leadership of its president, Yan Ning - herself a scientist
who left a US research university to build SMART's life-sciences programme.

Analysis of the available evidence points to several distinct but interlocking dynamics.

1. The Scale of the Outflow
The scale of the outflow is real, though headline figures should be treated with caution.
Claims that “at least 85 scientists” have moved from the US to China since 2024 circulate
widely in commentary and social media, but this figure traces back to media compilations
rather than a transparent, peer-reviewed dataset, and should not be treated as verified
(CNN, 2025). The underlying trend, however, is well documented through independent
academic research. A joint study by Princeton, Harvard and MIT found that roughly
20,000 scientists of Chinese origin who began their careers in the United States left
between 2010 and 2021, with departures accelerating after the launch of the Department
of Justice's “China Initiative” in 2018 (Chemistry World, 2025). Separate research
indicates that around one in four scientists trained in the US relocate abroad within fifteen
years of completing a PhD (Shvadron et al., 2025). These are the figures that carry
analytical weight; individual celebrity cases such as Yaghi's or Su's are best read as
symbolic accelerants rather than as the trend itself.

2. China's Recruitment Strategy
China's recruitment strategy combines capital, institutions, diaspora policy - and,
increasingly, non-Chinese talent as well. Beijing's pull factors are not limited to salary.
Chinese universities routinely offer start-up packages of $1–2 million, alongside relocation
support and access to supercomputing infrastructure, underwritten by a structural shift in
national research spending: China's gross domestic expenditure on R&D reached
approximately $1.03 trillion in 2024 in purchasing-power-parity terms, edging past the
United States' $1.01 trillion for the first time (Association of American Universities, 2025). 
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State guidance funds add a further layer: Chinese government vehicles have reportedly
deployed on the order of $912 billion across strategic industries over the past two
decades, on top of programmes such as the Thousand Talents Plan that combine salary,
housing, and leadership roles with prestige (Stanford FSI, 2025). This is reinforced by two
dedicated visa channels: the long-standing R-Visa for established foreign talent, offering
a fast-tracked path to permanent residency, and the new K-Visa, launched on 1 October
2025, which lets young STEM professionals enter China without employer sponsorship -
a direct answer to tightening US immigration rules (China Briefing, 2025). China's
recruitment machine also draws on its own diaspora: since 1978, some 8.88 million
Chinese nationals have studied abroad, and 86.7 percent of those who completed their
studies have ultimately returned, with the pace accelerating sharply after 2012 (Global
Times, 2025).

3. The United Kingdom's Structural Dependency
The United Kingdom illustrates a structural, sector-specific dependency rather than a
wave of celebrity defections. British Council data show that China's share of UK artificial-
intelligence research collaboration rose from roughly 16–18 percent in 2018 to 24 percent
in 2024, making China the UK's single largest collaborator in the field (Times Higher
Education, 2026). This tie spans four of the UK's five designated critical technologies: AI,
engineering biology, future telecommunications and semiconductors. A smaller number of
senior UK-based academics have relocated outright: energy scientist Chen Peipei left
Cambridge for a presidential assistant professorship at City University of Hong Kong
(South China Morning Post, 2026); architecture and moving-image scholar François
Penz, after 45 years at Cambridge, moved to Nanjing University (South China Morning
Post, 2026); and EV-motor specialist Zhu Ziqiang left after 38 years in Britain for a chair
professorship at Hong Kong Polytechnic University (South China Morning Post, 2026).
The result is a paradox UK research-security policy has yet to resolve: the same critical-
technology fields Whitehall is trying to protect from Chinese access are also the fields in
which British research is becoming most dependent on Chinese partnership.

4. Self-Inflicted Attrition in the West
On the Western side, the story is one of self-inflicted attrition, and US immigration policy
has become an active push factor in its own right. The Trump administration's reductions
in federal science funding and heightened scrutiny of international collaboration have
made grant renewal feel unpredictable to many senior researchers; Yaghi himself has
linked his decision partly to this climate (South China Morning Post, 2026). The legacy of
the China Initiative (2018–2022) compounds this - cases such as that of Temple
University's Xiaoxing Xi, indicted and later cleared, left a documented chilling effect that
helped prompt MIT Sloan School management professor Yasheng Huang to found the
Asian American Scholar Forum (Chemistry World, 2025). Layered on top of this, in
September 2025 the administration imposed a $100,000 fee on new H-1B petitions,
sharply raising the cost of hiring foreign scientists and engineers; the policy's legal status
remains contested, having been upheld in one federal case in December 2025 and struck
down in another as an unauthorised tax, with appeals ongoing (C&EN, 2025).
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Chinese commentary and recruiters have explicitly framed these restrictions as a gift to
their own talent programmes. In the United Kingdom, the driver is more narrowly fiscal:
constrained research budgets, rising university costs and caps on international student
revenue have squeezed funding for large-scale experimental work.

5. The AI Talent Signal
In artificial intelligence specifically, the migration trend is now backed by hard
performance data. Stanford's 2026 AI Index reports that the number of AI researchers
migrating to the United States has fallen 89 percent since 2017, including an 80 percent
drop in the last year alone. Over the same period, the performance gap between the best
US and Chinese AI models has collapsed from 17.5-31.6 percentage points in 2023 to
just 2.7 percent as of March 2026 - this despite the US outspending China roughly 23-to-
1 in private AI investment ($285.9 billion versus $12.4 billion in 2025). China, meanwhile,
leads in AI patent filings, publication volume and industrial robot installations (Stanford
HAI, 2026). Read together, these figures suggest that reduced inflow of talent to the US
has coincided with, and plausibly contributed to, a narrowing capability gap rather than a
widening one.

Critical Assessment
Several qualifications temper the “brain drain” framing that dominates media coverage of
these moves. First, most relocations are not clean breaks: Yaghi is reported to be
retaining collaborative ties to Berkeley, and many researchers who move to China
maintain joint appointments with Western institutions, which is why specialists
increasingly prefer “brain circulation” to “brain drain.” Second, China is not the only
beneficiary of Western funding volatility: France has announced dedicated funding to
attract US scientists considering relocation, and Singapore, Germany and the UAE are
also drawing researchers disillusioned with both Washington and Beijing - the competition
for displaced talent is becoming genuinely multipolar. Third, China's own recruitment
model carries structural limits that are easy to overlook in headline coverage. Returning
and incoming scientists are typically absorbed into networks that expect political
alignment alongside scientific leadership, and analysts of Chinese science policy note a
real tension between the control the system demands and the intellectual autonomy
world-class research requires. The K-Visa's own designers acknowledge this risk: a
recruitment strategy focused narrowly on elite “high-quality” talent, one migration scholar
has observed, can generate precarity for foreigners more broadly and deter exactly the
people it is meant to attract - senior semiconductor engineers in Taiwan, for instance,
have so far mostly resisted relocating to mainland China despite strong financial
incentives (C&EN, 2025). Fourth, the US and UK retain a structural advantage that a
single funding cycle is unlikely to erase: they still train a disproportionate share of the
world's leading scientists, and the current contest is increasingly about retention rather
than origination (Association of American Universities, 2026). Finally, the most-cited
numerical claims in this debate vary widely in reliability; the unverified “85 scientists”
figure (CNN, 2025) should be weighed very differently from the peer-reviewed decade-
long outflow data (Chemistry World, 2025) or the Stanford AI Index's benchmarked
performance figures (Stanford HAI, 2026).
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Conclusion
Taken together, these dynamics suggest that scientific talent has become an explicit
instrument of great-power competition, following a trajectory already visible in critical
minerals and AI compute. Whether China's gains prove durable will depend less on
individual high-profile recruitments than on whether Beijing can sustain open-ended
funding and a workable degree of research autonomy at scale - and whether the political
control it expects of returnees remains compatible with the openness that world-class
science requires. Equally, whether the United States and the United Kingdom can arrest
the outflow will depend on whether their current combination of funding volatility and
immigration cost - epitomised by the $100,000 H-1B fee - is a temporary policy cycle or a
durable feature of the research environment. On present evidence, relocation to China is
starting to look less like a one-off reaction and more like a rational long-term career
choice for a growing number of scientists.
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