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Introduction

The Future Index shares what we know about the increasingly complex, and exciting, world of 
higher education, the huge potential of students and the needs of employers to harness the talent 
of the future. The Future Index is not a qualitative survey. Nor is it an exercise based on exhaustive 
polling and analysis. It’s simply a snapshot of the latest trends, innovations and global best 
practice, aggregating case studies alongside comment from leading employers, institutions and the 
student community. Contextually, there are no parameters - we’ll draw on wider consumer trends 
and on international viewpoints as much as from the education and talent world itself. The Future 
Index is insight and inspiration borne out of what is being said out there. It can be incredibly useful 
for anyone who is tasked with driving higher education and talent acquisition forward. It’s all here 
for you to read, digest and hopefully be inspired by, just as we are when we create, grow and 
update the content.

The Future Index is a living, multi-formatted resource. It’s available in published PDF version and 
can be brought to life and made bespoke for you in snap-shot briefing papers, in workshops and 
seminars. Over the next few months, the Future Index will grow into a knowledge centre embracing 
various sectors of industry and some of the most emerging geographies and economies. It can be 
used to help frame future thinking and action.

This China release was, in part, driven by a request to share a snap-shot with an audience at the 
AGR Conference this month. The conference objective was to help graduate recruiters think ahead 
and so our China content does focus a viewpoint from the employer angle. However, many of the 
trends here are just as relevant to the universities that recruit students from China, or are looking 
for new partnerships in the country. 

Of course, we all know that China is about change and growth. The country has spent the last 
decade accustomed to GDP rises of over 8%, far removed from the ‘Great Recession’ seen in 
many of the leading economies elsewhere. Whilst there has been some caution recently as 
forecasts are downgraded to 7.5%, we must recognise that this still represents significant 
development. There is an argument that the reduced GDP rise is all part of the emergent plan 
anyway - allowing China to focus more on quality and delivery. After all, we are now seeing ‘Made 
Better in China’ not just the classic ‘Made in China’.

You can’t look at the influential trends as just Chinese. You can’t isolate what is happening in China 
from the rest of the world. The planet is both global and small, and in 2012 it is incredibly 
interconnected. There are a number of global changes, arguably revolutions, taking place, and 
China is only one of the countries at the party. Me-consumption is everywhere and whilst it’s 
particularly reflective of the post-1980 generation in China (single child families with incredible 
ambition and individualism), it is also in tune with a global shift to grass-roots decision making: 
taking brands, products and services to people and involving them in development. Similarly, whilst 
Chinese youth stand out for their eco-friendly credentials (in the world’s largest polluting country) 
they are part of a wider change in global consciousness. Technology and social media are 
changing the way we do things globally, not just in Shanghai. The evolution of industry is just as 
prominent across the world. 

That’s not to say that China doesn’t have its own wealth of uniqueness. Indeed, whilst there is this 
seismic undercurrent of global change, you can’t expect a country of 1.3 billion people to just follow 
the trend. Expect China to remix what’s out there; expect its businesses, education systems and 
consumers to adopt their own tangents; expect the unexpected. That’s why this overview can be 
so invaluable. It establishes some of the nuances and some of the new horizons emerging.
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We will look at how business and brand are establishing their own paths in China. We’ll focus on 
how Post-1990 Chinese are different from the general understanding of the ‘new generation’, the 
‘millenials’, ‘Gen-Y’ or whatever you want to call them. If WPP, the world’s largest advertising 
agency network, call their digital offer ‘China and the Internet’ then you can immediately sense 
both the similarities and differences. We’ll look at some of the emergent trends in this area. We’ll 
look at the need to trade with China, to establish mutual-benefit in whatever you do. And, at the 
same time we’ll highlight some of the more obvious things to consider - the need to leverage 
networks and the look at the escalation in gamification.

We can’t ignore some of the key forecasts out there. By 2020 China, along with India, will produce 
40% of the world’s graduates. At the same time, thousands of new research papers are being 
published at an accelerating rate, big business (notably Pharmaceuticals) are shifting R&D 
operations to China, and by next year the country is expected to finally overtake the USA in 
scientific output.

Also, don’t get too involved in thinking how you can get into China, or what you can take out of it. 
China is coming to you. Chinese banks are staking a claim in European and American strongholds. 
Even Hollywood is watching carefully as not only is China co-producing some of the new 
blockbusters, but one of its major businesses has just bought the world’s largest cinema chain.

This all lends itself to a key theme in our Index. Absorb what is out there but don’t generalise too 
much. Embrace the opportunity and tailor it accordingly. 

The talent argument often follows this line. That China is outputting and ‘emerging’ so quickly that it 
will struggle to maximise the development and use of its human capital. That China will struggle to 
find national executive talent to really leap ahead. People issues could be the major obstacle. 
However, much of what is out there is outdated. The often quoted ‘China Paradox’ white paper by 
Manpower is five years old. That’s a long, long time ago in China. We encourage you to also look 
at the more recent reports that China is struggling to produce enough professional jobs for the 
appetite of almost 7 million graduates this year. There are examples where Chinese graduates are 
being forced abroad. The Japanese arm of the Boston Consulting Group recently responded to this 
by recruiting many of China’s brightest graduates, right into Japan. So maybe it is about surplus, 
not shortage? Or, maybe it’s both and there is truth in the recent McKinsey Global Institute report 
that highlighted a truly international imbalance between demand for high-skill and low-skill labour, 
with a projection that by 2020 the world will have 95m more low-skilled workers than employers 
actually need.

We think it’s fascinating. We encourage you to make your own minds up. Don’t cling to a trend or a 
report when the answer may lie simply in your own tailored approach. The trend says that young 
Chinese graduates jump from job to job securing better positions and pay, not the kind of thing a 
graduate employer investing £100,000 in someone over 2 years would want to hear. Instead, 
consider why they are jumping. You’ll read here how many multinational companies are failing to 
get it right. Chinese graduates meanwhile are telling us that they will stay with a company for 5 to 
10 years, before they set up their own businesses to establish a legacy for their families and their 
nation. If the companies get it right. If they respond and tailor to the true needs of emerging 
Chinese talent. Clearly there are lessons here.

We hope this shot of the Chinese landscape in 2012 inspires you to get it right. Whether you are 
recruiting for your business or for your university, we thank you for taking the time to look at this 
and wish you good luck in your adventure. 
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One: Emerging Business and Brand

Enter the Dragon

In China we have seen a significant emergence of local and national business and brand. It has 
been argued that previously China did not have neither the savvy nor patience to build brands. 
That China was happier to focus on the cheaper market and value. It had been a very different 
story in South Korea and Japan where we have become accustomed to the rise of global names 
such as Samsung and Sony. Of course, one of the major factors in why China has not built its own 
major brands has been that is hasn’t had the same kind of brand-led audience so familiar in Seoul 
and Tokyo. Well that’s all changing now. As the local consumers demand it, we’re finally seeing the 
emergence of Chinese brands across a breadth of products, services and sectors. And these 
brands aren’t so cheap now, as they move up the value chain, whether in healthcare, clean 
technology, luxury products and FMCG.

A good example is Li Ning, the sports apparel maker. 
Li Ning recently overtook Adidas in sales in China, 
despite the German sports giant pumping millions into 
its Beijing Olympics marketing promotion in 2008. 
Furthermore, Li Ning has not achieved this by 
focusing on price alone; it’s now competing at the 
same points in the value chain. The company has 
hired the same American designers that have been so 
successful in their work with global brands. In fact, Li 
Ning even have a base near to Nike’s Oregon HQ, no 
doubt tapping into the local talent there. They have 
followed a well established path in major sports star 
endorsement, including some of the biggest names in 
the US, but they have also moved off on their own 
trajectory delivering in a way that is more appealing to 
their Chinese customers. Li Ning has recognised the 
importance of building a strong brand based on a 
unique identity and personality by paying more 
attention to the communication with local customers. 
Whilst familiar global players have been hit by 
economic downturn, Li Ning has not had to contend 
with hesitancy or a glut of inventory, continuing to 
innovate and push forward.            

Li Ning is also an example of what we’re now calling ‘Made Better in China’. This desire to outdo 
other global brands has been inspired by many of the trends in Chinese consumerism already 
highlighted in our introduction. You can dig into the trends and we’d recommend looking at MEC’s 
Top 10 along with the trendwatching.com report and some great Swedish Project China insight.

Some of the highlight trends include Urban and Consumption Boom. In 2010, China had 18m 
households with an annual income of over $16,000. By 2020 this will be 167m households. That’s 
nearly 400m people. The estimated number of millionaires in China in 2011 was 450,000. This is 
expected to have nearly doubled to 800,000 by 2013 (data from McKinsey 2012). We’re also 
seeing luxury consumption escalate. Whilst the West has scrambled to sell its best products in 
China (think Burberry, Scotch Malt Whisky and the fact that BMW Chinese sales have just 
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outstripped its US market), it has helped raise a level of expectation of product and service in the 
country.

Add to this the rise of China’s new generation of brand-savvy customers and the immense 
progress in technology, the internet and social media (over 500m internet users) then an online 
driven market is developing, feeding off and adding to the new consumer culture. All of this is 
contributing to the idea of ‘Made Better in China.’

So what does all this mean to talent acquisition? Well, the growth of business, of brands and of 
credibility continues to push China up the value chain whilst other countries continue to battle with 
the Great Recession. Increasingly, more and more Chinese talent want to work for Chinese 
companies. Sometimes they simply see them as a better prospect.

The Harvard Business Review - Battle for Chinese Talent - published last year offers the insight we 
need:

The Review draws on a 2011 Corporate Executive Board survey of 300,000 employees and 
candidates and HR teams at more than 60 companies. In 2007, 41% of high-skill Chinese 
professionals preferred working for a Western multinational, while 9% preferred a job with a 
domestic firm—a comfortable 32-point gap. By the second quarter of 2010, the preference for 
MNC (Multinational companies) employment had risen to 44%, but the preference for Chinese 
employers had jumped to 28%—shrinking the gap to 16 points. (Sectors losing share to private 
Chinese employers include government, state-owned enterprises, self- employment, and 
education.) In just over two years, Western companies’ hiring advantage was cut in half. Other 
reports suggest that in 2012 this is accelerating. Key factors are:

The Great Recession - the impact on Western firms v the rapid growth of the Chinese economy 
(and increased opportunities in China). There is now a sense that western multi-nationals, with 
their cost-cutting, recruitment freezes and redundancy programmes, are not as safe a bet as 
emergent Chinese business within one of the world’s fastest growing economies.

Glass Ceilings - Many local workers believe they will hit a block in their career rise in MNCs 
because of a preference for expatriate management.

Infrastructure - Many China HQs of MNCs are still satellite operations and don’t have the same 
level of structure and senior influence as the equivalent Chinese company, whose HQ is usually its 
Global HQ too.

National Pride - Chinese universities help to boost the patriotic appeal of working for Chinese 
companies. This has helped fuel a sense that aggressive tactics are being employed to pull back 
the talent from Western companies and to block a further drain.

There is also a suggestion that the Chinese are attracted to companies with a higher commitment 
to the group, rather than the Western MNC focus on individual performance. This is an interesting 
point and understandable in the context of the Post-1970 Generation in China. However the 
Post-1980 Generation, many of them who have grown up as the ‘only child’, are used to a far more 
individualistic environment and expectation of self- achievement.

So, will we will see this cultural perception begin to change? 
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Two: A new sandbox to play in!
Born in the 1980s and 1990s, the new generation emerging in China is quite different from what 
we’ve seen before. So forget any stereotypical preconceptions of tradition and compliance. This 
generation has a new mentality and a whole new sandbox to play in. They are more adventurous, 
more confident and more ambitious. They aren’t afraid to express themselves on the internet 
(increasingly in an opinionated fashion) and they share information in the most effective ways.

It’s quite easy to follow the line that this new group is simply part of the new global ‘Millennial’ 
generation (also referred to as Generation Next, Generation We, the Net Generation and 
Generation Y). However, it’s not quite that straightforward. A theme throughout this Index is that we 
can’t just treat China as an extension of what we’re familiar with - we need to respect and embrace 
the significant differences, as well as the similarities, and we must respect the different trajectories 
that might be followed. It’s no different when we talk about the new generation in China.

The landscape has some striking differences. Above all, we can’t follow the same US-centric model 
of Boomer, Generation X and Generation Y. The accelerated cultural, economic and political 
transformation of China created its own distinct groups with their own unique characteristics - 
Post-1950, Post-1960, Post-1970 and Post-1980 generations.

The Post-1970 generation was the last to grow up in the traditional family unit with brothers and 
sisters. Maybe this is why this group, many of whom now run businesses now in China, maintain a 
strong sense of group value.

However, the Post-1980 
generation is the first to grow up in 
a world of single child families. And 
with this can come tremendous 
pressure to succeed. This is a key 
reason why we’re seeing a new 
generation with greater 
individualism and ambition. Just 
imagine the company dynamics 
now as the younger generation try 
and push a whole new generation 
above them. Maybe this is why so 
many younger people are 
dissatisfied in their jobs and switch 
to new opportunities in the hope 
that a different management team 
will really understand them.

And yes, the global trends have also impacted. China is the same as many places in the world with 
revolutions in technology, social media, grass-roots consumerism, social responsibility and more, 
transforming the way people live. The new generation in China is ‘millennial’ and ‘post-1980’ at the 
same time. Similar, yet quite different to elsewhere. A recent global survey of 18-25 years olds 
highlighted that 60% of Chinese respondents felt they had more power than their parents to 
change the world, compared to a much lower 46% in the UK and a pessimistic 32% in France. The 
new generation in China has every reason to be optimistic about the future. They have 
experienced huge growth and seen their country emerge as a global superpower. They are 
incredibly proud of that. Furthermore, they feel they deserve a piece of the action, and the rewards 
that come with it - nice homes, iPhones, BMW cars and Li-Ning trainers. Their national pride and 
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understandable ambition could set them apart from groups elsewhere in the world. And they could 
have the confidence to lead the way in shaping the world of tomorrow.

So how does this context translate in the talent sphere?

Firstly, there is the simple scale to consider - almost 7m graduates a year expecting a path to 
prosperity in white-collar careers (600% up on a decade ago).

Secondly, this new generation wants the best salaries and job titles. And they are willing to move to 
get them too. However, the talent acquisition world must also invest in their development - in their 
careers - and not just in the pay packet. Hire the best talent, invest in them and keep them.

And to do this you must understand them. The people playing in this new sandpit fuse career 
ambition with national pride, glued together by the strength of modern internet communication and 
opinions. But there is another key element emerging that global employers need to be aware of. 
China is the world’s largest polluter, yet the new generation is arguably the most passionate about 
the environment. A recent Carbon Trust survey across 18-25 year olds in six countries revealed 
that 88% of Chinese respondents would be ‘more loyal to a brand if they could see it was reducing 
its carbon footprint’. This compares with only 57% in the USA and 55% in the UK. In fact, 60% of 
the Chinese said they would ‘stop buying a product’ if the manufacturer refused to commit to 
tackling its environmental impact.

One final emerging trend that’s been picked up by a number of trend-spotters and needs to be on 
your radar is the emergence of young Chinese women. Not only are professional Chinese women 
highly educated, they’re globally minded and born networkers. There seems to be a particularly 
strong growth in young women collecting MBAs not only for the international business knowledge 
and insights, but also to grow their professional and personal networks.

So, in short, if you’re looking to engage with the best young talent in China, you need to put 
yourself in their shoes and look at things through their eyes. Many have grown up as an only child 
with their families investing everything in their educations and future – so there is a lot of pressure 
to succeed. They are very conscious of the impacts of pollution and over population on the planet. 
And they are entering a brave new world that still has strong traditions, but is becoming more in 
tune with young people throughout the world.
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Three: Tapping into Global Brain Power

Since 2008, China has accounted for almost a third of new web users. China now has easily more 
internet users than any other country and the rapid growth in mobile devices means that China will 
soon be approaching 1 billion mobile internet connections. In just one year (2009-10) the use of 
mobile web browsing by urban youth jumped from 29% to 41% (Project China 2010).

Image widely shared on the Internet. 

The significance of what China does with the Internet is undeniable.  WPP, the world’s largest 
advertising communications group, emphasise the importance in a very telling way, referring to its 
global digital strategy as ‘China and the Internet’. In this we see both the huge importance of China 
but also how it is different enough to achieve equal balance with the word Internet itself. 

One of China’s leading social media sites is Sina Weibo. It has over 300m registered users and 
over 100m messages are posted everyday. It could be described as a hybrid of Facebook and 
Twitter and it stands out prominently as a home for microblogging, owning 86% of browsing time in 
this world (iResearch Consulting Group). Whilst perceived as more liberated than many other sites, 
Sina Weibo is still heavily controlled and censored. This has not stopped it becoming a remarkable 
home of opinion, generating a fluid mass of brain-power not seen anywhere else in the world. 
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The reach of Sina Weibo has enabled huge out-pouring of opinion, even on the most controversial 
topics. Perhaps the most famous example was the debate, and huge anger, generated by the story  
of a woman forced into a 7 month abortion of a second child  with the distressing story shared 
across China. 

So, in a country where media is still widely suppressed, why is opinion allowed such power? We’ll 
borrow an excerpt from Techrice a technology start-up forum in China, to give a view:

‘This uniquely rich data set that not only has enormous commercial value but unrivalled political 
usefulness too. Microblogs not only capture users’ posts but also various metadata from these 
posts (e.g. location, time, theme, sentiment, network structure, etc.). Properly analyzed and 
interpreted through data mining (i.e. using mathematical and statistical techniques to scan for 
hidden relationships in streams of digital data or large databases), machine learning and other 
rapidly developing techniques, this rich data set can facilitate much better policy making as well as 
more effective day-to-day implementation and enforcement.’ http://bit.ly/fiizmA 

As China rapidly becomes the most important global market, more and more people and 
businesses from around the world will want and need to access to this market. Tom Cruise recently  
set up a Weibo account and has more than 480,000 followers. Bill Gates is also on Weibo with 
about 1 million followers as are numerous NBA stars. Harrods recently launched their own service, 
as part of their Yuan embracing strategy to capture luxury goods focused Chinese consumers.

As the number of Sina Weibo users surpasses Twitter’s current user base, we can expect to see 
many more international opinion leaders following the lead of Tom Cruise. For these opinion 
leaders, Sina Weibo would be their first and possibly only platform for the China market. This is 
where both the necessity and opportunity lies for anyone interested in talent acquisition in China. 
SIna Weibo and the fluid, organic Global Brain Power of the Chinese Internet is available and can 
be used to listen and to inform. 

However, remember the differences. This is not Facebook and Twitter. Some industry insiders 
describe the China v rest of the world Internet dichotomy as the “blood-brain barrier”. That is to 
say, there is a semi-permeable barrier that will forever and always restrict what can pass between 
the two. That doesn’t mean you can’t make the most of it.
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Four: Bespoke Tailoring

Imagine you are running a car showroom. You know that you can flex and tailor your marketing to 
meet the different needs of customers. You know you can sell the same car to different people but 
in different colours, with different upholstery and various gadgets. However, you can’t do this when 
you’re selling career opportunities to the emerging talent of China.  You can’t just take what you 
have in the Europe or the US and change it a little. You need to get under the bonnet and change 
the engine. It’s not enough to simply translate a website as that’s just an upholstery job. Instead, 
you should create something specific for your audience.

Put simply you need to market yourselves by meeting the needs of the audience. After all, that’s 
what good marketing is. Be prepared to flex, change and do things differently in China. The Google 
experience in China makes this point better than most.

Image widely available online

Research by the China Market Research Group suggests that a key reason Google failed in China 
was that consumers felt Baidu (the biggest search engine in China) branded itself as a site that 
knows China better than its American rival. With little to choose between the two with regard to 
search engine performance and technology, then this focus on Chinese identity really helped Baidu 
stand out.

Google was slow to roll out local services and marketing campaigns that would resonate with 
Chinese consumers and in essence tried to impose its Western vision of the web. You could even 
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say that Google did its own upholstery job by making only minor changes to the home page and 
search box when the Chinese text characters needed more of an engine change to help them fit. 

So, don’t expect China to change for you. You need to change for China.

Here are considerations for any employer targeting Chinese talent:

Facts and messages should be supported by a base of evidence - showing why an audience 
should join a company. This must also be wrapped up with the right language and cultural 
understanding.

You could look for partners in China to set up a domain for you as well as intervene, monitor the 
buzz and seed social media channels such as Sina Weibo.  Aside from the career itself, think 
about the other needs of the audience.  If the job requires travel, then what about safety? Think of 
a parent’s influence as they worry about where their 22 year old daughter may have to go to.

If recruiting graduates then think about a brochure or PDF (in the right version of Chinese), 
targeted at a Chinese parent, pushing your key selling points with a very targeted, very specific 
message.

Many MNCs simply translate the testing tools they may use in the UK or USA. Many Chinese firms 
use testing based on a local fit. Both need to meet half-way for a proper global perspective - learn 
from each other.

Don’t forget events. Recruitment events are huge and very, very important.

Paul Hoskins,  the Chairman of Precedent wrote a very useful piece in the Guardian about 
recruiting students in China. We think it’s valuable whether you are looking at recruiting university 
students or graduates. 

Above all, we’d suggest that you have to be interested in China. We recommend that you look at 
Freshfield’s brochure for graduate recruitment in China. 
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Here’s an excerpt:

‘You have to be interested in China. Not just a passing interest, but a profound interest in helping 
China to invest in other countries; to adopt a robust set of laws; to improve the governance of 
Chinese companies and help them look good on the international financial stage; to allow Chinese 
people who live on the mainland to be able to share in their country’s success; to improve the lives 
of employees and their working conditions; and to help international businesses invest in China.’

This is Freshfields reaching out to potential lawyers. But the ethos here flows through the whole 
brochure. Freshfields are clearly interested in China.

This is a great quote from Jennifer Jin from when she was HR Director at Novartis in China:

“We are open with candidates about the type of organization we are, our purpose as a 
pharmaceutical company, our long-term contribution to society and how passionate we are to have 
business growth in China. The worst thing in hiring is attracting people without a good 
understanding of their motivation for joining the company (of course sometimes money is one of 
the motivations), or without a good understanding of the culture and values of the organization they  
are going to join.”

Finally, as well as being bespoke you must be highly targeted.

We can draw upon an example from the consumer world to make the point. Shaun Rein is a 
market intelligence specialist in China and writes regularly for Forbes. He wrote:

‘Ralph Lauren and Ermenegildo Zegna have had opposite experiences. Ralph Lauren recently 
opened up a new flagship store in Shanghai's Bund area and has plans to open up 15 or so more 
stores mostly in Shanghai and Beijing. The problem? The company should be opening stores in 
other cities and in better locations. Most Shanghai residents buy luxury products on trips abroad to 
Europe or Hong Kong, where the prices are lower and the cachet greater. Those who do buy at 
home don't go to the Bund; they consider it a shopping destination more for foreigners than for 
locals. Ralph Lauren has completely misunderstood who its target market is and where they shop.

Zegna, on the other hand, is enjoying soaring sales in China, because it has 75 sales points, 
mostly in second- and third-tier cities. It even celebrated its centennial in Shanghai rather than in 
Milan, because China is where it sees the future.’

This focus on targeting applies to the talent world.

Kevin Ng, Partner at the Beijing office of Deloitte, is clear about the type of graduates Deloitte 
targets. “We will only approach the first-tier universities in China to be assured of quality 
graduates," he says. "We conduct campus recruitment to introduce our firm and the attributes of 
graduates we are looking for.”

                                                                           FutureChina

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

http://search.forbes.com/search/colArchiveSearch?author=shaun+and+rein&aname=Shaun+Rein
http://search.forbes.com/search/colArchiveSearch?author=shaun+and+rein&aname=Shaun+Rein


Deloitte have introduced number of new features into its digital platform for graduate recruitment in 
China, including virtual tours, learning games and apps to encourage deeper engagement in their 
offer. In 12 months Deloitte have seen an increase in web-traffic of 36%.

Here are a few summary points:

It is essential that you understand your target region.
Define your target audience.
Define specific competitive advantage.
Focus on initiatives and efforts that are likely to work.
Which Chinese language will you work in? HK is different from the mainland.
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Five: Leverage Networks

If you want to tap into the wealth of talent in China then start by looking within. It’s not always 
necessary to try and climb the ‘Great Firewall’ when you may already have valuable help much 
closer to home. Look at your employees, your local university students and your alumni networks. 
Examine the communities, the networks, the associations and the LinkedIn groups and forums. 

There are over 90,000 Chinese students currently studying in the UK alone. Many are keen to stay 
in the UK (the visa legislation likely to impact) and to gain some experience of working for a 
Western business. Many of these students are still within the Hai Gui (sea turtle) cycle (we’ll 
explain Hai Gui a little later) and are keen to return home and work for Chinese companies -  just 
maybe not yet. There is also a suggestion that Chinese students who return home immediately are 
suffering on the career and pay ladder so they are keen to get an edge somehow. Of course, 
numerous factors apply here - course, institution ranking and reputation, student personality etc - 
to make many generalisations. 

If you are recruiting Chinese talent to work in the UK or for your company in China itself, then it 
makes sense to tap into the people already close by. By engaging with them you’ll get real insight 
and appreciation of the cultural nuances that so many competitors might fear. You’ll also get 
access to fluency in Chinese; you’ll establish a better understanding of what your target audiences 
want; and you’ll have a greater reach into the networks and communities (many of who will be 
back in China).

It has become increasingly popular for US and UK universities to recruit Chinese students by 
starting from within. Many use groups of Chinese students on campus to help co-create and shape 
the communications into China, often through the digital networks of the local ambassadors. This 
applies equally well for graduate recruitment by employers.

Another trend is to form networks early. Multinational firms are 
forming groups as part of their campus recruitment activities 
and will often attract top students, incentivising them with 
preferential access to careers activities. It’s worth a look at the 
‘clubs’ Deloitte is running in Hong-Kong and Mainland China, 
promoting mentoring, training and internships.

And, don’t forget LinkedIn. The business network isn’t banned 
in China, unlike Facebook and Twitter, and it has enjoyed a 
dramatic increase in popularity recently with over 1m Chinese 
members now active. LinkedIn opened up a new Hong Kong 
office in April this year to complement a total of 9 now in the 
APAC region, supporting a rapidly growing membership. Also 
consider ushi.cn , Tinaji and other evolving networking sites.
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Six: Trade-up!

A Mutually Beneficial Partnership

When working with China, you should have their best interests at heart. As well as yours of course. 
Think of it as a negotiation, or a simple trade-up; think what have you got to offer China as well as 
what has China got to offer you. Or you may face sanctions - economically, politically, socially, 
environmentally. It’s as simple as that.

Apple have recently recognised this 
importance of a mutually beneficial 
approach. They’ve had to. There’s a 
fascinating insight into recent developments 
by Time Magazine (July 2 2012). The recent 
Foxconn exposure of working conditions in 
its huge Chinese factories (Foxconn is the 
biggest supplier of i-Phone and i-Pad parts) 
suddenly opened up Apple to huge global 
criticism, not least from the Chinese. In a 
meeting with the Chinese Vice Premier, Li 
Kegiang, Apple’s new CEO, Tim Cook, was 
told that foreign companies ‘must pay more 
attention to caring for workers’.

Cook has embraced China already. After 
years of Steve Jobs’ deliberate secrecy and 
intrigue, Cook has recognised that to truly 
capture the biggest market in the world the 
company must keep giving something back - 
this includes greater transparency, much 
stricter scrutinising of suppliers and working 
conditions, and a greater focus on what 
Chinese consumers really want. It’s an 
interesting fact that Steve Jobs never visited 
China on business. Tim Cook has done quite 
the opposite.

At the same time, China is wrestling with an interesting contest taking place - the threat of Brain 
Drain v the Power of an international education (studying in the US, UK, Australia and Canada 
prominently). We’d suggest people involved in talent acquisition take note of this whole context. 
China wants a mutually beneficial relationship; it needs to be respected (as Apple have 
recognised). At the same time, China wants to keep its talent, yet it knows 
there is a significant value in what a foreign education can offer. It’s a world of variables - some 
give and take. Get it right and the opportunities are huge. 

China is concerned about brain-drain. There have been concerted efforts to bring students back to 
China, with bigger representations at UK and US university careers fairs. China 
refers to Hai Gui. The word ‘Hai Gui’ was created especially to refer to those returning overseas 
students. ‘Hai’ means ‘sea’ and ‘Gui’ means ‘turtle’ which in Chinese has the same pronunciation 
as ‘returned’. So ‘Hai Gui’ really refers to the ‘returned overseas students’.
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Education is regarded as being above everything else in China. There is a belief that “education, 
the treasure within” and “education, the beauties within” are deeply rooted into China’s tradition 
and Chinese culture. On top of this has been the rise of the Post-1980 Generation - mainly single 
children with parents that have pushed them to achieve as much as is possible. 

Going abroad to study has become a fashionable aspect of culture in China today. There are clear 
cultural, language and experience benefits of time abroad, initially for the student but ultimately for 
China, as long as the student returns. 

However, there has been an argument that Chinese higher education still lacks creativity, that their 
universities give knowledge but maybe not quite the same freedom for lateral and critical thinking. 
It’s been said that in a Confucian society the teacher tells the truth and you don't question it. The 
tradition discourages open discussion in the classroom and the possibility of students challenging 
their professors. It’s also been said that many Chinese degrees are highly theoretical and the 
lecture is the main teaching medium. Whilst we are sure that these views (many a few years old 
now) are being proved wrong in emergent, and very good, Chinese universities there must still be 
a significant value in an education abroad. Maybe this is where the variables kick in - be creative 
and find ways to bring some of the best of Western education to Chinese students, whilst 
celebrating the importance of Hai Gui. 

Partner with China on this one. Don’t assume that the universities there will automatically help you 
though. Many don’t see the importance of overseas education or experience - they don’t tend to 
offer advice to students who are considering going overseas as they do not see this as a 
significant number of their overall student population. Many are nationalistic too - understandably 
proud of what China, and China alone, can offer.

Developing collaborations with Chinese universities will help increase the profile of UK universities 
and employers for students and could lead to greater collaboration with careers services to create 
a more coherent advice structure.

In fact, remember that there are new forces at play. China is in fact pulling in global talent itself - 
not just in the classic set of engineering, science and energy (a foundation of many notable 
developments) but now across all sectors. The Great Recession has helped accelerate this. 
Students in other countries are recognising the influence too. In a recent Future Index seminar with 
students in Manchester, one undergraduate confidently said that they would now consider 
changing their plans for Postgraduate education in the UK if they could find a suitable internship in 
China. He clearly saw the impact it could have on his CV.

The West and China are a bit like ‘yin and yang’. Polar opposites in many ways yet interconnected, 
interdependent, complementary and capable of great things if they understand each other and are 
prepared to work in a mutually beneficial way.
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Seven: Game-On!

With its huge gamer base, China will progress from 
a gaming world to a world of gamification faster 
than other countries. Gamification can be simplified 
as follows: Receive challenge ➞ find solution ➞ 
receive reward ➞ measure how you did against 
others ➞ rejoice in the adulation of your peers (or 
your employers!). It’s a trend that is cementing itself 
as a key driver in the world of learning and 
employment, whether through course design, talent 
recruitment, ongoing development or business idea 
generation. Gamification is seen as a natural fit with 
new generations and as adding fun and excitement 
to the world of business progress. Deloitte’s virtual 
tour for students also offers the chance to take part 
in the ‘Green Dot Mission’ and earn points 
throughout the experience; these can then be 
traded in for fast-track opportunities to learn even 
more.                                                                              Image widely available online.

In the context of talent acquisition in China, we should recognise the impact on products and 
services, on how people are recruited, jobs done, engagement and loyalty sought and on how 
careers are managed. We should note the similarity with global trends - after all it is happening in 
the UK, the US and elsewhere. However, again we should note that China is home to a huge 
generation of remixers and they could easily flex, overtake and go in a completely different 
direction to what we are just grasping.

We know there are trends to engage with competitions, challenges and collaborative projects in 
China. For example, we know that like South Korea, Israel and the UK there are hacking contests 
to help recruit and train local teenagers to build the national and corporate security of the future. 

We must also recognise that to create a culture of learning, organisations must go beyond 
providing employees with classroom based training and workshops. Learning has to be embedded 
into employees’ daily activities so that they learn new skills and gain new experience every single 
day. A culture of knowledge sharing can be developed by inviting outstanding performers to share 
successful techniques and experiences.

Credentials and education are important, but continual learning in the context of technological 
change and social collaboration is even more essential. Remember our New Generation in China? 
Remember the sandbox they innovate within? Think how you can engage this emerging, 
demanding, yet incredibly important talent. Gamification is an angle that you should seriously 
consider.

*Have a look at the Future Index: Future Media (released July 2012 via www.thefutureindex.com) 
for further examples of emerging gamification trends.
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On Reflection
As we said at the outset there is so much to be aware of, so much to take in and so much that is 
relevant to the world of higher education and future talent when considering the enormity of China.

We have chosen these themes to share with you because we believe they form a great foundation 
of knowledge and a meaningful platform for further exploration. When you apply these insights to 
your own challenges, ambitions and even imperatives then you can start to build a meaningful and 
informed strategy for yourself and your organisation.

If you would like to find out more or learn how specific lines of insight can be completed for you 
then get in touch with us. It would be great to see where our journey together could take us!

In line with the overall nature of The Future Index there will be fresh releases and updates 
concerning China (and other emerging economies) and once you have registered an interest we 
will share all the latest news with you.

We hope this Future China Index has proved useful and any feedback you wish to share would be 
valued. Please get in touch with us @ nick.brian@thefutureink.com or jim.tudor@thefutureink.com 
We’d love to get your views.

Further information can be found at our website www.thefutureindex.com

The Future Index is powered by Future Ink www.thefutureink.com
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