
When a Nobel
Laureate Moves, a
Nation Keeps Score
A Case of the U.S. Brain Drain.

The story uncovers China’s long-term acquisition strategy.
Simultaneously, the appointment gives China both research
capacity and reputational standing.

CHINA'S TALENT ACQUISITION



WHERE THE BRAIN-DRAIN STORY BEGINS

A working Nobel laureate has left UC
Berkeley for Tsinghua’s full-time role.

Omar Yaghi, co-recipient of the 2025 Nobel Prize in Chemistry, has left his
endowed chair at UC Berkeley to lead a new AI Chemistry and Materials
Research Institute at Tsinghua, where he was received with a high-profile
campus welcome.

His departure adds weight to the question of
whether the US can retain senior scientific talent,
as domestic support tightens and rival nations
extend superior-resourced offers.

Source: Ahart & Basu, Nature, 8 Jul 2026 · Tsinghua University, Jul 2026
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Yaghi has pointed to declining research funding as one factor in the decision,
telling Scientific American, in remarks relayed by Nature, that US science is
"not so encouraging because of the cutting back on grants."



THE OUTFLOW PREDATES THE FU NDING CUTS

However, departures nearly tripled in
a decade, before any funding issue.

Annual departures of US-based scientists of Chinese descent have risen
steadily, from roughly 900 in 2010 to 2,621 in 2021, counting moves to all

destinations (Xie et al., PNAS 2023).

The outflow reaches well into the senior ranks; Princeton researchers estimate
that between 70 and 100 well-established Chinese and Chinese-American

scientists have left the US each year since 2018. If sustained, an outflow of this
composition risks eroding American scientific competitiveness.
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INVESTIGATION
CLIMATE FELT UNSAFE SENIOR EXIT BEIJING PROVIDES THE

PLATFORM

CHINA BUILT A LONG-TERM RECRUITMENT PIPELINE

‘China Initiative’ accelerated
the exits Beijing was
prepared to receive.

Source: Tsinghua University, Jul 2026 · Chinese Academy of Sciences, Nov 2025
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Zhu did not publicly attribute his departure to the China Initiative. His timing
nonetheless tracks the escalation of federal scrutiny, an alignment that points to
association rather than direct causation.

The case indicates that rising or perceived costs of staying in the US can accelerate
outbound flows even where no formal action is taken against the individual.

NOV 2018 The Department of Justice launches the China
Initiative, and academics with ties to China
come under investigation.

SEP 2020 Song-Chun Zhu leaves UCLA after 28 years in
the US and founds BIGAI in Beijing, holding
chairs at Peking and Tsinghua.

2021 Departures reach 2,621 a year. Among surveyed
researchers, 72% report feeling unsafe, and 61%
say they have considered leaving.

FEB 2022 The DOJ ends the Initiative amid criticism over
profiling. The outflow has not reversed.
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CHINA BUILT A LONG-TERM RECRUITMENT PIPELINE

Omar Yaghi's move was
four years in the making.

The pattern points to a strategic recruitment pipeline, in which each stage
strengthens ties before the next offer is extended.

Many of China's 2026 recruits, Yaghi among them, had established connections
with Chinese institutions well before US funding cuts intensified. A phased
approach is likely to raise the odds of eventual relocation, particularly as
domestic constraints in the US mount.

Honorary professorship at Tsinghua opens
the relationship.

Yaghi was elected a foreign member of the
Chinese Academy of Sciences.

A full-time chair and a welcome ceremony
complete the sequence.

Source: Tsinghua University, Jul 2026 · Chinese Academy of Sciences, Nov 2025
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China attracts talent at all career
stages and from multiple directions.

A RECRUITMENT PORTFOLIO IN 2024-26

Source: SCMP (2024–26) · Nature, Jul 2026 · Tsinghua University · Wikipedia
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Hartmut Michel
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The current wave of
talent migration to
China draws from the
US, Europe, and
Singapore, spanning
career stages from
Nobel laureates in their
seventies to early-
career professors in
their twenties.
Suggesting that China's
pull as a scientific
destination is
widening, rather than
resting on a handful of
headline recruits.

Shauchungshin · Wikimedia · CC BY-SA 4.0
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CHINA COMPETES WITH EUROPE FOR THE SAME TALENT

Europe is absorbing part of the
outflow and competing with China.
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US-BASED APPLICATIONS TO THE EUROPEAN RESEARCH COUNCIL
Applications signal interest rather than arrivals.

EU
European Union. "Choose Europe for Science" set aside €500M, which has
since been raised to €900M through 2027, to attract departing US researchers.

FR France. Committed funding to relocate dozens of US-based scientists.

ERC
ERC. Plus Grants (€210M, Jun 2026) offer relocating scientists up to €2M in
additional funding to establish laboratories in Europe.

CN
China. Competes on prestige as well as pay; a laureate ceremony confers a
reputational signal that a matching salary alone cannot.

Source: Nature, 2026 · ERC · European Commission · STAT News, Dec 2025



ONE APPOINTMENT,  TWO RETURNS

A star recruit delivers two returns
from a single appointment.

China's recent acquisitions involve a handful of scientists, yet the visibility
and soft-power gains they generate are substantial, above all when the
recruit is a working Nobel laureate.

Sustained recruitment of this kind is likely to build China's global scientific
stature. A single Nobel ceremony at Tsinghua can do more for China's
reputation as a scientific hub than dozens of unpublicized mid-career
appointments. In that calculation, visibility and soft power appear to weigh
as heavily as the talent itself.

01 RESEARCH CAPACITY

NEW INSTITUTE WORKING LABORATORY DOCTORAL STUDENTS

PUBLICATIONS

02 REPUTATIONAL VISIBILITY

WELCOME CEREMONY STATE-MEDIA COVERAGE

NATIONAL SCIENCE BRAND

One Nobel
Laureate
appointment



THE WORLD IS ALREADY RE-RATING CHINA'S SCIENCE BRAND

The brand behind the recruitment is
independently credible.

#1 Nature Index, natural sciences. Output rose
22.4% in a year, the only double-digit growth
in the global top 10.

13 yrs
The Chinese Academy of Sciences has been
the world's top research institution for 13
straight years, and nine of the top 10 globally
are Chinese.

27.2% China's share of the world's top 1% most-
cited papers, compared to 24.9% for the US.
First place, up from 13th two decades ago.

Source: Nature Index 2026 · NISTEP (2022) · CNN, Sep 2025

These rankings measure research output rather than migration, yet they supply
the credibility that gives each high-profile recruitment its impact.

CNN has framed the shift plainly; in the global competition for top talent, China
is closing the gap with the US. China's growing research stature makes each
recruitment ceremony carry greater weight, and each ceremony, in turn, helps
reinforce its standing as a rising scientific power.



The United States faces a persistent, well-
documented outflow of talent across career stages.

What China demonstrated in July 2026 is the capacity to
convert a single high-profile departure into a soft-power
victory. Each such event now serves China twice, once

as a research gain and once as a story.

China's Talent Acquisition:

A Case of the U.S. Brain Drain. 

More insights at nationbrandresearch.com
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