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US approach to research cooperation with China 
China's meteoric economic and military rise, authoritarian political system and non-market economic model, 
and growing US-China strategic competition, have had a significant impact on how bilateral research ties are 
perceived in the US, and on how the US Congress and the Trump and Biden administrations have shaped the US 
research ecosystem in response to China's 'Thousand Talents' programme.  

China and the US are each other's number one research partner 
Recent data using co-authored research articles 
and joint patents as a proxy for research 
cooperation show that China and the US are 
each other's most important long-standing 
research partner. China has become an 
increasingly prominent research cooperation 
partner for Australia, Canada, and the United 
Kingdom (UK), while this is less the case for 
Germany (Figure 1). Japan has lost its earlier 
role as a major research partner for China to 
Australia, whereas China has retained its crucial 
role for Japan, ranking second to the US. 
In the 2020-2021 academic year, 317 299 
Chinese students were studying at US 
universities, at 35 % accounting for the largest 
international student group. This marks a 15 % 
decline from the previous year, caused by the 
pandemic, US visa restrictions, US concerns 
about espionage and influence activities and 
rising incidents of anti-Asian racism in the US. 
Nevertheless systemic issues in China associated with the university entrance exam (gaokao), which favours 
urban citizens, and mobility restrictions linked to the rural 'household registration' (hukou), often make 
overseas destinations the only option for Chinese students. Conversely, in the 2019-2020 year, albeit in line 
with a broader trend, only 2 481 US students were studying in China, down 78.7 % from the previous year, 
exacerbating already unbalanced educational exchanges and providing food for thought about 
appropriate remedies to enhance mutual understanding for cooperation. 

China's research and development spending is catching up with the US 
China has made big strides in narrowing its research gap with the US, with constant increases in research 
and development (R&D) spending in its state-led research ecosystem. World Bank data indicate that, in 
2018, China's R&D represented 2.14 % of its GDP; compared with 2.83 % for the US and 3.13 % for Germany. 
In 2020, China's R&D reached 2.4 %. China's 14th Five-year Plan – for 2021 to 2025 – seeks to increase the 
country's R&D spending by more than 7 % every year. The 2021 EU industrial R&D investment scorecard 
report found that, in 2020, private firms based in China and in the US showed the largest R&D growth 
figures, at 18.1 % and 9.1 % respectively. This was attributed to the large number of Chinese and US 
information technology and health firms not affected by the pandemic. Private EU firms' R&D spending fell 
by 2.2 % in 2020 after an increase of 6 % in 2019. 

US focus on unwanted technology transfer  
After Chinese President Xi Jinping, in 2017, set out the goal for China to become 'a global leader in innovation' 
by 2035, US-China strategic competition for global leadership in innovation and cutting-edge technologies 

Figure 1 – Importance of research partners for Australia, 
Canada, China, Germany, Japan, England and the US 
measured by co-authored research articles (2009–2018) 

 

Source: Analysing China's research collaboration with the US in high-
impact and high-technology research, Zhu Y. et al., 2020. 
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became a universal theme under the Trump administration. 
The latter increased scrutiny of US-China academic ties, 
defining a science and technology policy to safeguard research 
security and integrity and releasing a presidential 
memorandum and recommendations, inherited and updated 
by the Biden administration. 
In 2018, the US Justice Department launched the 'China 
Initiative' to counter trade-secret theft, hacking, and economic 
espionage by the Chinese Communist Party. It was also tasked 
with developing 'an enforcement strategy concerning non-
traditional collectors (e.g. researchers in labs, universities and 
the defence industrial base) that are being co-opted into 
transferring technology contrary to US interests'. Some 
academics consider its scope 'exceptionally wide'. Three years 
into the China Initiative, scores of scientists and academics 
have been investigated, charged and sentenced. The 
conviction in December 2021 of Harvard University Professor 
Charles Lieber for making false statements about his 
participation (not illegal per se) in China's Thousand Talents 
programme (Box 1), and for tax offences, is the most recent and 
prominent case. 
However, the China Initiative has drawn criticism on several 
counts. First, some academics, such as Professor Anming Hu, were facing charges for years, but ultimately 
acquitted for lack of evidence. Second, only a fraction of cases (25 %) include charges of violating the US 
Economic Espionage Act. Third, investigations have mostly targeted scholars of Chinese descent, prompting 
over 150 university professors to express concern about racial profiling and to call for an end to the initiative. 
Democrat Representatives held a roundtable on the topic in June 2021, and over 90 members of Congress 
voiced criticism in a letter to the US Attorney General in July 2021. From China's perspective, the programmes 
seek to reverse the brain drain of 'sea turtles' (Chinese overseas scientists). The number of returnees has 
indeed been rising owing to better economic and scientific prospects in China, incentives, and obstacles to 
reaching leading positions in the US ('bamboo ceiling') and elsewhere. During the first year of the Biden 
administration, the multi-agency Scientific Integrity Task Force and the Strategic Council for Research 
Excellence, Integrity and Trust were created to address scientific integrity issues horizontally. 

Selected US Congress legislative initiatives on research  
In June 2021, the Senate passed the US Innovation and Competition Act (USICA), earmarking US$250 billion 
in investment to preserve the US competitive edge over China. USICA in its Section 2303 prohibits 'all 
personnel of each Federal science agency' from participating in foreign government talent recruitment 
programmes. The House companion bill, the America COMPETES Act, which contains a similar ban, was 
passed on 4 February, but to be enacted must still be reconciled with USICA in a unified bill. 

Box 2 – Awareness of China's 'Thousand Talents' programme in Australia and the EU 

An Australian Strategic Policy Institute report claims that China has 'stations' promoting its recruitment strategy 
in the EU, including 57 in Germany. One of the report's authors appeared as a witness before Australian Senator 
James Paterson, who is looking into China's programmes in Australia, and in 2021 addressed the European 
Parliament's Special Committee on Foreign Interference. Although selected media coverage and research is 
available in the EU, there seems to be little awareness of the Chinese programmes; concerns in the EU seem to 
focus on academic freedom. Analysts have found that the past EU research programme Horizon 2020 did 'not 
require any disclosure of foreign ties or funding', arguing that EU policy coordination is missing on the issue. The 
EU has introduced Article 22(5) in the Horizon Europe Regulation, the current programme, which could lead to the 
exclusion of a country. The EU aims to set new framework conditions (e.g. high ethical and science integrity 
standards) for science cooperation with China and, in January 2022, issued a toolkit to mitigate foreign 
interference in research and innovation.  

Box 1 – US Congress work on China's 
secretive 'Thousand Talents' programme 

In 2019, the US Senate Permanent Subcommittee on 
Investigations, then chaired by Senator Rob Portman 
(R-Ohio), released a report on China's Thousand 
Talents programmes that seek to recruit top 
international experts in cutting-edge technologies. 
The report details how, since the late 1990s, China has 
been recruiting US scientists and researchers and has 
incentivised them to transfer US research and 
intellectual property to China. During a hearing on 
the topic, the FBI witness stated that '... many talent 
plan participants sign contracts [with a Chinese party] 
outlining work that mirrors the research they perform 
at American institutions. These contracts subject 
participants to the broad laws of the Chinese 
government and, ironically, strictly protect China's 
right to the patents and other intellectual property 
developed during work within the talent plan'. He 
added that China's concealment of these schemes is 
'another illustration of China's lack of openness, 
fairness, and reciprocity'. 
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