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Based on surveys, interviews, and participant observation conducted for a longitudinal study of 1,559 Chinese citizens 
and their families from ages 13-20 (in 1999) to ages 28-34 (in 2014), this talk examines how and why 19 percent of 
them studied in Australia, Canada, Europe, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, the United States, or Singapore as young 
adults, what they experienced abroad, and how and why they decided to stay abroad or return to China for permanent 
residence, and what those who returned to China experienced after they returned. While earning a prestigious college 
education in China is the main path to elite status, study abroad provides an alternative channel by offering a 
particularly flexible “developed world” citizenship. This flexible citizenship promises the potential for greater happiness 
and freedom afforded by transnational mobility, but also brings with it unexpected suffering, ambivalence, and 
disappointment.
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Amherst, Massachusetts. She is the author of Only Hope: Coming of Age under China’s One-Child Policy (Stanford 
University Press 2004), which won the 2005 Francis Hsu Book Prize from the Society for East Asian Anthropology, 
and Paradise Redefined: Transnational Chinese Students and the Quest for Flexible Citizenship in the Developed World 
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