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Executive Summary 
 
Despite the growing importance of China as a trading partner for the UK and consequently Chinese being considered 
the most important non-European language for the UK’s future, employment opportunities in the UK for graduates of 
Chinese Studies are somewhat elusive. The perceived level of demand for Mandarin speakers in the UK is high but 
the number of Chinese Studies graduates has not increased proportionately and, in some cases, appear to be in 
decline. The aim of this report is to try to understand why this is the case and provide some recommendations. 
 
Chinese is a slow-progress language which requires many years of intensive engagement (and Chinese-speaking 
market immersion) for a person to become proficient. Currently, many UK Chinese Studies graduates only start 
learning Chinese after school or upon starting university.  In contrast, in many other countries, English language 
studies at an institutional level start at a very young age, for China in particular it is not unusual for a child of 3 or 4 to 
be learning English.  Is then part of the solution to this challenge perhaps offering Chinese language studies in the UK 
at a much earlier age?  If so, some progress has already been made with evidence of a growing number of schools in 
the UK offering Chinese at a primary and secondary level. Although some schools in the UK have offered Chinese for 
a decade or more, they remain a small minority and whilst this might help to improve proficiency levels for second 
language learners, more needs to be done. Chinese as a mainstream secondary school language subject is relatively 
new, however, as more UK schools offer Chinese the demand for Chinese teachers should increase proportionately 
and thus opportunities for Chinese Studies graduates. There are now several institutions in the UK that offer Chinese 
language teacher qualifications and as more UK schools offer Chinese as a language subject graduates have a 
fantastic opportunity to address both their desire to use their Chinese in the UK and bolster the UK’s future multi-
lingual talent pool.   
 
Earlier research highlighted a lack of awareness amongst employers in the UK of the cross-cultural value of second 
language Chinese speakers. It was on this basis that the author carried out further research to explore employer views 
and opinions and the extent to which graduates of Chinese Studies offer commercial value to their organisation. From 
the employers interviewed, Chinese language qualifications are considered a distinguishing factor and even a key 
required skill for some employers. The evidence suggests that in the UK, second language Chinese proficiency is 
viewed as a valuable skill exclusively within organisations with an established China-focussed business. However, 
using the language appears to be largely limited to jobs in Chinese speaking markets (Greater China). This is not to 
say that it is necessarily easy to secure employment in Chinese speaking markets: some of the local labour law 
requirements (such as those introduced in China in 2017), have made it increasingly difficult for companies in China 
to recruit foreigners. For many business sectors in the UK, there remains an interest in the Chinese market but limited 
recognition for second-language Chinese speakers. This could result in fewer students in the UK studying Chinese as 
they become increasingly disheartened with the limited employment options on offer. In addition, only a limited 
number of Chinese companies looking to invest in the UK hire second language Chinese speakers.  A recruiter 
interviewed for this research implied that it was not possible to learn ‘cultural understanding,’ however, it could be 
argued that this assumption is not true in all cases and that native networks combined with multi-cultural 
understanding offers a more compelling proposition and could even help to improve mutual trust and eliminate some 
of the cross-cultural bottlenecks that exist between the UK and China.  
 
How do we raise awareness of the existence and value of second language speakers in the UK, thus making the UK 
more accessible to Chinese investors and the prospect of Chinese Studies as a subject more attractive?  Whilst it is 
clear that becoming proficient in Chinese as a second language demonstrates admirable skills that are valued by 
employers, there is an opportunity for higher education institutions to do more to match their course content to real-
world application as a number of graduates who contributed to this report are clearly frustrated by their perceived 
employability with a Chinese Studies degree and the reality after graduation.  Universities in the UK need to develop 
their course content and employer networks in ways that can help to improve graduate employability including 
exposure to and the teaching of Chinese (business) cultures.  Together with trade promotion departments within the 
government, universities could offer support for a further year of language immersion which may include a rebate on 
a proportion of the tuition fees, a bursary or indeed paid internships so that this extra year does not unduly burden 
students financially. These changes and measures could go a long way to help graduates be better positioned in their 
future careers. 
 
At the end of this report, the author offers recommendations for existing and new graduates of Chinese Studies as 
well as UK-based employers and areas for future research. In summary, raising awareness about second language 
speakers in the UK and demonstrating how employers in the UK can capitalise on this value, requires further 
exploration.   
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Report Outline 
 
Objective 
The objective of this report is to open a discourse on the current (and ongoing) environment for graduates of Chinese 
Studies in the UK; identify the opportunities and challenges that may exist and reflect on how these may be addressed 
to improve their employability in the UK and internationally.  
 
Aim 
We hope that this report can help to provide some context to encourage the growth in Chinese Studies graduate 
numbers to ensure a bright future for this area study in the UK as well as contribute towards a stronger, more 
sustainable relationship between the UK and China.   
 
Definitions 
BACS: British Association for Chinese Studies 
Chinese: Mandarin Chinese; Putonghua;Hanyu 
Chinese speakers: Second language speakers of Mandarin Chinese 
Chinese-Speakers: Association for Speakers of Chinese as a Second Language  
Chinese Studies: A university course which involves the study of Mandarin language as a major aspect. 
Graduates: Graduates of Chinese studies (involving Mandarin Chinese language study) who have graduated from UK 
universities between 2006 and 2019. 
HSK: Chinese proficiency exam HanyuShuipingKaoshi 
Mandarin: Mandarin Chinese language. 
 
Methodology & Scope 
The proposed method will be to interview a selection of individuals including graduates, employers (public and 
private sector), teachers, recruiters and policy makers etc, as well as gather feedback from a large number of 
graduates and employers through a survey.  From these responses we hope to hear from the graduates (who graduated 
between 2006 and 2018, a sample representing graduates from a period of more than one decade) about their current 
employment situation and also understand what distinguishing factors employers (from a variety of industries; some 
working with China and others with no current connection), look for and to what extent Chinese Studies is considered 
a useful subject by employers. This will provide vital insights for policy makers, schools, teachers, higher education 
institutions and future students in the UK to promote the development of exciting career paths for UK graduates of 
Chinese Studies. 
 
Acknowledgments 
We would like to thank Jay Smith who was the main author of this report, representatives from the public and private 
sector for answering questions and all those who responded to the surveys, without which this report could not exist. 
Thanks also to all those who took the time to be interviewed for the report, faculty members at the University of 
Sheffield and University of Newcastle for their support, the UCCL for their generous funding, and the Review Board 
members, Naomi Standen, Paul Kendall, Tehyun Ma, Rachel Murphy, Sam Northey, the Advisory Board members at 
Chinese-Speakers, H-J Colston-Inge and the team at Chopsticks Club for their guidance and input. A special thank 
you to Sam Northey, Jon Smith and Fiona Simpson for their ongoing support. 
 
About Chinese-Speakers 
Chinese-Speakers  is a global community of qualified, proficient speakers of Chinese as a second language. 
Established in 2008, Chinese-Speakers is a non-profit, non-partisan membership organisation based in the UK.  
 
About BACS 
The British Association for Chinese Studies is a non-partisan organization which aims to encourage and promote 
Chinese Studies in the United Kingdom, in particular by organising conferences, lectures, seminars and other 
appropriate activities, by disseminating information and by encouraging cooperation. 
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Introduction 
 
“If you talk to somebody in a language they understand, that goes to their head. If you talk to somebody in their 
language, that goes to their heart.”  - Nelson Mandela 
 
Echoing the sentiments expressed above by Nelson Mandela, every year, tens of thousands of British students embark 
upon university language courses. The attraction may be to explore the unknown, a desire to break down boundaries, 
the need for a challenge or simply the hope that a language will further their career, facilitating both geographic 
mobility and employment.  More so than most other foreign language students, students of Chinese studies dedicate 
themselves to cultural immersion, character learning on a mass scale, and the mastery of grammar rules as well as 
tonal pronunciation.  It takes significantly longer to gain an initial feeling of making progress when learning Chinese 
compared to learning a European language.  Despite this, thankfully for all of us, these students persist.  
 
Learning Mandarin Chinese is seen by many as the future of language learning here in the UK. In recent years there 
has been a steady increase in the local (UK) media's reference to Greater China. The region's economic rise and 
growing geopolitical role is inescapable, and a trend towards learning Mandarin Chinese seems natural, given the 
circumstances. Why would you not learn the language of a market whose middle-class population will be bigger than 
the entire US population by 2030,1 let alone for its 1.6 million millionaires2 (and counting)? Why would you not try to 
understand a nation that owns $1.2 trillion of US debt,3 a country with such growth, power and potential that it is 
projected to have 20 per cent of the world’s GDP by 2050?4 It seems logical that the ability to speak Mandarin 
Chinese is the obvious next step in UK language learning. 
 
Nevertheless, the experience of British graduates of Chinese studies does not always correspond with this perception 
that the learning of Mandarin will yield tangible rewards in a global economy. Fluency in Mandarin and a deep 
cultural understanding of Greater China and it's cultures does not always, it seems, bear the fruit that many anticipate, 
especially those wishing to remain in the UK. The question is: why? How is it that those who speak what is often 
regarded as one of the most valuable languages on the planet struggle when leaving university to find a career using 
those skills? What are the opportunities out there for proficient non-native Mandarin speakers and where are the gaps? 
How can these gaps be addressed and by whom? 
 
Public Perception 
 
In 2014, David Cameron said that it was “time to look beyond the traditional focus on French and German and get 
many more children learning Mandarin.”5  The message has not changed since. In 2017, the British Council released a 
report claiming the importance of Mandarin, saying “there are few more important languages for the UK’s future 
prosperity than Spanish, Mandarin Chinese, French, Arabic and German.” The claim is hardly surprising, given the 
economic growth that has occurred across Greater China in the last few decades and the perception within 
government organizations that the need for language skills has historically been tied to their market value, to 
geopolitical needs and to their perceived strategic importance.6 
 
The business world, too, is convinced of its value. In a 2018 YouGov survey, 69 per cent of business leaders 
questioned believed Mandarin skills would be important for the future of British business and economy, with 66 per 
cent stating it was difficult to recruit fluent speakers from the current UK workforce.  Over three-quarters (77 per 
cent) of respondents believed that being able to speak a high level of Mandarin would be an advantage in their career, 
with 28 per cent stating it would be a ‘significant’ advantage; this was marginally higher within companies with an 
annual turnover of £10 million or more.7 Research amongst small to medium size enterprises (SMEs) has also 
revealed their belief that school leavers who only speak English have less advantages in the job market. 
 
 
 

                                                           
1
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/2168177/question-mark-hanging-over-chinas-400-million-strong-middle 

2
https://www.dw.com/en/number-of-chinese-millionaires-sees-rapid-surge/a-39322859 

3
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3009752/will-china-use-its-us12-trillion-us-debt-firepower-fight 

4
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/economy/the-world-in-2050.html 

5
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/dec/05/david-cameron-ditch-french-learn-mandarin-china 

6
See Haenle, P., (2019). Reassessing China: Europe Sharpens its approach. Carnegie-Tsinghua Centre for Global Policy [podcast]. 17th April. 

[Accessed 31 May 2019]. Availablefrom:https://carnegietsinghua.org/publications/podcasts/ 
7
https://www.britishcouncil.org/contact/press/speaking-mandarin-will-give-school-leavers-career-advantage-say-77-cent-business-leaders 
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The UK’s Future 
 
Leaving the European Economic Community will undoubtedly have an impact on language learning across the UK. 
With the UK seeking to establish itself as a global international player, language learning will be increasingly 
important, and the role of proficient Mandarin speakers in expanding international trade beyond the EU has been 
highlighted. 

In June 2019, deals worth more than £500 million were signed between British and Chinese companies during the 
10th UK China Economic and Financial Dialogue. “Britain is a key partner for Chinese trade and investment and is 
one of China’s most important trading partners in Europe,” stated Liam Fox, the then Secretary of State for 
International Trade. “[We] will continue to support UK businesses to increase their share in this growing market and 
build on our substantial export figures, as we progress towards leaving the EU.”8 

Given the above, some argue that leaving the EU will have a positive impact on Mandarin language learning overall 
in the UK. As mentioned above, recent British Council research found that Mandarin will be the most important non-
European language to the UK post-Brexit, having moved from a position of fourth in 2013 to second in 2017 in terms 
of importance. This might be because of a growing effort to negotiate trade deals outside of the EU that could 
accelerate a need for Chinese language skills in the UK. The learning of English, meanwhile, is not growing at the 
rate it once was; with no evidence to suggest that more people in the world speak English than they did in 2013.9  
Some 22.7 per cent of graduates of Chinese studies in a 2019 Chinese-Speakers survey stated they thought Brexit 
would have a positive impact on Chinese learning in the UK, and 3.6 percent thought the impact would be extremely 
positive.  Conversely, others argue that rising nationalism and an increasingly insular UK will harm language learning 
for decades to come, with 16.8 per cent believing it would have a negative impact, and 3.7 per cent an extremely 
negative one. Some stressed that with the UK no longer being a ‘bridge to Europe’ it would become a less attractive 
place for Chinese business, and thus reduce the need for Chinese language.  Meanwhile, 21.8 per cent believed it 
would have no impact; as one graduate put it, “There has been a growing interest from primary and secondary 
education levels in learning Mandarin, so, while Brexit may prompt prospective language students to consider non-
European languages, I think the trend was already there.” The highest response group, 31.8 per cent, simply said they 
did not know. As with anything related to Brexit, time will tell, but regardless of whether it happens, Mandarin 
appears to be advocated at the highest levels by parties on both sides of the Brexit debate.  
 
Declining Student Numbers 
 
Although overall numbers of university students studying languages have been increasing since 2006 – following a 
dip in 2012 because of a rise in tuition fees – the number of students studying Mandarin as a second language at 
universities has marginally declined.10  Despite a 2.52 per cent increase in 2016/17, the number of Chinese language 
students dropped by 6.7 per cent in 2017/18, compared to a 3.27 per cent drop in languages overall in the same year. 
Chinese language study at degree level is declining proportionally faster in the UK than the average decline in 
language study overall.  
 
The extent to which the increase in the cost of a university education has combined with a wider environment of 
economic austerity to influence career and education pathways away from languages is worth exploring. But the clear 
paradox is that at a time when Mandarin Chinese is identified by those in positions of power and influence as 
increasingly important to the UK’s future, numbers are dropping. 
 
This drop in language study is a trend which has not gone unnoticed. “At a time when global connections matter more 
than ever, it is worrying that the UK is facing a languages deficit,” says Vicky Gough, Schools Adviser at the British 
Council. “We cannot afford the apathy around the need for languages to continue and must champion these skills. If 
we don’t act to tackle this shortfall, we’re set to lose out both economically and culturally.” A 2017 British Council 
report notes that the UK’s current lack of language skills is holding back the country’s international trade 
performance at a cost of almost £50 billion a year, and employer satisfaction with school and college leavers’ 
language skills was at a low of 34 per cent. 

So why aren’t students jumping at the opportunity to study languages that are seemingly valued by so many, 
conferring a skill which appears to facilitate a prosperous and varied career?  Graduate feedback might provide 

                                                           
8
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/big-wins-for-british-businesses-as-vice-premier-hu-chunhua-visits 

9
https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-policy-insight/policy-reports/languages-future-2017 

10
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/what-study 
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insights as to understanding why; as one respondent to our survey puts it, “it hasn't turned out to be the 'golden ticket' 
to employment that some proclaim it to be. It's still hard as ever for a graduate to find a job.” 
 
Graduate Perspectives  
 
A summary of Five Chinese Studies Graduate Case Studies 
 
Charlie Willan 
2013 Chinese & Politics Graduate from the University of Leeds 

- B2B Sales (Electron Technology - China) 
- Network Solutions (MSX - China) 
- Consulting (Intralink - China) 
- Deloitte (UK -Senior Associate -  current position) 

 
I fully expected to have a job [in the UK] that was of an equivalent grade and 
pay as I had had in China the second I started looking. This was absolutely 
not the case. I have had so many wonderful experiences through my Chinese 
and I would wish the same happiness to everyone. I have felt like my Chinese 
was very useful, but a second string was also needed for the [working in the 
UK] bow. 
 
Anna Finch 
2009 Chinese Graduate from the University of Edinburgh 

- English Teacher (China) 
- Wine Industry (China) 
- Oil, Gas and Solar Industry (US) 
- Founder - Real DFM (US - current position) 

 
We work with our Chinese counterparts every day and although many of them 
speak very good English, it helps build a better working relationship when we 
can establish that there are no ‘lost in translation’ issues that non-Chinese 
speakers may run into. Retrospectively, I wish that I had had the opportunity to 
do Chinese and Business, or Law or similar, which would have given me a 
larger academic and practical base to draw from in looking for jobs. The 
actual degree was too broad in regard to giving me a hireable skill set.It’s a 
great language to learn to work the brain and open up opportunities and 
awareness of the greater world that we live in, but I would strongly recommend 
that students do it in hand with another subject that can be practically used 
across a broader industry. 
 
Jay Smith 
2013 Chinese & Spanish Graduate from the University of Leeds 

- Thirst NGO (China) 
- Newman Tours (China) 
- Founder  - Beiwei 55 (UK - current position) 
- Teacher of Mandarin (UK State school - current position) 

 
I realised if I was going to use Chinese in my job in the UK, I would have to 
create it myself.In terms of job applicants, we were spoilt for choice. Just like 
us, we had graduates of Chinese Studies applying, desperate to use their 
Mandarin in their jobs, especially given that we offered jobs using Chinese 
every day but based in the UK.  It was a really difficult decision [to leave 
Beiwei in a full time capacity]; I am really proud of what we've achieved, but I 
really didn’t want to move to London. It’s a hard thing to swallow to be honest 
– if opportunities and jobs were more spread out across the UK, I’d almost 
certainly still be working in the company. 
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Finlay Davidson 
2013 Linguistics with Chinese and Spanish Graduate from Newcastle University; 2014 PGCE in Mandarin 
Chinese 

- State School Teacher of Mandarin (UK - current position) 
 
In my final year at university I began teaching at lunchtime and after-school clubs in local schools, to test my ideas 
about Chinese teaching. This gave me the impetus to continue to do the PGCE year, which then taught me a great 
deal more about the theory behind teaching and learning.  The principal challenge for Chinese teaching in the UK at 
the moment is a lack of teachers. If this situation is replicated around the country, there may be many schools that 
would like to teach Chinese, but cannot because they are worried about the supply of good Chinese teachers 
 
Alice Mingay 
2018 BA in Oriental Studies (Chinese) from the University of Oxford; 2019 
Law conversion course 
 

- Trainee Solicitor at Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer (UK)  
 
I found as a graduate, a lot of the jobs that wanted my language skills didn’t offer 
me interesting training and progression. It requires quite a lot of confidence to 
stick your hand up and say that your Chinese is good enough when there are so 
many native speakers around [in the UK].Learning Chinese doesn’t mean you 
have to go and live in China for the rest of your life – enjoy the degree and then 
decide what you want to do after.  If there is anything you can’t do, it almost 
certainly won’t be because of your degree choice. 
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Selected Responses from UK Graduates 
 
“At best, it [learning & speaking Chinese] is a point of interest” 
 
Responses to our [Chinese-Speakers] survey in 2019 showed that 77.5 per cent either agreed or strongly agreed that 
using Chinese in their job was important to them. However, 38.1 per cent of them were not using Chinese in their 
career, and only 36.4 per cent were using Chinese in their career in the UK. 30.2 per cent said they weren’t using 
Chinese in their career in the UK due to a lack of opportunities, and 10.2 per cent cited a lack of Chinese skills. Of 
those who found a job using Chinese in the UK, 64.3 per cent said it was ‘difficult’ or ‘extremely difficult’ to do so. 
In our survey, we also asked graduates of Chinese studies what obstacles they had found to finding a job using 
Chinese in the UK, if any. A selection of their views below, echo some of the points previously raised by Charlie and 
Anna (see detailed case studies in Appendix 1.0). 
 
A selection of graduate responses - what obstacles have you found to finding a job using Chinese in the 
UK, if any? 

● The value of being foreign and a Chinese speaker in China does not translate back into the UK. In 
fact, being British (local) and speaking Chinese is not considered an advantage in the same way.  

● On balance, I found it wasn't worth giving up the training/exposure you would get on an established 
graduate scheme to risk entering a smaller, less-established entity so to ensure that I would be 
speaking Chinese in my job. 

● Frequently employers don’t recognise that learning a second language is a separate skill from being 
able to speak it as a native. This disadvantages second language-learners of Chinese. It is difficult 
now to market your “China knowledge” or Chinese skills due to the raised general appreciation for 
and awareness of China and its role in global politics and the economy. Employers no longer see 
students of Chinese as especially skilled. 

● Very few jobs available outside of London and a lot of competition with native Chinese speakers who 
have fluent English. 

● Lack of awareness of the need for UK-born, non-Chinese speakers of Mandarin to support bilateral 
interactions. 

● Lack of opportunities for UK-based roles and Chinese not a highly valued skill compared to other 
skills, at best it’s a point of interest (even at Chinese owned companies it’s seemingly not a pre-
requisite)  

● If you focus on jobs that require a native level of Chinese language then you are up against too 
much competition from first languages speakers. 

 
The Proficiency Gap 
 
Given that graduates are initially (but not indefinitely) unable to compete with first language speakers in terms of 
proficiency, if they are to compete for certain roles, they are going to need profound and proven skills in other areas, 
the ‘second string’ that Charlie, our first case study, describes, particularly Chinese business and cultural knowledge.  
It seems only once other skills have been acquired can a multilingual skill set lead to career fast-tracking. As one 
respondent to our survey explained, “I’d say it doesn’t necessarily work to sell yourself purely as a Chinese speaker - 
you have to have skills, aptitude or an interest in another area, and the fact that you speak Chinese is the icing on the 
cake.” 
 
An age-old issue noted by many, is that skills acquired during language level degrees, such as problem-solving and 
analytical skills, “often go unnoticed by employers”11, particularly within an infamously mono-lingual (British) nation 
that rarely values language skills due to the (erroneous) belief that most people speak ours (fewer than 1 in 100 people 
in China speak English12). In addition, it is much more challenging to measure language as an economic asset, 
compared to other skills, whilst some argue that being multilingual does notin itself equate to higher earnings and it is 

                                                           
11

Mansell, W., (2014). Born Global: Implications for Higher Education. London: British Academy for the Humanities and Social Sciences. (P.3) 
12

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/maps-and-graphics/mapped-english-speaking-countries/ 
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more a belief that language learning reaps financial benefits, rather than evidential.13 Consequently, experience and 
skills in other areas must be explicit and bold if graduates are to stand out.  
 
This is, evidently, something universities need to ensure they provide if their graduates of Chinese Studies are to 
prosper in their careers.  From our responses it is clear the graduates themselves are already aware of its importance; 
90.2 per cent of those graduates surveyed either agreed or strongly agreed that learning Chinese culture was as 
important as learning the language,14 echoing the idea that having a purely academic focus on Mandarin language 
study is too limited. One respondent wrote that “experience in China and understanding Chinese culture has, in many 
ways, been more important to my career [than Chinese language]” whilst another believed that cultural knowledge 
was more important than the language, as most Chinese in the professional sphere spoke a good standard of English 
the possession of cultural knowledge give [second language speaking] candidates an advantage. This idea was 
reinforced by the 2020 British Council survey which questioned over 1000 senior leaders of businesses of all sizes 
about their experiences of the changing role of Mandarin in British business. In this, 14 per cent of leaders of large 
businesses, and 8 per cent of all respondents, reported that a lack of understanding of Mandarin or Chinese culture 
had led to incidents of cultural misunderstanding that had negatively impacted their business.15 
 
Academics have argued that language courses at university should be complemented by additional training in fields 
such as accountancy and economics alongside one’s degree.16 The issue with gaining skills after you graduate, as 
opposed to alongside the study of Chinese is summarised by one of our respondents: “You need to be able to do more 
than just speak Chinese if you want any job other than translation. To get these other skills you most likely need to 
step away from Chinese for a while to, for example, take a professional qualification, or start a career in an industry. 
Then when you want to use Chinese you are not as fluent as before.” 
 
Of course, universities offer modules alongside their language courses – many universities including Cambridge, 
Leeds, Newcastle, SOAS, Sheffield, Oxford, and Westminster, for example, offer modules on social challenges faced 
by China; Chinese film; modern Chinese history; intercultural awareness and cross-cultural understanding. However, 
given the amount of time that students dedicate to studying Chinese language itself, it is not always easy for students 
to manage heavy workloads to both master the Chinese language and these other subjects.  Dr Joanne Smith Finley, a 
Senior Lecturer in Chinese Studies stresses how she would like to offer undergraduate modules in Chinese linguistics, 
amongst other things. “I would like to see my graduates getting involved in Research and Development on greening / 
sustainable development. China is currently putting more money into this area than any other country (because it 
needs to!).” Joanne also raises another valid point as to why having opportunities to use Chinese in the UK is 
increasingly important; “an increasingly authoritarian and belligerent China may put some graduates off returning 
there to work, and will make field access difficult for PhD students working in politically sensitive areas.” 
 
Is a joint-honours degree the answer then? Is combining Chinese studies with another separate skill (outside of 
languages) significantly more beneficial than a straight language degree in getting a job using the language? Our 
limited survey evidence suggests it may not be that simple, as only 26.2 per cent of those who said they used Chinese 
in their career in the UK studied Chinese as part of a joint-honours degree, such as business management or finance. 
However, this figure did increase to 40 per cent for those using Chinese in their career outside the UK.17 Both degree 
types have their strengths, with joint-honours degrees offering value in a combination of commercial skills, and 
single-honours providing a deeper knowledge in one area.18 Others argue that joint-honours can actually be 
detrimental for career progression, citing “an adverse effect of joint-honours degree versus single honours degree in 
terms of employability when examined six months after undergraduate graduation” due to the need for “a more 
employable workforce with bespoke and narrowed skills, not so easily obtained in a joint-honours degree due to less 
module choice and a lack of a sense of belonging to a study cohort.”19 It would seem, therefore, that joint-honours 
degrees are not the silver bullet for the employability issue, and that a more integral change is required. Again, 
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studying language, culture and another subject field also entails a high workload and could mean that students spread 
themselves thin. 
 
Could, then, universities combine a year abroad and intense language learning with a year in industry – ideally within 
China - thus enabling the simultaneous development of Chinese language and other skills? Is it the responsibility of 
universities to facilitate such opportunities during the summer break? Should language courses at universities be 
extended so that students of Chinese Studies can specialise in a skill towards the end of their degree? One of our 
respondents, cited above, noted that when they were looking for a job in the UK “no one seemed to care what degree 
it was, as opposed to the experience I have had.” Could this mean that universities should be selling the “experience” 
(process) of learning Chinese (particularly the year abroad) better, as opposed to knowledge of Chinese (product), and 
should students subsequently be more open to the idea of spending multiple years in China rather than just one? As 
one UK university lecturer noted “While the graduate survey respondents seem very aware of the importance of 
cultural knowledge, this isn’t necessarily the case for existing students; some only want the language, and some only 
want the piece of paper/degree!” Regardless, all ideas are worth considering. 
 
Away from universities, similar opportunities do exist. Government money is currently funding ‘Generation UK’, a 
British Council project that aims to help 80,000 students from the UK boost their employability, enhance their long-
term job prospects, and develop a global mind-set through study and work experience opportunities in China by 2020. 
 
Entrepreneurs – The Missing Link? 
 
The British Chambers of Commerce (in the UK) has called for language teaching to be made compulsory between the 
ages of seven and sixteen to “help entrepreneurs become more globally-minded' and “remove barriers to exporting". 
Given that a lack of language skills is a barrier to new international trade, language graduates would seem ideally 
placed to fill this gap. If language graduates emerge from university with entrepreneurial skills as well as language 
skills, not only would new businesses and trade be built with China, there would also be many more jobs requiring 
language skills in the UK. 
 
Programmes such as Entrepreneurial Spark and Eagle Labs, both run by Natwest and Barclays respectively, offer 
support to entrepreneurs wanting to start up. Eagle Labs even collaborates with TusPark, a business accelerator owned 
by Qinghua University that link UK businesses with potential Chinese partners and investment. However, as 
discussed above, teaching entrepreneurial skills alongside language courses at university might prove even more 
beneficial, both to the graduates and the UK’s future overall. Being able to write a business plan, establish a business 
and raise finance, to name but a few skills, seem daunting to most, but are, in fact, eminently learnable. For a 
bilingual graduate who has the above skills, their opportunities are significantly greater than for a monolingual 
entrepreneur. Despite not having entrepreneurial training at university, some graduates have already taken things into 
their own hands in order to use Chinese in their career, as our next case studies demonstrate. 

London or Bust? 

Another issue raised by our research is certainly not an issue restricted to the language graduate scene. Graduates 
report that whether or not you are in London has a huge bearing on if you are able to access career opportunities 
that use Mandarin. You either have to be willing to relocate to London and survive off a very small wage in the early 
stages, or you are lucky enough to live there already. Wendi Yang from Euro London Appointments told us that over 
80 per cent of the jobs she assigned were London-based. British Council research also reinforces that, although there 
is a growing demand for Mandarin-speakers, it is in London more than anywhere. 38 per cent of business leaders in 
London, followed by 36 per cent in the East of England and 24 per cent in the North of England predicted an 
increased need for Mandarin speakers in the next five years. Many of the graduates in our survey highlighted the very 
limited jobs available outside of London, and even fewer in rural areas. Government-level action and policy, it seems, 
is the only thing big enough to change this.20 

Jay concludes, “You either have to make your own opportunity or fit into one of the very few jobs [in the UK] that 
will use Chinese. Normally you have to accept a trade-off to use your Chinese, which is not necessarily following 
your passion. It’s not a nice decision to have to make.” Jay has now taken a step into education, has just finished a 
PGCE and now teaches Chinese in a state school in Newcastle.. “It’s really hard work, but I’ve loved most of it so far 
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and been fortunate to have found a Chinese teaching job.” He is not the only one to have ventured into education to 
use his Chinese. 

Teaching – The Cliché and the Cure? 
 
Many a language graduate has been confronted with the cliché of becoming a teacher due to lack of other 
opportunities using languages, but it could be argued that doing so may be just what is needed to help future UK 
generations become more proficient earlier, so that they can compete on a language level. As we have heard, many 
graduates come out of university unable to compete with native-level candidates who speak better English than they 
do Chinese. 43 per cent of those in our survey said they only felt ‘somewhat confident’ in their Chinese language 
ability upon leaving university, whilst 14.2 per cent did not feel confident. Only 7.9 per cent said they felt extremely 
confident. Nearly a quarter of those asked, who weren’t using Chinese in their career in the UK, said this was due to a 
lack of Chinese skills. 

 
Even if graduates do feel confident, it is hard for employers to gauge Mandarin proficiency from a degree certificate 
alone; it is difficult to be exact when there is no standardisation of the markers which determine fluency. HSK exams 
are perhaps more demonstrative as levels of proficiency are given for each skill, but require further study post-
university. Meanwhile, there may be conflicts between the degree and HSK system, as standards between the two are 
not consistent. 
 
Regardless of the above challenges, up until recently many UK graduates only start learning Chinese when they enter 
university, meaning that they have a significant disadvantage compared with students in China who start learning 
English from a primary school age. As one graduate put it, “employers assume that your skills will be the equivalent 
of graduates in European languages, even though the majority of German or French graduates (for example) will 
already be at A-Level standard when they start their degree, not complete beginners.” This is an issue which even 
lecturers themselves grapple with, with one university lecturer stating that “my university (and probably others) 
contributes to this assumption by stating in its formal literature that students will graduate at the same CEFR level 
regardless of language (including non-European languages). This is, of course, nonsense.” 

Others stress the chasm between being able to converse on a daily level and being able to use Chinese at business 
level, and how they feel that they have the foundations upon leaving university but are far from fluent or at working 
proficiency level. One graduate, who received a first-class degree and distinction in spoken Chinese, still rated 
themselves as ‘not so confident’ when they left university.  Another graduate in our survey stated, “I think that 
starting earlier is key to being able to properly use Chinese in a career, it is a time-consuming and complex language 
to learn, and four years of a degree (one in China) just honestly wasn’t enough to give me the skills or confidence I 
needed to have fully worked in Chinese.” Anna, our case study, agreed; “I also think that it would be great for the UK 
to foster Chinese language learning from an early age (say eight years old) so that the language doesn’t feel like such 
a challenge when starting at a later age, and we can perhaps close the gap of China being so far ahead in their 
language skills, which has led to the situation that we rely on that versus pushing our own Chinese language skills.” 
 
Opportunities to teach Chinese in schools have been increasing since the early 2000s, with impetus from the first 
Annual Conference for Teachers of Chinese in Schools in 2003 and the formation of the UCL Institute of Education 
Confucius Institute for Schools (UCL IOE CI) in 2006. From the outset, it has been the UCL IOE CI’s priority to 
increase pupil access to Chinese on curriculum, by supporting a network of schools throughout England who are 
committed to teaching Chinese as part of the mainstream curriculum. Leading schools in this network support 
regional development of Chinese and share expertise and materials via networking events, teacher training days, and 
the annual conference (now in its 17th year).  There is a strong emphasis on sustainability, with schools expected to 
employ a local Chinese teacher and support the mentoring and development of PGCE students studying the specialist 
Mandarin-route established at UCL IOE in 2011. This includes increasing Chinese provision in Department of 
Education, Education Opportunity Areas such as the UCL IOE CI Confucius Classroom at Archbishop Sentamu 
Academy, whose CEO Andrew Chubb says,  
 
Our journey to develop Mandarin across our school has been one of the most enjoyable long-term projects of my 
career. Firstly, it is wonderful to introduce something that proves inspirational to so many young people, and to see 
them succeed in it… our students have both enjoyed and risen to the challenge of a subject that takes them well out of 
their ‘comfort zone’. Through our Mandarin programme, we now have students who are aspiring to study it at 
university, and some even want to work in China. However, all of our students have gained a fantastic perspective on 
one of the world’s most interesting nations, and a key trading partner. We believe that they have a competitive 
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advantage in the job market – crucially important when many come from families that have experienced generations 
of unemployment.21 
 
Provision of Chinese also goes beyond subject-specific influence, as a representative from Alexandra Park School, 
London explains,  
 
Built into our Mandarin teaching programme is ‘mindset growth’ where students are eased out of their comfort zone 
and taught to challenge any limiting beliefs that hamper motivation or success. The teaching and learning of Chinese 
characters offer the perfect opportunity for fostering risk-taking and resilience…the skills and confidence gained 
through our approach to the teaching of Mandarin spreads out across our school. 
 
In 2016 the Swire Chinese Language Foundation was created, which funds Chinese teaching in secondary and 
primary schools across the UK, including the schools where our case study Fin works. Swire also aims to achieve 
sustainable Mandarin teaching; its ultimate aim is to put it on the curriculum in schools in a way that has not been 
done before. “We want to enable the teaching if Mandarin across the country in such a way that we get high quality 
teaching in concentrated areas, so we can offer this to those from all sections of society,” says Teddy Watson, 
Executive Director and Trustee of the foundation. “We want to develop UK Chinese speakers who can understand 
China better – our goal is to teach 100,000 students Chinese within 10 years.” Teddy, too, stresses the importance of 
teachers in this process. “Our vision is to establish centres so they become self-sustaining ecosystems; teachers should 
rely on pupils and pupils rely on inspiring teachers, it should thus be self-sustaining – once you get past a critical 
mass this becomes organic and sustainable.” 
 
Also launched in 2016, The Department of Education Mandarin Excellence Programme (MEP) was created with the 
explicit aim to be a demanding and rigorous state-school based programme, focused on a relatively small number of 
school (76 to date), embedding effective and sustainable teaching practices that will continue to increase the number 
of pupils studying Mandarin. This programme is being delivered on behalf of the Department of Education by the 
UCL IOE Confucius Institute for Schools, in partnership with the British Council. 
 
With over 5000 pupils studying on the programme in 2019-2020, pupils are expected to study 8 hours of Chinese a 
week from Year 7 – 4 taught hours and 4 hours of self-study.  As a schools-led programme, varying modes of 
delivery have been developed, to best suit individual school needs - a case study of these deliveries can be found on 
the Confucius Institute’s website22 
 
The implications this programme presents for future employability are not lost on either those delivering the 
programme, or those participating. As Katharine Carruthers, Director of the UCL Institute Of Education (IOE) 
Confucius Institute, comments,  
 
Young people achieving high levels of fluency in Chinese by participating in the Mandarin Excellence Programme 
will be in demand in the job market. MEP pupils and their parents should be encouraged by this and employers can 
feel reassured that there are young people coming through the school system who can meet business needs when it 
comes to communicating with one of the UK’s largest trading partners. 
 
This is echoed by Mark Herbert, Head of Schools Programmes at the British Council: “Everyone in the UK who 
learns some Mandarin builds another link between us and China, building greater mutual understanding and trust 
between our countries – the absolute bedrock of business, trade and prosperity for both nations in the future.” 
A key part of the MEP is the Year 8 intensive study experience in China where pupils “successfully developed their 
communication and self-confidence, as well as their Chinese language skills…and have started to create their career 
plans much to the delight of Chinese teachers in the UK, Zhou Zhaojin from Dartford Grammar School,  
 
I’m delighted to hear some of my boys talking about continuing Chinese learning above GCSE and wanting to move 
to China, after this trip 
 
This sort of study trip, as Minister of State for School Standards Nick Gibb says, provides pupils, “with a wonderful 
opportunity to enhance their Mandarin skills and experience first-hand the culture that shapes this incredibly 
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important language…The enthusiasm and energy that both pupils and teachers are committing to this programme is 
inspiring and will help build a Britain that’s fit for the future in an increasingly global economy.”23 
 
Both are admirable programmes with a vital role to play. As one education expert puts it, “As Britain goes global, this 
is a very important time for getting language learning correct.”24 
 
PGCE teacher training in Mandarin is now available at universities around the country, including Edinburgh, 
Manchester Metropolitan, Portsmouth, Oxford, Sheffield, Strathclyde and UCL. Those who teach Chinese in schools 
now will help to create more language-confident and fluent graduates who are more able to compete with native-level 
Chinese candidates. There is almost the paradox that current graduates need to go and teach Chinese in schools now, 
so there are more Chinese career opportunities in the UK in the future. The demand for qualified Chinese teachers in 
schools is increasing; it is a case of who wants the jobs and who is prepared to take the risk of affording and 
implementing them, especially in a state education sector decimated by cuts and with increasing pressure on teachers. 
 
With more students studying Chinese at secondary level, university courses will also need to change as a result, as 
one graduate pointed out: 
 
With increasing numbers of students learning Chinese in schools, there is now a real need for universities offering 
Chinese Studies to redesign / revalidate their courses to ensure that Chinese studies courses are fit for purpose, cater 
to the needs of UK students as well as the needs of the economy. As we know, most Chinese Studies courses are 
geared for those with no prior knowledge/ have limited knowledge of Chinese. This has to change. As things stand, 
there is no real progression pathway in Chinese for students learning Chinese in schools to move into higher 
education. 
 
Some universities have, in fact, already acted to meet this demand, with Sheffield, Newcastle, Westminster, Oxford 
and Nottingham among those universities already offering Chinese courses designed for those with previous 
experience. Despite this, there are some who believe teaching Chinese ab initio at university is the best way forward, 
regardless of the situation, as Teddy explains. “Some university professors believe that with undergraduates, if they 
are taught badly before university they may have bad habits, so it is better to start teaching them Chinese from 
scratch. There is some truth in this due to some poor Chinese teaching thus far in this country, which is why we build 
ourselves on providing high-quality teaching.” Even where the standard of teaching in schools is high, the standard of 
Chinese fluency reached by students in A-level study as a non-native speaker is still often not very high. This is 
because people start learning Chinese only once they are in high school, the contact hours per week are few, and 
Chinese is a slow-progress language. The results so far for Swire have been positive. “Embed it in schools and in a 
curriculum and it can, and will be, a huge success. We expect, and have witnessed, better results in Mandarin than in 
other foreign languages in some of the schools we teach in – but quality of teaching is imperative, any university 
professor will hopefully discover this as time goes on.” 
 
Not using Chinese - does it matter? 
 
Alice’s sentiments are in line with our research and feedback from graduates. 73.4 per cent of those questioned said 
their Chinese language degree was either ‘extremely’ or ‘very’ useful in their career, even if they weren’t currently 
using it. 
 
Many graduates’ feedback suggests that whether or not you use your Chinese in your career is, in fact, irrelevant. The 
research and feedback indicates that, although you may have to wait to use it in your career [if at all], it is a powerful 
skill and degree in terms of enabling career opportunities. Teddy Watson from the Swire foundation explains how 
Chinese, although not the main part of people’s jobs, has helped in enabling “anything from rock bands travelling in 
China through to zoologists who, because they can speak Chinese, now head up pandas in Edinburgh zoo. 
Footballers, who can enter the fast-growing Chinese football market, a China desk in the City in finance, curator at 
the Victoria and Albert Museum, a buyer at Sotheby’s negotiating items for auction etc. The list is endless.” 
 
Teddy also framed the situation facing many graduates in a different way: “It is more about the ability to find a job 
that suits you, rather than a problem of finding a job that uses Chinese. It is all too easy to classify a linguist as a 
person with a problem finding a job; but jobs are hard to get, and you have to find the job that works for you.” 
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Regardless, as our case study Alice so beautifully puts it, “encouraging people within the UK to study languages is a 
hugely important vehicle through which to broaden horizons and deepen understanding of the world around us.” 
 
Graduate comments on using their degree at work 
[See appendix 2.0 for full list of responses] 
 
● Despite its supreme irrelevance to the role, I think the fact that I speak Chinese did help me get on the cadet 

programme at Virgin Atlantic because the interviewers remembered me as someone different from a vast pool of 
identikit applicants. But I went in selling myself as someone who would be a good pilot and would fit in with the 
culture at Virgin. 

● I think Chinese always stood out when I was previously applying for jobs - employers often assumed that I was 
very intelligent to be able to achieve a first class honours degree in Chinese. 

● Still an amazing thing to learn, gives you an edge at a later stage, possibility to live in China, but don’t expect to 
be using it straight away – work hard if you do find something straight away – or work hard at another skill – I 
hope unis can provide the skills [in future]. 

● I have found that even where the job does not require Chinese, the degree on a CV alone is a good discussion 
point in interviews and there is normally some scope to use the language. 

● Am using some Chinese in my current role, but it is not high level nor main part of job, though it was crucial to 
me getting the job. 

● My knowledge of China and Chinese was the reason the president of the university where I currently work looked 
at my CV. I was then invited for an interview. 

 
The Employers’ Perspective 

How do employers view Mandarin as a skill when hiring? 

Whilst graduates and students of Mandarin must do all they can to ensure they are attractive candidates when it comes 
to employment, it is equally important that employers view Mandarin as a skill which brings commercial value and 
new opportunities to a business; otherwise it will be seen as an irrelevance, which will subsequently cause fewer 
people to study it. In a time of a global pandemic believed to have originated in China, as well as increasing political 
conflict between China and a number of developed countries, viewing Mandarin positively can be a challenging idea 
for some who believe we are edging away from China, rather than closer to it, despite its immense economic growth 
and global influence. 

It is employers and decision-makers within businesses who will dictate who is hired, and ultimately how Mandarin is 
viewed in the working world, so we have approached a range of people from various sectors in the UK and 
internationally to hear their opinions on the matter.  

What are employers concerned about? 

Despite gaining insights from some key players in various multinational corporations, finding employers willing to 
engage in the conversation surrounding Mandarin has been challenging. Senior executives who speak Mandarin or 
who have previously worked with China were often open to discuss the subject of this report but for non-Chinese 
speakers (Employers) it was much more challenging. This is something that, in itself, suggests a lack of awareness 
and understanding in the UK towards the skill, and is seemingly indicative of the current situation.  We held in-depth 
interviews with eightsenior executives, a first language Chinese speaking recruiter and a number of key decision-
makers in business from various industries; we took survey responses from a further eight businesses who wished to 
remain anonymous. Responses in this survey came from both the public and the private sector.  

There are, of course, opportunities out there for second language Mandarin-speakers, providing they can find those 
companies with a strong China-focus. Philippe de Gentile-Williams is Staff Director at John Swire & Sons, the 
holding company of the Swire Group, a two hundred year old company with over 100,000 staff and a market value of 
over $10 billion25. Amongst other things, Philippe is in charge of recruiting management trainees and plays a part in 
managing senior employees’ careers, with Hong Kong and the Chinese mainland being the focus markets for a large 
part of the Group’s activities. We asked how he viewed Mandarin as a skill: 
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“For the management trainees who will be seconded to our companies around the world, then Mandarin is very 
important. It’s definitely a factor. Let’s say we take 10 people, we will want 6 or 7 of those to speak mandarin to a 
high degree of proficiency.” 
 
These sentiments echoed by Arnold Ma, Founder of Qumin, who focus on educating Western brands on Chinese 
people and culture and build their China presence. “Because of the nature of our business, working actively with 
China, Mandarin is normally an essential requirement”, he states. “For creative, client services, production, 
performance marketing - it is pretty much an uncompromising requirement.” 

Ostensibly, Mandarin is also valued within other parts of the media industry.“Mandarin Chinese is a vital skill for any 
journalist wishing to work in China and journalism is one industry in which there is considerable demand for non-
native Chinese speakers,” says James Kynge, Global China Editor at the Financial Times.  “The Chinese economy is 
only set to grow in size and writing about China's economy, financial markets, investment opportunities - as well as 
international politics, development, human rights etc - is something that appears likely to be required for many years 
to come. The number of jobs available in this and related fields may be considerably larger than most people would 
credit.” Seemingly then, even if a candidate’s first role in journalism is not in China or China-market related, 
Mandarin may offer a unique opportunity when that changes; thus if having a Chinese qualification gets their foot in 
the door, even if they don’t use it straight away, there are potential opportunities open to them that are unique to their 
skill set. 

2020 Business Leaders Research – what did they find? 

In 2020, the British Council questioned over 1000 senior leaders of businesses of all sizes about their experience of 
the changing role of Mandarin in British business. These responses were from professionals who had worked in their 
industry for five years or longer. Many of the findings reinforce some of the positive statements we heard from our 
discussions with business leaders in terms of demand for Mandarin-speakers. Overall, more than a quarter (26 per 
cent) of respondents said there will be an increased need for Mandarin speakers by 2025. 35 per cent of leaders of 
large businesses (those with 250+ employees) and 20 per cent of SME leaders predict an increased need for Mandarin 
speaking-employees by 2025.26 per cent of leaders of large businesses, 9 per cent of SME leaders and 17 per cent of 
all respondents said they had experienced an increased need for Mandarin-speaking employees over the past five 
years. 
 
The growing influence of Mandarin-speakers was also highlighted. 27 per cent of leaders of large businesses, 11 per 
cent of SME leaders and 16 per cent of all respondents reported an increase in Mandarin-speaking customers or 
clients over the past five years. A quarter of leaders in IT and telecoms reported an increase in Mandarin-speaking 
customers or clients, followed by 22 per cent in manufacturing and 21 per cent in hospitality and leisure.The research 
also reinforced the idea that certain industries are seeing a higher demand than others.  36 per cent of IT and telecoms 
leaders, 36 per cent of finance and accounting leaders and 32 per cent of manufacturing leaders predicted an increased 
need for Mandarin speakers in their respective industries in the next five years.26It must be stressed, however, that the 
context in whichthe survey was carried out (pre-Coivd 19) was very different to the current context, and so the results 
might not reflect current perspectives.  
 
And when Mandarin isn’t a prerequisite? 

What about when Mandarin isn’t necessarily a prerequisite for the job? A key question whether Mandarin would still 
make a difference, even within China-focussed companies. For Arnold and Qumin, the answer is yes. “If two 
candidates are the same, but one has Mandarin, they will get it, that’s a no brainer. If one was 20/30 per cent more 
experienced, I still think the Mandarin candidate would get it”. Swire, meanwhile, have a similar attitude, although to 
a more limited degree. “If we’re recruiting somebody for a job in the US, obviously Mandarin is not going to be a 
skill that we need...but if it is someone at some sort of managerial or supervisory level with Mandarin, that 
potentially, between two identical CVs is an advantage, because you never know, that person may develop into 
somebody who is going to be influential”, says Philippe. “If they can communicate directly with Chinese customers 
or suppliers, that would be an advantage. It’s that extra quality that would make us think, ‘that’s interesting’, the fact 
that they have that skill is definitely of interest.” How this language proficiency is tested varies between employers, 
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but testing through interaction with customers, via oral or written means, is a common method. One thing worth 
exploring is how universities can offer opportunities to grow this capability amongst graduates. 

Seven of the companies we interviewed agreed or strongly agreed that, even if Mandarin wasn’t a prerequisite for the 
role, knowledge of Mandarin indicated a prior development of key skills. Meanwhile, several examples were given 
where having a Mandarin-speaker demonstrated unique added value. One company claimed Mandarin-speaking staff 
were key “in winning the trust of clients, without doubt.” Others referred to “excellent relationship-building in China” 
One member of the Confederation of British Industry championed its importance. “There have been many occasions 
when my colleagues have reminded me of the subtleties of the Chinese language and its ambiguity. A good example 
would be the communication my team and I have had with Chinese government officials prior to a meeting. By 
asking indirect questions to the officials my colleagues have ascertained the 'mood music' of the meeting, the potential 
likely outcomes and the areas of conversation to steer well clear of. This has been utterly invaluable when dealing 
with important partners and stakeholders within the Chinese government.” However, it is worth noting that all of the 
companies referred to in this paragraph had already worked with China or had knowledge of Mandarin. 

Unfortunately for graduates of Mandarin, companies with an explicit or sole China focus are limited, especially 
within the UK, so we wanted to understand how a broad range of companies feel towards Mandarin. Within the legal 
sector, we spoke to Greg Jones, senior partner at Pinsent Masons, an international law firm with over 2500 employees 
and revenue of over £482 million.27 We asked how Mandarin was valued during their recruitment process. 

“When recruiting it’s certainly not a mandatory requirement, as there are quite a few lawyers in our team who have 
nothing to do with China, but we do have a business that serves Chinese contractors which is based in London, 
Beijing and Shanghai - so for someone involved in that kind of work, Mandarin would be something, not absolutely 
mandatory, but that would be very much desired and would definitely make them stand out.” 
Meanwhile, regarding roles that don’t require Mandarin: 
 
“It certainly wouldn’t be redundant - it is a second language that could come in useful. We wouldn’t recruit someone 
solely to do China, UK, French or German work etc. They would be involved in projects all over the world - but 
having Mandarin would definitely be taken into consideration.” 
 
Perhaps most interesting is Greg’s viewpoint towards Mandarin when compared to other languages. 
 
“If it wasn’t a China specific job spec it would be treated like any other second language, it wouldn’t be given special 
priority because it is Mandarin.” 
 
The sentiment is echoed in the financial industry by Mike Kerley, a Fund Manager at Janus Henderson, an asset 
management group with over 1500 staff and over $350 billion worth of assets under management. “From an 
investment standpoint, for anyone looking at Asia, anyone who has Mandarin as a language, be it first or second, is 
really important, and increasingly more so as China becomes a bigger part of the investment universe”, says Mike, 
who has covered the Asia Pacific region for 27 years but speaks no Mandarin himself. However, within the rest of the 
company, it is skill which is much less valued. “At the moment I don’t think the focus is on that. I think everyone is 
aware, whether they want to be or not, that China’s importance will continue to grow. As a result, Mandarin would be 
nice to have but not essential at this point.” Seemingly, from our interviews, media, finance, public affairs and 
customer facing roles do value language skills as well as the attributes required to acquire them. 
 
As positive as the above may sound, it must be recognised that given the scope of responses in this report, other 
companies and employers, possibly even the majority in the UK, may have a much less positive attitude towards 
Mandarin. The mobile telecoms giant Three (Hutchison 3G UK Limited) is an indirect wholly-owned subsidiary of 
the Hong Kong-based CK Hutchison Holdings Limited. Yet according to Mark Panayiotou, former Legal Counsel at 
Three, Mandarin had nearly no value. “English is the sole language used within Three UK (which is headquartered in 
Maidenhead). For the vast majority of Three employees, interaction with the parent company will be zero, and thus 
there is no advantage to speaking Mandarin Chinese.” 

 
Even multinationals that work in China may dismiss Mandarin. Ian Maskell is Head of Marketing at Walls Ice Cream, 
a significant part of the multi-billion conglomerate Unilever. “ I don’t think speaking Mandarin in general is going to 
help you in the job market, which I think is wrong, but I think it is true,” says Ian. “I think Mandarin is really 
important, but I don’t think it is going to be great for getting the kind of jobs you are talking about,” 
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he says, referring to higher-level positions within companies. Two other companies we interviewed from the business 
development and tourism industry coined a commonly-used phrase when it came to Mandarin: “useful, but not 
necessary.” 
 
Meanwhile, even when Mandarin is taken into account with a candidate, there are examples when it can be trivialised 
as a token or temporary skill. “My boss offered me my job down the local pub after giving me a Google translate test 
on my Mandarin skills”, recounts Stephanie Farr, a Senior Consultant at Open Door Recruitment and a graduate of 
Mandarin. “I started off working with Chinese investment banks, but after they proved difficult to work with I 
switched to working with lawyers and now head up our legal department. I don't use my language skills much now... 
those situations are few and far between”. 
 
Learning Chinese culture: an impossible obstacle?  
 
Wendi Yang is a UK-based Senior Recruiter who works for Europe’s largest independent, language-orientated 
recruitment company. She is responsible for finding and referring suitable candidates for Mandarin Chinese language 
roles for UK and European companies. An early morning interview with her, squeezed in before a busy day in the 
office, revealed some of the glaring obstacles facing UK graduates of Chinese Studies. “The majority of job posts are 
aimed at [first-language Mandarin speaking] candidates.  I have worked here for 2 years and I would say 80 per cent 
of the job roles require native-level Mandarin.  So far, in the UK, all my placements of candidates have been [first-
language Mandarin speaking].” 
 
Is cultural understanding an unsurpassable obstacle?  It may be true that only a small percentage of graduates of 
Chinese Studies in the UK could compete with a first-language Mandarin speaking candidate on a language level but 
Wendi reveals another aspect in which employers may also believe that UK graduates fall short.” “Most of the time it 
is more about the culture. Clients prefer to have first-language Mandarin speaking Chinese candidates to ensure they 
have a deeper understanding of Chinese business culture and processes,” she explains, highlighting the widespread 
assumption that not only Chinese language but also culture are un-learnable. 
 
Despite the significant challenges of obtaining a working visa in the UK for a first-language Mandarin speaking 
candidate, they seem to have the edge over Chinese Studies graduates for corporate roles. So what exactly does 
Wendi think Chinese Studies graduates are missing that is stopping them from getting these roles? “I don’t think it is 
about ‘missing’ anything, but more about what the client needs.” This reinforces, again, that finding out what clients 
and companies need and equipping graduates with these skills should be a focus for universities.  
 
“Normally they need a deep understanding of culture rather than language”, Wendi continues, “generally speaking, 
native-level Mandarin speaking candidates are much more proficient at this. The candidate is usually the company’s 
representative over in China, so they have to ensure cultural understanding at all times.” This is a challenge for 
second language Chinese speakers, as Wendi explains, “The nature of the post and the candidate that will get the job 
depends on if they just want language or culture or both – this is obviously much easier if they are a first-language 
Mandarin speaker as they, generally speaking, already have both.” 
 
If commercial value is determined by the companies that require the language to communicate with clients and 
business partners,28 arguably, hiring a second language Chinese speaker to build bridges with China could, in the 
longer-term, be more beneficial than hiring a first-language Mandarin speaking candidate for a quick financial gain. 
Those who understand China will know the value of guanxi - connections and relationships; many employers new to 
China today do not. As one graduate in our survey noted, “The value of being foreign and a Chinese speaker in China 
does not translate back into the UK…if the company is German, for instance, having a Chinese-speaking German 
employee adds authenticity and credibility to the company: they are also able to 'access' networks in ways that people 
from China cannot. Many Chinese colleagues have pointed this out to me.” 
 
Within China, senior roles are relatively easier to come by for graduates of Chinese Studies (but changes to the work 
permit regulations are making this more difficult). It is precisely within these senior roles that having Mandarin 
Chinese gives them the edge.29 “If it is down to two candidates for a senior role in China, the one with Mandarin 
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Chinese will get the job”. It seems it is at higher levels, rather than at entry level, where the edge of Mandarin Chinese 
really shows itself, which is potentially why recent graduates struggle to see the benefits straight away.  
 
Wendi finished on a positive note, describing the increase in jobs requiring Mandarin.  “Jobs requiring Chinese used 
to be pretty rare, now they are flying all over the place. The demand for Chinese speakers is increasing a lot…that’s 
exactly why my role exists”. 
 
Competition with first language-speakers – how much of an obstacle is it? 
 
From the viewpoint of British Mandarin speakers and graduates, one major obstacle to them being taken seriously by 
employers, noted in part one of this report, was the fact they had to compete with native Mandarin speakers who were 
paid a lower wage, generally more fluent in their second language thanks to language learning from an early age, as 
well as much more numerous.  
It must be said that there are certainly organisations where a native Mandarin speaker is preferred. We interviewed 
eight companies on the topic, one of which claimed Mandarin was not very influential as most agents and clients they 
work within China already have a very high level of English, and another confirming that, despite working with 
China, most operations are run in English.The question of how to get British people learning Mandarin earlier, and 
thus match their Chinese counterparts on a linguistic level later in life, requires a report in itself, but work by the 
Mandarin Excellence Programme and the Swire Chinese Language Foundation in putting Mandarin on the curriculum 
in schools are a good, albeit limited, start. 
 
Despite this, of the eight companies mentioned above, more than half said they would have no preference between a 
native English-speaker who spoke Mandarin, or a native Mandarin-speaker who spoke English. An insight into other 
employers suggests this may be a common sentiment, provided the language level is the same. “We wouldn’t make a 
choice based one either of those criteria” states Greg Jones of Pinsent Masons, “as long as the candidate could draft in 
decent English, as well as speak and communicate well in Mandarin, it doesn’t matter whether they are Chinese or 
English, or another nationality. If they have those skills I’m looking for”.  
 
Chris Torrens, Partner at Control Risks, a specialist risk consultancy that has offices worldwide and works in China, 
agrees. “We need both. Some of my Chinese clients prefer to deal with my Chinese colleagues, while some like 
working with a foreigner who can speak Chinese. The company view is that we need both nationalities for the reasons 
above and because both offer different perspectives”. 
 
Similarly, for Swire and Philippe, having a mix of the two is vital. “There are advantages to both. If we employ Brits 
who speak Mandarin they are more likely to be culturally in tune with the company, in terms of values or cultural 
affinity. But it’s extremely useful if they speak Mandarin as there is a very good chance that’s where they’ll end up. 
Conversely, we employ people from the Chinese mainland - they have to speak good English, but what they bring is 
an understanding of Chinese culture and the Chinese markets”. This is an idea reinforced again by Arnold from 
Qumin, “There is a massive pro for a Brit who speaks Mandarin, which is that they understand Western culture at a 
native level...but a native Chinese candidate who speaks English and has a deep understanding of Western culture is 
equally as valuable”.  
 
Chris Torrens from Control Risks appears to summarise the situation nicely. “The market is and will be increasingly 
full of bilingual Chinese (English-Mandarin) but that doesn’t mean there are no opportunities for Mandarin-speaking 
British graduates. This is because it’s not just about the language – it’s about having an international, Western and 
outsider’s perspective, as well as the ability to think independently, take responsibility and own one’s own decisions.”  
 
Three companies we interviewed said they would have a preference for a native English-speaker who spoke 
Mandarin, with one company stating that “in establishing trust between ourselves and our Chinese partners, a U.K. 
employee with Mandarin speaking capabilities shows a real connection and understanding”, so, as Chris states above, 
there are some opportunities there for Mandarin-speaking British graduates. 
 
“What plus Mandarin, not Mandarin plus what” 

 
Graduates in our initial report stated how a major issue was prospective employers focussing heavily on the additional 
skills they have as well as Mandarin, something reinforced by the employers we contacted. “From a real world 
perspective now, I think what’s most employable is not Mandarin plus ‘what?’, but ’something’ plus Mandarin,” says 
Mike Kerley at Janus Henderson. “I’m not sure it is necessarily Chinese culture because that is too narrow at this 
point, but give it 15-20 years then things may be totally different. Law and Mandarin is a good combination, for 
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example. You should be looking at broad-based structures with Mandarin rather than just specifically China.”  Greg 
Jones of Pinsent Masons backs him up. “Mandarin is a good idea, but it can’t be the only string to your bow. Make 
sure something else is focussed on as well. A lot of people think joint honours degrees are worth less because the 
detail is supposed to be less, but I disagree. Maybe have a bit more of a long-term plan as to what Mandarin is going 
to be used for.  Mandarin with law is pretty highly valued I think, or with another professional qualification, such as 
in an engineering firm that has business in China or wants it.”  
 
An understanding of Chinese law and Mandarin is hugely sought after, The Times reported last year, with one 
Durham University law lecturer being told that an understanding of Chinese law would lead to “every single person in 
the class” being hired by legal firms. Both Sheffield and Durham University now both offer courses with specialisms 
in this. 30 Other media reports reinforce the importance of a combination of language and other skills; Nikkei Asia 
reported in August this year how non-Mandarin speaking legal candidates were struggling to find work in Hong Kong 
because they preferred Mandarin speakers for such positions. Within areas such as equities, asset management and 
research, over two thirds of client-facing positions require Mandarin; 30% more than four years ago, Nikkei reported.  
 
Even at a governmental level, a demand for skills plus Mandarin seems evident. In August this year, Conservative 
MPs called on the government to raise investment in Mandarin learning due to a lack of diplomats being able to speak 
the language. “Speaking to people in their own language is key to understanding what drives their politics and 
influences the outcome,” says Tom Tugendhat, chairman of the foreign affairs select committee. “We need to invest 
not just in Mandarin but other Chinese languages and speak to people directly if we’re going to address the challenges 
we face. One would expect an increase in investment and training if we are to tackle the policy issues China raises in 
an intelligent and fully engaged way.” 
 
However, other less academic skills combined with Mandarin were repeatedly highlighted by the employers we 
interviewed. At Swire they are “happy to take people from a number of different disciplines, as long as they are pretty 
resilient, intellectually curious, and culturally sensitive and they have an evident dynamism.” At Qumin “having an 
open mind is crucial - at the end of the day it is about understanding people, cultures and psychology. If they have this 
and Mandarin they are probably ahead in the industry, at least in the creative industry that we work in.” Whilst within 
Unilver Ian Maskell believes “it is also about attitude, these days you won’t find many multinationals preferring 
people with an MBA, for example. Just because you have sat in a business school for a couple of years, it does not 
make you a great businessperson. In my experience they are looking for people with a collaborative approach, 
positive attitude, a propensity to listen and solve problems, a resilient approach to life.”  
 
From the eight other companies interviewed, others insights included that “Mandarin is not a key skill, but being a 
team player is,” whilst intercultural competence, curiosity, the willingness to ask questions and fail and learn, 
marketing knowledge and soft-skills, technological understanding and an ability to work independently were all 
valued alongside Mandarin. 
 
Cultural understanding repeatedly came back as a key skill Employers were looking for, with 62% of those asked 
stating it was equally important as language skills, and 25% saying it was more important. “I have met many who are 
proficient in the language but aren’t great at interpersonal skills or cultural empathy. Both are key”, stated one 
employer, with another stating that “someone with basic Mandarin skills who knows the right way to act and show 
respect in a meeting could do just as well as someone who has excellent language skills but no situational 
knowledge.”  
 
Whilst there is limited Mandarin taught in schools from a young age in the UK, there is very little scope for cultural 
teaching, so this is perhaps an area where both schools and universities need to develop. “Our national curriculum 
fails to incorporate China knowledge or to make connections across curriculum subjects which would add so much 
richness and depth to the offering,” says H-J Colston, Joint CEO at the Chopsticks Club and Director of Engage with 
China, an educational charity building China literacy in schools. “The numbers of students with access to ‘things 
China’ beyond Chinese New Year, are still woefully low. There seems to be resistance by the government to 
developing this more widely, as seen by the rebuff of nine years of heroic efforts [by veteran China financier Tim 
Clissold] to introduce an A-level in Chinese history and civilisation.” 
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Covid and Trump - What has the impact been? 
 
Meanwhile, indifference towards Mandarin skills does not seem to stem from a failure to recognise China’s current 
and future importance, even despite the recent impacts of Donald Trump’s trade war and Covid 19. Philippe gives us 
Swire’s perspective. “I don’t think [the value of Mandarin] is going to decrease. That emphasis on Mandarin skills 
will continue - I don’t see it abating. I think the importance of being able to speak Chinese, in the business world but 
also culturally, is going to keep growing. In the same way English has been important for a century or more, Chinese 
will be. There will be ups and downs, with the pandemic, although in the long term I don’t think it will impact the 
need to interact with China in one way or another, and your ability to communicate in Chinese. Current political 
leaders are not going to be around forever, but major players on the world stage will still be there in 20 years’ time.” 
In the investment world Mike Kerley explains that “from an investment standpoint, anyone looking at Asia, anyone 
who has Mandarin as a language, be it first or second, is really important, and increasingly more so as China becomes 
a bigger part of the investment universe.”  
 
From the creative industry Arnold Ma believes that “long term you have to look at the rise and fall of nations. The US 
and UK are heading down and China is up - it happens once every few decades - so even long term it is beneficial. 
China may not grow as strongly as it used to, but will remain one of the strongest economies in the world.” From 
Greg’s legal perspective at Pinsent Masons “I can only think that would lead to a slight diminution of demand for 
Mandarin skills in the West, because there is less collaboration going on...but longer term I don’t see the demand 
going down, I can only see it going up, not in an exponential demand kind of way; I do think there will be more 
demand for non-Chinese Mandarin speakers needed”. 
 
Some even believe that Covid and Trump’s policies over the past five years have helped China, and subsequently 
Mandarin’s importance as a skill. “I think Covid is accelerating an ongoing seismic shift in the global geopolitical 
order as economic and political power moves from the West (where it has sat for the past 200-300 years) to the East. 
The polarisation of politics and increasing populism brought on as a result of the global financial crisis in 2008-2009 
has given us Trump and other national leaders who care more for re-election and nationalism than globalisation. The 
combination of a Trump administration and the impact of Covid have created a power vacuum for an economically 
strong country like China to step into. But whatever the process, the end result is that China will be the next global 
superpower within 5-15 years, making Mandarin a key skill for British professionals to have.” 
 
Four other companies interviewed stated that they believed that current world politics would have no impact on the 
importance of Mandarin as a skill, with three in agreement with the above that it would have a positive impact.  
 
Negative or Impartial Attitudes towards Greater China 
 
Nevertheless, there are also those who believe the current situation is diminishing Mandarin’s importance. “Sadly I 
think [the current impact] is going to be negative”, says Mike from Janus Henderson, “but it is not Covid that is 
driving this. It is the relationship between China and the rest of the world; how the rest of the world reacts to China’s 
aspirations. It is a shift of power that, I suspect won’t end well. China sees its role now as recovering from a hundred 
years of despair. Nothing is going to change that, Xi Jinping has made that pretty clear. That is going to run him up 
against the US and their allies - it is that that will probably last for the next 10 or 20 years.” Even with Trump now 
gone, he believes change will not come quickly. “I think a change of government in the US would make it worse; 
historically Democrats are more anti-China. I think views against China are the only thing the two parties agree on. I 
don’t think relying on a change of president will improve things.” 
 
The current political climate may well be having an impact on many, if not the majority of those in the UK, who 
cannot see the obvious value of Mandarin - and most significantly those in higher positions within British business. 
Ian Maskell from Unilever stresses how the current world view of China is inhibiting those who really need to from 
taking an interest in China, and thus valuing Mandarin skills. “When I moved back to the UK after living in China in 
2009, I was appalled at the lack of awareness of China and its [economic] significance. Knowledge of the country is 
extremely low, even today. It’s embarrassing. It’s almost worse now as China has seemingly become an enemy 
almost in the way it is portrayed...it has a bad image in the west, not helped [by recent spying claims] related to 
Huawei and Tik Tok,” he states. 
 
“If you are positive about China, you are almost pushing water uphill at the moment, because the received wisdom, 
even from very intelligent people, is that they are a threat, and in a way they are a threat to the West because it is 
going to be so powerful over the next 20-30 years - as in economically strong and will reposition a lot of Western 
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economies, including Europe and North America. In my opinion that doesn’t have to be negative, can it be any worse 
than the US ruling the world economically for the past 100 years? It all depends on your position and perspective.” 
 
A lack of a profound understanding and fear of China is seemingly increasing in Western society, demonstrated by 
Donald Trump using defence against China as one of his main policies in his recent failed re-election; it seems to be 
exacerbated and in correlation with China’s rise in power and increasing influence. “If more people in my position 
were more enlightened, I think they would understand that people who have the language have a sense of what it 
means to operate in a culture like China. I have to spend a lot of time disavowing people of their China bias, sadly, 
but it is partly because I have experienced it, all the positives and amazing nature of the culture, so I’m very happy to 
have people with that knowledge and skills on my team, but I’m not sure if that is true of all my colleagues.” Ian 
believes education is a key part of breaking this cycle. “The only way you can really solve this issue is to teach young 
people about the richness of Chinese culture, history and why they should look into it and understand it.”  
 
Lessons and Recommendations  
 
For Graduates 

 
Although the above feedback suggests that having a Chinese language degree holds a significant amount of influence 
and sway, there is scope for higher education institutions, governments, charities and employers to do more to ensure 
there are more opportunities for graduates. 
 
Recommendation A: Persist with getting a job in the UK using Chinese skills or knowledge 
 
According to our survey and feedback, only around a third of graduates get a job using their Chinese skills and 
knowledge in the UK. There are companies with a China-focus or awareness of the opportunity within China that will 
value Mandarin, regardless of it is used initially or not. Graduates must work hard to find these companies, and if 
required, pressure their universities to help them find such companies. 
 
Some, including this author, argue that higher education institutions and employers need to work together to ensure 
there are strong and accessible links between Chinese language graduates and employers who need them from day 
one of their university lives. A wider network is needed between disparate stakeholders to deal with the situation, 
whilst “language centres in universities should be at the centre of this holicism”31 and “Higher education (HE) 
providers and employers should form a holistic part of the same process.”32 Even the British Council stresses that “it 
is not just the educational departments of regional and national government in the UK that must address this situation, 
but all stakeholders (individuals, business and employers) must play their part.” 
 
It could be that graduates themselves need to be aware of the intense level of market competition and what they can 
offer – as they may be taking for granted many of the skills they have gained in their language degree.  Stakeholders 
and influencers of education – including the students themselves – need to “understand the importance to the 
individual, economy and intellectual and cultural life of the nation that language learning offers.” International 
business acumen and cultural appreciation, for example, are inseparable when it comes to China; something both 
graduates need to have and employers need to be aware of. The issues above are summed up by the graduates 
themselves. 
 
“If there is such a large demand for graduates with Chinese language skills, as universities and the media will have 
us believe, it would be beneficial to students if universities could make more of an effort to match up employers with 
graduates. Ideally, universities could also do more to support alumni by introducing work opportunities to them, if it 
really is the case that language graduates are desirable to a range of employers.” 
 
“We spent our time at university being told how employable we would be and how learning Mandarin would open so 
many doors for us - to then graduate and be dropped into the ocean of employment with no support or guidance as to 
how to get these elusive opportunities.“ 
 
“I think studying Chinese has been the best decision of my life, however there does need to be more support at 
university to link up with employers to prepare them to accept non-native Mandarin-speaking students into their 
companies.” 
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“If companies want people proficient in Chinese working for them, they need to make their expectations clear and 
also to understand the benefits of having non-natives represent them in particular.” 
 
Recommendation B: Get a job using Chinese skills or knowledge outside the UK. 
 
Around 25 per cent of our respondents found themselves using Chinese skills and knowledge outside the UK. As 
noted, job opportunities for Chinese language graduates are easier to come by in China compared to the UK, often 
with greater opportunities and remuneration. However, this experience does not often translate into improved career 
prospects when coming back to the UK, and opportunities may fluctuate as China’s politics and relations with the 
outside world develop. 
 
Recommendation C: Acquire another skill or career to enhance your language degree 
 
This is a key ‘gap’ that has been identified. Graduates may need to retrain in another skill following a university 
degree in Chinese Studies because the skills they have gained do not suffice in enabling a career. It must, however, be 
mentioned that this is common to many graduates, in many subjects – it is not specific to Chinese Studies or even to 
languages as a whole. 

Again, cooperation between universities, companies and government is needed to create and provide opportunities for 
Chinese studies graduates to gain skills required to plug the skills gap highlighted. This ties in with the idea that 
graduates need to have a broad range of skills and experiences upon graduating (entrepreneurship, finance, 
accounting, etc.) and ideally have gained these throughout their degree, so that graduates do not have to spend many 
years acquiring a new area of expertise after university, before finally being able to use their Chinese again later in 
their career (if at all). Graduates, higher education institutions (HEI) and companies and other organizations 
(government departments) that need to engage with China all need to collaborate and have a common understanding 
of what good ‘employability’ actually is, particularly when it comes to Chinese graduates.33 Sourcing and engaging 
with these ‘relevant’ employers is one task that is required as a matter of urgency. From this, HEI then have to 
provide courses that are tailored to this – working with students of Chinese studies to ensure both parties take 
responsibility for making themselves employable. 
 
Furthermore, Chinese should be taught from a much younger age in UK schools: students need to start learning 
Chinese before high school and there needs to be adequate contact time (at least 6 hours per week). This would mean 
that candidates would then be better able to compete with native-level candidates upon graduating, at least on a 
language level. In addition, universities need to adapt current Chinese language courses to the growing numbers of 
UK school students fortunate enough to be in this position already. Given that they already have established a good 
foundation in Chinese proficiency these students would be in a much better position to embrace the simultaneous 
learning of other skills at university. 
If universities are unable to provide Chinese language courses that can equip today’s graduates with the skills 
required to forge a career, as well as new courses that appropriately challenge the growing number of young people 
studying Chinese from an early age in the UK, numbers may continue to decline. 

 
For Employers, Government and the Education Sector 
 
Crucially, then, how do we get those who are currently in positions of influence and power within business to see the 
value of Mandarin?  
 
Educating today’s youth on Chinese cultures and language is a positive step long-term, but it will be decades before 
these young people are in such positions. So how do we raise awareness amongst those already there? Our research 
has come across several major employers with an awareness of China and the potential of Mandarin, but how do we 
reach the rest of employers (the majority) who may not have this? Clearly there are issues surrounding human rights 
in China that must not be ignored by the international community, but how do we stop issues such as this tarnishing 
the Chinese people whilst also blinding people to opportunities in China and the potential of Mandarin as a skill? 
How can China’s rise be seen as something positive?   
 
Mixed messages coming from the government don’t currently help the situation. With Brexit, other international 
markets are being labelled as more important than ever, whilst as noted earlier, some MPs are calling for more 
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Mandarin speakers in government. In contrast, due to events surrounding Huawei and Hong Kong, amongst others, 
this is twinned with a time when Sino-UK relations, on a superficial and media level at least, seem to have plummeted 
from the ‘golden era’ of relations promised by David Cameron, to the worst levels in decades.  
 
Surely, a change in viewpoint at higher levels of business can only be achieved with consistent messaging and 
impetus from a governmental level, through training and campaigns amongst businesses to raise awareness of the 
huge potential of the Chinese market, and subsequently Mandarin, even despite the current political climate. The 
Department of International Trade has resources to assist those already seeking to export to China, but much less 
when it comes to actively making businesses aware of the potential of the Chinese market. China tends to have a 
long-term view of history; something that business leaders in the UK need to take on board, but this can’t be done if 
they are not aware of the potential and importance of the world’s next superpower.  Only by raising awareness of this 
can the majority of business leaders and employers begin to consistently see Mandarin as something truly positive and 
beneficial for their company in a prospective candidate. 
 
More research is certainly required; a more numerous response from key decision-makers in businesses from across 
the UK would be greatly beneficial to get a more accurate overview of the bigger picture. However, from our research 
and investigation thus far we would conclude the following. 
 
Recommendation A: Actively increase awareness of the potential of the Chinese market amongst business 
leaders and key decision makers 

 
There needs to be a specific campaign that educates business leaders and key decision makers in the UK on the 
potential of the Chinese market. They need to be actively targeted and educated by those with experience of China. 
Networks and case studies must be leveraged to overcome some entrenched views on the value of second language 
Chinese amongst the UK business community. This initiative could not only educate, but also connect their 
companies with Mandarin-speaking candidates who can help them develop their China focus, thus enhancing and 
facilitating opportunities for Mandarin-speakers. Furthermore, it could help businesses and the UK economy grow 
financially by accessing what can be a very lucrative market. It would also increase demand for Mandarin-speakers 
and thus encourage more to study it. This support would come in the form of funded governmental assistance in the 
creation of a specific, full-time role or department within the Department of Trade and Investment (DIT) that actively 
engages with businesses, encouraging and facilitating trade with China. Currently limited support in this is available 
with the DIT, but only for those businesses who seek it out and approach them; this situation has to be reversed if 
more people in positions of power understand the potential of the Chinese market. 
 

 
 
 
 
Recommendation B: Maximise opportunities for current graduates of mandarin through up-skilling 
 
Current graduates need to be as confident and knowledgeable as possible to ensure their true value is perceived by 
employers. They must be provided with tools and advice on how they can better articulate their value to both UK and 
Chinese employees. There must be an emphasis on how they can complement another skill (such as law, for example) 
with Mandarin; emphasizing how they can deliver value through their Mandarin in a variety of industries, even if it is 
not in the first instance. Entrepreneurship should also be encouraged and championed, as in many cases in the UK, the 
ones most equipped and prepared to do business in China are the graduates themselves, rather than the employers or 
businesses they are seeking work from. Another important aspect would be to help prepare graduates of Chinese 
studies for a career with Mandarin by managing their expectations and giving them strategies to shape their own 
career development. 
 
Recommendation C: Enhance teaching of Mandarin, Chinese cultures and history in UK schools 
 
The youth of today are the business leaders and key decision makers of tomorrow. By educating them on the culture, 
history and language of China they will be made aware from a young age of the importance of China as a market, and 
subsequently Mandarin language skills. This will then be carried over when they are in those key positions in the 
future. Whilst there are programmes that are implementing Mandarin teaching in schools, it is limited. We would 
recommend teaching of Mandarin language and Chinese culture and civilization is supported by the government so it 
is widely available in schools across the UK, and placed on the curriculum like any other mainstream language 
currently taught. This support would come in the form of governmental assistance in the creation of certified teacher 
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training qualifications of Mandarin teachers at universities across the UK, as well as practical support to schools when 
transitioning across to teaching Mandarin. 
 
Areas to Explore for Future Research 
 

1. What is needed for UK businesses to actively adopt and engage with the Chinese market comprehensively 
and how can they be provided with this? 

2. How do we bridge the gap between employers and graduates of Mandarin, ensuring graduates can identify 
pathways to selling their other skills to employers, as well as building up their skills profile beyond 
Mandarin and Chinese culture? 

3. How do we build links and understanding with China so that relations between the two countries improve – 
subsequently improving potential for trade relations. 

4. How do universities and the government ensure non-native Mandarin speakers in the UK can match the level 
of English already spoken by many native Chinese? How can they be supported in this? 

5. How can universities offer opportunities to grow language capability amongst graduates so they can stand 
out in language proficiency tests during interviews? Is it about capability or a combination of proficiency 
tests combined with experience of using Chinese in a business context?  

6. Can universities build networks with the business community/public sector to offer students more practical 
opportunities to apply their degree in a real world setting both in the UK and internationally? 
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Appendix 
 
Full Graduate Case Studies 
 
Charlie Willan  - 2013 Chinese & Politics Graduate from the University of Leeds 
 
Charlie: I fully expected to have a job [in the UK] that was of an equivalent grade and pay as I had had in China the 
second I started looking. This was absolutely not the case. 
 
No obstacle, no matter how big, was going to stop Charlie from using Chinese in his career.  “[Chinese] was so 
important that I was willing to take a job that involved selling paint and rubber quality testing equipment to Chinese 
factories…thoroughly dull, but it meant I was using my Chinese every day.” After a “satisfying” and “challenging” 
undergraduate degree at the University of Leeds, he worked in business-to-business sales, network solutions and 
consulting for four years for three separate companies, moving from job to job. In his first China-based role he was 
offered the job regardless of his degree results, a testament to the opportunities available within China itself for 
graduates. “I had no problem finding good jobs in China, especially once I had a bit of sales experience under my 
belt. I had three jobs in four years or so, two in consultancy and one in sales, each of which helped me develop 
professionally, gave me opportunities to improve my knowledge of China and made me financially secure.” 
 
The roles were interesting, lucrative and exciting (at times), and meant he got to travel to some far-flung places while 
working. But after four years the call of home became increasingly strong. “It was a great job, which I probably wish 
I had been doing from the start, but I found myself at strange Chinese airports waiting for delayed flights at three in 
the morning all too often and began missing home with friends getting engaged and things like that. So, I went back 
to the UK.” 
 
The challenge of living away from home for long periods, particularly coping with the cultural and lifestyle difference 
between China and the UK, means there tends to be a limit to how long many UK expats stay in China. Even 
generous financial remuneration, free flights home and other company benefits are not enough.  
 
It was after returning to the UK that Charlie came face-to-face with the career landscape for graduates of Chinese 
studies for the first time. “I fully expected to have a job that was of an equivalent grade and pay as I had had in China 
the second I started looking. This was absolutely not the case.” When asked if he thought there were opportunities to 
use his Chinese in his career in the UK, he said he has found there were, but “not as many as I had first thought when 
I arrived back from China”.34 
 
Charlie elaborates on his own experience. “People always say, ‘Oh, there aren’t many Chinese speakers out there’, 
forgetting that China has a population of 1.4 billion and a huge Chinese student population in the UK.  For every 
British applicant that has learnt a good level of Chinese, there are hundreds of thousands of Chinese candidates who 
have studied English from the age of three and are thus more experienced and useful from a language point of view. 
Students learning Chinese as a second language shouldn’t be coming out of university thinking of making a career out 
of Chinese (with the exception of professional translation), a second string is crucial to give that student a real edge.” 
 
The sentiment was echoed by over half of those asked in a recent Chinese-Speakers’ survey of graduates, 50.9 per 
cent either disagreed or strongly disagreed that there are sufficient opportunities to use Chinese in their career based 
within the UK. Compare this to the 57.6 per cent who, in the same survey, agreed or strongly agreed that there were 
sufficient opportunities to use Chinese in their career based outside the UK.35 

 
The Chinese-Speakers survey was completed by 113 graduates of Chinese and responses were taken between July-
August 2019. 38 of the respondents were male, 37 were female and 38 unknown. All survey respondents graduated 
between 2006 and 2019. Respondents were asked 18 questions and invited to provide comments on each question as 
they felt appropriate, with all responses made anonymous and data taken under the BERA ethical code. 

 
“I feel that there are a lot of businesses looking to hire Chinese speakers in a front-line sales function for industries 
like luxury retail or property, but there are fewer opportunities in professional services or elsewhere where other 
qualifications are more important,” explains Charlie. “Lots of my first applications when returning from China were 

                                                           
34

 https://www.britishcouncil.org/contact/press/top-languages-uk-needs-most-post-brexit 
35

 See Knowles, Caroline. 2015. “Young Londoners in Beijing.” Report. Goldsmiths University of London: Goldsmiths University of London. 
Available at: http://research.gold.ac.uk/18166/ 
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rejected, with employers saying it is great that you can speak Chinese, but we’ve gone with someone who has more 
relevant industry experience. I felt like my Chinese was very useful, but a second string was also needed for the bow.” 
Harrods were interested in Chinese speakers to sell perfume, as were estate agents trying to help Chinese buyers who 
had recently relocated to adjust to UK life, but these were sadly unsuitable for an overqualified Charlie, who had 
attained a very different skill set thanks to his degree and previous job roles in China. Eventually, he landed a part-
time role using Chinese in the digital advertising sector. He lasted two months in the role, and it entailed, in Charlie’s 
own words, “terrible pay and a humbling change in the status of my role within a company. It was not an easy time at 
all.” 
 
Charlie nearly made a breakthrough following a successful series of interviews with a London-based investment 
company that provides Chinese entrepreneurs with seed funding. However, at the final hurdle he discovered he would 
only be offered an internship position on a salary that would have been difficult to live on, and he subsequently had 
no choice but to decline. The company stated that without investment industry experience, they couldn’t risk taking 
Charlie on full-time, at least not to begin with. 
 
After nearly going into teacher training, Charlie eventually found a job, 10 months after returning to the UK, working 
in corporate intelligence for Deloitte. Despite earning less than half of what he was paid in China with the same living 
costs, he seems to have finally found a positive career path using his skills. “I use my Chinese in a variety of different 
projects…I am working in an industry that I really like and feel strongly about making a personal investment in,” he 
says. He also notes that despite a diminished job title and salary, his senior roles at less well-known Chinese 
companies had almost no currency on his return to the UK. “I honestly believe that my junior role at Deloitte here in 
the UK will be more useful in my career”. 
 
So with this, would Charlie still recommend Chinese Studies to those entering university today? “Undoubtedly, yes. I 
have had so many wonderful experiences through my Chinese and I would wish the same happiness to everyone. I 
have felt like my Chinese was very useful, but a second string was also needed for the bow.” 
 
Anna Finch - 2009 Chinese Graduate from the University of Edinburgh 
 
Anna graduated ten years ago and was one of our earliest case studies. After graduating, she initially moved to China 
to teach English, before quickly moving into the wine industry. “The company was interested in having a Chinese-
speaking Westerner because they thought it made their company look more international,” she states. “A lot of the 
restaurant, hotel and bar managers for the locations they wanted their wine to be in were also Westerners… they felt 
that I could make a better connection and relationship with them culturally.” Like Charlie, Anna is another graduate 
who has seen the opportunities available within China itself.  
 
Anna then moved to the US for a job in the oil, gas and solar industry before setting up her own company which she 
still runs today - Real DFM, a product design and development business that works heavily with China, so uses 
Chinese in her work. “My current role requires speaking with Chinese factories both here from the US and when I am 
visiting the factories in China…we work with our Chinese counterparts every day and although many of them speak 
very good English, it helps build a better working relationship when we can establish that there are no ‘lost in 
translation’ issues that non-Chinese speakers may run into.” 
 
So what is Anna’s view on the career landscape between the US and the UK? “My gut instinct leads me to feel like 
there are more job opportunities using Chinese here in the US because I feel like they are a bigger leader in 
international business, plus the sheer size of it means that there are more cities, businesses to choose from and look 
for jobs in.” 
 
Anna has noted changes in the landscape since she graduated. “When I have looked around, I have seen that job 
listings have changed from saying that speaking Mandarin is a requirement to saying that it is an appreciated skill. I 
feel like over the past ten years, the level of English spoken in China in business has improved significantly and 
because the language of international business is English, there is less of a requirement to be able to speak high-level 
Chinese.  
 
Despite having graduated over a decade ago, the points she raise surrounding Chinese language degrees are similar to 
those alluded to by Charlie. “Very honestly, I don’t know if I can say that having a Chinese degree specifically is very 
useful. I would say that the language skills I learned from living and studying and working in China have been 
incredibly useful, but retrospectively I wish that I had had the opportunity to do Chinese and Business, or Law or 
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similar, which would have given me a larger academic/practical base to draw from in looking for jobs. The actual 
degree was too broad in regard to giving me a hireable skill set.” 
 
Nevertheless, she is unequivocal in her support when asked if a Chinese language degree is worth it. “Yes, absolutely, 
it’s a great language to learn to work the brain and open up opportunities and awareness of the greater world that we 
live in, but I would strongly recommend that students do it in hand with another subject that can be practically used 
across a broader industry. 
 
3.Jay Smith - 2013 Chinese and Spanish Graduate from the University of Leeds 
 
Jay: I realised if I was going to use Chinese in my job in the UK, I would have to create it myself. 
 
Jay graduated in the summer of 2013 and worked for Newman Tours as a tour guide in Shanghai and Beijing before 
returning to the UK in summer 2014. “The job was great and I took loads from it, I just had that feeling like it was 
time to come home for a bit. I think anyone who has lived in China will know what I mean.” It was at this point the 
job hunt in the UK began. “To be honest, it was demoralising and long. I applied to loads, even though the roles 
available were limited and didn’t interest me. The very few interviews I attended didn’t go well, either because they 
expected me to have native-level Chinese, or because I expressed my excitement to use Chinese in the role, and they 
had to remind me that I would barely be using it, if at all.”   
 
It was at this point that Jay felt he had come to a crossroads in his career. “I’d always wanted to work in travel and 
thought there was a niche in Chinese tourism in the UK – I’d actually wanted to start something straight after 
graduation, but I didn’t have the time or the money to do so. I met up with my course-mate, Eve Baker, from 
university, and she mentioned she would be happy to start something up together and pool resources. By that point I 
had already realised if I was going to use Chinese in my job in the UK, I would have to create it myself. It was either 
this or not using Chinese, so we went for it.” 
 
Jay and Eve established Beiwei 55 in late 2014, a company which runs tours across the UK with native British 
Mandarin-speaking guides. “We had no business or entrepreneurial knowledge to begin with – so we learnt along the 
way,” Jay explained. “We were part of an amazing, free entrepreneurial programme called Entrepreneurial Spark run 
by Natwest, and that helped massively.” Starting with just the two of them running tours, the company grew steadily 
and by 2018 they had a full-time team of five, a London office, dozens of freelance guides across the UK, and had 
won gold in the Visit England awards for inbound tourism. “It was a lot of work and effort, but we knew the 
opportunity was huge. The media seemed to latch on to us, as there was no-one else doing what we did, so we got 
some good coverage on the BBC and in the international press, which helped a lot.” 
 
Jay explained how as the company expanded, the same issues facing graduates became clear. “In terms of job 
applicants, we were spoilt for choice. Just like us, we had graduates of Chinese Studies applying, desperate to use 
their Mandarin in their jobs, especially given that we offered jobs using Chinese every day but based in the UK.” 
Business trips to China were a highlight for Jay, “as the company grew and my role became more managerial I ended 
up in China selling the business once a year. Chinese companies were blown away by the fact that there was a 
foreigner talking business to them in Mandarin.” 
 
Four years in, as Jay’s role became purely managerial, things started to change. “I had always been based in 
Newcastle and my business partner and the office in London, as that’s where the majority of work and opportunities 
were. I realised that if I wanted to have a people-facing role, and not be stuck in front of a computer screen carrying 
out business management and planning, I would have to permanently relocate to London to be in the office there, 
rather than just visiting one week a month. I have friends, family, a partner and a community here, and I love 
Newcastle, so I knew I’d have to change.” After four years, Jay left his business partner in charge of Beiwei 55 and 
took a step into something new.  “It was a really difficult decision; I was really proud of what we’d achieved, but I 
really didn’t want to move to London. It’s a hard thing to swallow to be honest – if opportunities and jobs were more 
spread out across the UK, I’d almost certainly still be working on the company.” 
 
Finlay Davidson - 2013 Linguistics with Chinese and Spanish Graduate from Newcastle University; 2014 PGCE in 
Mandarin Chinese 
 
Finlay (Fin) knew early on in his career that education was a sector he wanted to go into, so he started looking for 
opportunities whilst still at university. “In my final year at university I began teaching lunchtime and after-school 
clubs in local schools, to test my ideas about Chinese teaching. This gave me the impetus to continue to do the PGCE 
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year, which then taught me a great deal more about the theory behind teaching and learning.” After a challenging 
PGCE year, Finlay went straight into teaching and has been teaching Mandarin Chinese in both private and state 
schools for six years. “The PGCE is a demanding year and at times I definitely questioned my ability to teach as a 
career, however I felt well-supported by my university and school-based mentors and I believe I had good role models 
throughout the year.” 
 
Education, as noted by our graduates in their responses, is one area where there are opportunities to use Chinese skills 
in the UK. “The principal challenge for Chinese teaching in the UK at the moment is a lack of teachers,” Fin 
explained. “I remember very clearly the Headteacher [in my last school] telling me that if they started [teaching] 
Chinese and I then left, he could not guarantee that he could find another Chinese teacher to take over the teaching. If 
this situation is replicated around the country, there may be many schools that would like to teach Chinese, but cannot 
because they are worried about the supply of good Chinese teachers.” As a result, many schools are not willing to take 
the risk of providing Chinese as a mainstream language, even with national Mandarin education programmes 
beginning to come into in existence.36 
 
Alice Mingay, graduated in 2018 from University of Oxford with a BA in Oriental Studies (Chinese)  
 
If I can build a career that manages to interlink the two, that would be incredibly exciting 
 
Alice is part of the latest batch of graduates of Chinese studies on the job scene, having graduated in 2018. She gives 
us an insight into the most recent graduates’ experience: “I found as a graduate, a lot of the jobs that wanted my 
language skills didn’t offer me interesting training and progression,” she explained. “Having said that, I have also met 
a number of people with very interesting jobs who use their Chinese regularly in both casual and formal 
communication at work. These jobs are not everywhere, though, and require quite a lot of confidence to stick your 
hand up and say that your Chinese is good enough when there are so many native speakers around.” Alice also 
highlights the polarised nature of a Chinese language graduate’s career: “The ease with which you can lose your 
language skills mean people feel forced, I think, into either ‘using their Chinese’ or ‘not using their Chinese,’ with not 
much in between.” 
 
After graduating, Alice took a one-year law conversion course. “I studied quite a lot of Chinese law in the final two 
years of my degree and this was certainly the catalyst for the decision to qualify as a lawyer.” Despite there not being 
an obvious connection between Chinese and Law, Alice firmly believes it was a major factor in her getting on the 
course. “My conversion course was sponsored by an international firm at which I will start work next year. The first 
question in my interview with them was ‘why did you choose to study Chinese?’, and we spent most of the hour 
talking about that. A significant number of the non-law students they employed in my cohort were linguists.” 
Although not initially using her Chinese, in due course she hopes to be able to, given that the firm she is going to 
work for has offices in Beijing, Shanghai and Hong Kong. “If I can build a career that manages to interlink the two, 
that would be incredibly exciting.” 
 
Alice believes the benefits of studying Chinese are plentiful. “I’m certainly glad I did it. Given the broader perception 
in the UK that your career doesn’t necessarily have to be linked to your undergraduate major, I certainly never felt 
that it had closed any doors. On the contrary, I think as a slightly more unusual degree choice, that automatically 
generates a fair degree of interest when talking to people.” 
 
Alice summed up her own experience, and that of many others: “Studying Chinese was, hands down, the best 
decision I have ever made because of all the things it opened up to me that I didn’t know, as well as the friends I have 
made.” And her advice to anyone going into a Chinese Studies degree is “[learning] Chinese doesn’t mean you have 
to go and live in China for the rest of your life – enjoy the degree and then decide what you want to do after.  If there 
is anything you can’t do, it almost certainly won’t be because of your degree choice.” 
 

Chinese-Speakers 2019 Survey Results 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
36

See CBI/Pearson, (2018). Educating for the Modern World. London: Confederation of British Industry. 
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Source: Chinese-Speakers 2019 survey 
 
1.0) Graduate feedback in full: What obstacles have you found to finding a job using Chinese in the UK, if 
any? 
 

● Most roles that use Chinese seem to be in international trade/business. Few seem to have a connection 
with positive social change/social justice, which is an area I want to pursue. 

● Many Chinese people speak more fluent English than I do Mandarin. I'm not fully bilingual and fluent in 
Chinese - I just speak intermediate Chinese and have a general overview understanding of Chinese 
culture. 

● Nobody really cares about it. 
● When I was looking for a job in the UK, no one seemed to care what degree it was, as opposed to the 

experience I have had. 
● I’ve struggled to persuade colleagues so far that the use of Mandarin in the current sector that I’m in 
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(i.e. International Development / Development Policy) would be very useful. 
● Lack of belief that my Chinese was actually strong enough to be useful to the organisation. 
● The value of being foreign and a Chinese speaker in China does not translate back into the UK. In fact, 

being British (local) and speaking Chinese is not considered an advantage in the same way. I believe 
that privately- owned Chinese companies would recognise the advantage but often they are not aware of 
the number or quality of British Mandarin speakers. On the flip-side, this is not the case for Chinese 
companies (state-owned or private) in China. Interestingly, many multinational companies in China 
need 'enlightening' on the merits of having 'local' foreigners: if the company is German, for instance, 
having a Chinese-speaking German adds authenticity and credibility to the brand: they are also able to 
'access' in ways that people from China cannot. Many Chinese colleagues have pointed this out to me. 

● Lack of opportunities to do so with large/established graduate employers. I found that China-facing 
roles tend to exist with less-established graduate employers e.g. start-ups or very niche 
organisations/businesses. 

● On balance, I found it wasn't worth giving up the training/exposure you would get on an established 
graduate scheme to risk entering a smaller, less-established entity so to ensure that I would be speaking 
Chinese in my job. 

● One year of study in China was insufficient to develop my Chinese to the point of the highest proficiency. 
● More often than not, jobs that require Chinese language [in the UK] desire native-level fluency. 
● Still relatively few institutions/businesses engaging with China that require the skill from non-Chinese 

staff. 
● Availability of jobs with Chinese-speaking element in non-governmental/educational industries. 
● The Chinese English Speakers are as good if not better than most British Chinese speakers 
● My Chinese isn’t as good as when I was doing my degree. The jobs offered in finance companies and 

consultancy firms using Chinese didn’t interest me or suit my skill set. 
● Even a year after graduating, if not kept up regularly I found my Chinese ability deteriorated. Also I 

work in the sustainability sector which doesn't yet have a huge demand for using Chinese apart from in 
the renewables sector. 

● It is only one skill. Employers look for a wide range. 
● Chinese people speak better Chinese and are better culturally at communicating with Chinese people.  
● Frequently employers don’t recognise that learning a second language is a separate skill from being 

able to speak it as a native. This disadvantages second language-learners of Chinese. It is difficult now 
to market your “China knowledge” or Chinese skills due to the raised general appreciation for and 
awareness of China and its role in global politics and the economy. Employers no longer see students of 
Chinese as especially skilled. 

● Vast majority are concentrated in London, and often are sales or immigration related. Most also seem to 
be aimed towards native speakers, perhaps due to a lack of understanding of the amount of non-native 
speakers available. 

● For most jobs there is usually a native Chinese speaker who would be better equipped. As in general 
their level of both Chinese and English tend to be higher. 

● Chinese level not quite high enough to use it in work. 
● In smaller cities that are not as cosmopolitan as London, jobs that use Chinese are few and far between 

and mostly tied to a few student-focused sectors (education/HEIs, housing, etc.). 
● Very few jobs available outside of London and a lot of competition with native Chinese speakers who 

have fluent English. 
● Lack of awareness of the need for UK-born, non-Chinese speakers of Mandarin to support bilateral 

interactions. 
● At that time, there were limited options or requirements for non-Chinese speakers. Proficiency will 

definitely be an issue for fresh grads as they will not be able to do customer facing roles with 
professional language requirements. 

● Most positions require native speakers at a language level beyond what you graduate with. 
● They expect native fluency and any indication that you don't have it makes you irrelevant. Plenty of 

Chinese with fluent English and perfect Chinese that can be employed instead. 
● Lack of opportunities for UK-based roles and Chinese not a highly valued skill compared to other skills, 

at best it’s a point of interest (even at Chinese owned companies it’s seemingly not a pre-requisite)  
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● Increasingly fewer jobs in China for non-Chinese people. 
● If you focus on jobs that require a native level of Chinese language then you are up against too much 

competition from Chinese people. 
● Employers often want native Chinese speakers/ Asian speakers of Chinese as a 2nd language, had to 

work hard to prove my language skills were at an acceptable level. Job opportunities also restricted 
mainly to certain roles (customer service/ sales/ interpreting/ teaching) and certain regions (London/ 
Edinburgh/ Greater London). These things have definitely improved since Brexit as more businesses 
recognise importance of China market but still limited. 

● It’s harder to find this kind of job outside of London, I think. I was previously working remotely from 
Bristol, but wasn’t sure if I would be able to find any full-time work related to China in Bath or Bristol, 
as a non-native Chinese speaker. 

 
2.0) Graduates’ own comments on their Chinese degree in their career 
 
● Despite its supreme irrelevance to the role, I think the fact that I speak Chinese did help me get on the cadet 

programme at Virgin Atlantic because the interviewers remembered me as someone different from a vast pool of 
identikit applicants. But I went in selling myself as someone who would be a good pilot and would fit in with the 
culture at Virgin. 

● I think Chinese always stood out when I was previously applying for jobs - employers often assumed that I was 
very intelligent to be able to achieve a first class honours degree in Chinese. 

● Still an amazing thing to learn, gives you an edge at a later stage, possibility to live in China, but don’t expect to 
be using it straight away – work hard if you do find something straight away – or work hard at another skill – I 
hope unis can provide the skills [in future]. 

● I have found that even where the job does not require Chinese, the degree on a CV alone is a good discussion 
point in interviews and there is normally some scope to use the language. 

● This survey seems to be assuming that not using it is a negative outcome, but my former jobs that used my 
Chinese skills were the first positive steps in my career. 

● Am using some Chinese in my current role, but it is not high level nor main part of job, though it was crucial to 
me getting the job. 

● My knowledge of China and Chinese was the reason the president of the university where I currently work looked 
at my CV. I was then invited for an interview. 

● The department team's headcount requirement was very specifically looking for foreign nationals with fluent 
written English who could speak/read Chinese. 

● The fact that I finished Cambridge University was determinant, not that I spoke Chinese. 
● This was definitely a strong factor in getting the jobs I have previously had. 
● I definitely think this skill made me stand out and supported my reasoning for joining an international firm (I 

knew there was a secondment to Shanghai on offer which was one of the key draws to the job and firm). 
● I currently work as a hotel receptionist. The fact that I know Chinese was a strong factor in my getting this job, 

although I do think I would have gotten it regardless, as we - the reception team - were mainly hired based on 
our personalities, rather than on work experience and personal skills. Thus, my Chinese abilities just added some 
extra weight to my application, but wasn't a determining factor for me getting the job. 

● My company was reluctant to hire me as a journalist, as I had no prior media experience. But I believe I was 
hired primarily based on my language skills. 

● Employers are genuinely quite interested in my language skills and it tends to be a talking point of interest. Also, 
the ‘understanding of China’ in my current sector seems to draw keen attention. 

● It was more the international exposure that having lived and worked abroad brought. Chinese was a nice add on. 
● My assessments were almost totally anonymous and didn't take into account previous experience, skills or even 

where I studied. It only required a degree to apply. 
● It was a factor in that I was tested on my Chinese skills at interview, however other candidates were native 

Chinese speakers, therefore it was not the deciding factor. 
● Although not necessarily the 'specific factor', it was a large contributing factor. 
● It would not have been sufficient to get me a place as a trainee pilot but may have made me stand out from a lot 

of other very similar applicants. 



EMPLOYABILITY REPORT, ISSUE 2 

35 
© 2021 Chinese-Speakers & BACS, All rights reserved. 

● I work for a Chinese company. The entire interview process was in Chinese and my manager doesn’t speak 
English. Speaking Chinese was 100 per cent required. 

● My job did not originally require Chinese at all, it just so happens that now it is helpful that I speak Chinese. 
● It helped me to stand out when I was first applying for graduate jobs. 
● I have been offered many English Teacher roles, but the schools do not permit me to speak Chinese except for in 

an emergency. Having studied an MA in another subject and found work in that sector, I feel that having Chinese 
on my CV has made me stand out as someone who could be useful to an international company. 

● I work for a Chinese company, use written and spoken Chinese constantly, and would never have been 
considered for the role if I didn’t. 

● Studying Chinese and studying abroad in Beijing taught me intercultural skills, language study skills and 
resilience. It's still seen as an 'unusual' degree subject, so it makes my CV stand out. It's a good conversation 
starter at job interviews and in life generally. It was a subject I was well-suited to, so I was able to get a good 
degree classification. 

● It will be very useful for when I apply for China-facing roles in the Civil Service. The challenge will be 
maintaining a good standard in the meantime. 

● I would not wish to change my choice as it has provided me with so many exciting experiences, both in work and 
personal life. 

● Rather than thinking about it in utilitarian terms I tend to look back and feel glad that I did something I was 
passionate about. But it has undeniably been extremely useful, more in my last career, but I suspect it might come 
in handy in the future of my current career too. 

● Learning Chinese and, specifically, having the opportunity to live and study abroad in China was definitely a 
critical factor in my personal development and ability to secure the job I have today. Although I do not use my 
language ability in my current job, I hope that I can one day combine what I have learnt in business with what I 
learnt through my degree to work in an environment where both skill-sets are equally valuable. 


