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In brief 

Since the new work permit scheme took effect across China from April 1, 2017, a foreign national may 

qualify under any of the 12 eligibility streams for a China work permit card. Given the different criteria 

that may apply, it is more important than ever for companies and individuals to ensure the right 

documentation and information are submitted online to avoid compliance issues or complications for 

their employee and organization later down the line. 

 

In detail 

Six months have passed since 
the new work permit card 
scheme took effect across China, 
classifying foreign nationals into 
A, B, and C according to their 
professional background. 

As with any policy change, the 
initial implementation resulted 
in minor differences in 
approach taken by individual 
Government Bureau offices, 
resulting in a few initial 
adjustments in application 
criteria and filing process. 

While we do expect the new 
scheme to settle and the process 
to become more streamlined in 
the future, it will be some time 
before the new work permit 
scheme is implemented 
completely across all of China. 

Brief recap of new scheme 

The new work permit card 
scheme began its pilot in 
October 2016 and commenced 
operations across China from 
April 1, 2017, completely 
transforming the work 
authorization framework from a 
generic ‘degree and two years’ 
requirement to the current 12 

streams of eligibility criteria for 
A and B under the new scheme. 

The aim of this scheme is to 
unify work permit applications 
for all foreigners in China 
(excluding Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
and Macao applicants); 
streamline the application 
process; and to fine-tune foreign 
talent intake to match different 
market demands. 

For Hong Kong, Taiwan, and 
Macao applicants, the process 
and application timing remains 
the same. 
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Under this new scheme, foreign nationals are grouped into three categories: 

 

For applicants seeking to apply under 
streams six and 12, there is a points 
system in place. The system awards 
points based on the applicant’s annual 
salary, qualification, relevant work 
experience, age, language skills and 
other factors such as patent grants 
and remote working locations. If you 
would like a snapshot reference guide 
on the criteria streams and the points 
system, please reach out to the 
contacts below.  

Scheme implementation and 

adjustments 

Since April 1, 2017, local authorities 
across China have commenced 
implementing this new scheme to 
varying degrees, with the major cities 
leading the way through the online 
application platform. 

Along the way, a few adjustments 
were made to rework the framework, 
including: 

 allowing for age, qualification or 

work experience waivers for 

subcategories of B in addition to 

category A; 

 lifting the qualifying age for post-

doctorate talent to 40 instead of 

35; 

 expanding the category B criteria 

to also allow for internationally 

recognised professional 

qualification; 

 adding an additional salary 

qualifier for category B; 

 increasing the maximum points to 

20 for relevant work experience 

under the points system; 

 awarding five points to individuals 

who once held Chinese nationality 

or had at least five years of work 

experience in China. 

In addition, Shanghai in its efforts to 
retain and attract foreign talent, has 
also commenced a direct entry process 
for category B applicants from 
September (previously only enjoyed 
by category A applicants) to enter 
China on a valid visas before applying 
directly for work authorization in 
Shanghai – thereby condensing 
overall processing time.  
 
For Shanghai, there are now three 
pathways to obtain a work and 
residence permit under the new 
scheme, as illustrated below. Each 
process has its pros and cons which 
should be assessed and weighed 
according to your organization’s 
priorities. 

Category Criteria streams Characteristics 

1. A for high 
level talent 

 

1. Under a Government talent program; 
2. Internationally recognised professional achievements; 
3. Strong market demands (including earning six times 

the average local salary); 
4. Innovation and Start Up talent; 
5. Under 40 post-doctorates; 
6. Above 85 points 

 Green-channel process (quicker 
and easier processing) 

 Quicker processing time 

 Lower documentation 
requirements 

 No age, degree or work experience 
ceiling 

 Allows for longer permit period 

 No quota 
2. B for 

professional 
talent 

 

7. Managerial, professional or technical roles; 
8. Internationally recognised professional qualifications; 
9. Foreign language teachers; 
10. Salary level at least 4 times the location average; 
11. Specialised workers as specified by the relevant 

Government department; 
12. Above 60 points 

 Standard application process and 
more vigorous assessment 

 Document authentication required 

 Potential waiver of age, degree or 
work experience limitation 

 According to market demands 

3. C for other 
workers 

Other workers such as: 

 Other current foreign workers in China; 

 Short term foreign workers (no more than 90 days); 

 Foreign interns under government agreements; 

 Recent foreign graduates; 

 Offshore fishing workers; 

 Etc. 

 Limited eligibility criteria 

 Controlled quota 
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1. Standard 
process  

 

2. Direct entry 
process 

 

3. Reverse 
process 

 

The direct entry pathway came only 
two months after the recent 
announcement from the Shanghai 
Bureau for eligible foreign graduates 
to apply for work authorization within 
one year of graduation and without 
any work experience.  

As China moves to position itself as 
the innovators in STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and 
mathematics), it too wants to attract 
the right kind of talent to support its 
future economic developments and 
therefore, future tweaks to the work 
permit scheme may be often and 
necessary to allow for a more targeted 
approach to foreign talent.  

What does this mean for 

companies looking to sponsor 

foreign workers? 

With the expansion of the qualifying 
options under the new scheme and the 
interpretative discrepancies within the 
Bureau, it has become more 
challenging for companies to quickly 
identify who qualifies for which 
category of work permit; what 
documentation is required for each 
category; and how long it takes for the 
immigration process to be completed 
– especially when parts of the process 
take place overseas such as the 
procurement and legalization of 
documents. 

Despite some uncertainties in the 
details, for most global companies in 
China, receiving mid to senior level 
intracompany transferees should not 
be too problematic. The key lies in 
identifying the relevant stream under 
the applicable category that should 
allow for the quickest and easiest 
process. 

In a recent presentation by the Expert 
Bureau, it was emphasized that data 
accuracy and application integrity will 
be paramount under the new online 
platform and something for all 
sponsoring companies to keep in 
mind, especially companies who do 
not have a centralized immigration 
model. 

It is not difficult to imagine that any 
incorrect information entered or 
unnecessary documentation uploaded 
could impact not only that application 
in the moment but potentially affect 
tax and immigration compliance and a 
company’s standing to sponsor in the 
future. 

The takeaway 

With the new online work permit 
application platform and the current 
12 eligibility streams for a China work 
permit, companies should: 

1. familiarise themselves with the 

new scheme and the different 

eligibility streams; 

2. know broadly what 

documentation is required under 

the different streams; 

3. question how to ensure data 

integrity and future compliance; 

and 

4. keep up to date with potential 

future tweaks to the program. 

PwC in China is well positioned to 
support you and your foreign 
employees through these changes with 
our dedicated team of immigration 
professionals who can assist and 
advise on sponsor obligations, 
application pathways, visa compliance 
as well as best practices for your 
organization. 

PwC is hosting immigration seminars 
on the new visa scheme and if you 
would like to join a seminar in your 
city, or like to arrange a tailor-made 
training session for your business, 
please reach out to the contacts below.
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Let’s talk   
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jacky.chu@cn.pwc.com 

 

Linda Wang 
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Gertie Chen 
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