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Compliance and Opportunities: A Guide to Foreigners
Working in China Under the Framework of the Exit and
Entry Administration Law of the People’ s Republic of

China
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In the process of globalization of China’s workplace,
legal compliance is the primary prerequisite for
foreign talents to achieve career development.
The Exit and Entry Administration Law of the
People’s Republic of China (hereinafter referred
to as the "Law"), as the core legislation regulating
foreigners’ entry, stay, residence, and work in
China, has established a full-chain regulatory
system for foreign nationals in China, covering
"rights protection, obligation fulfillment, and risk
avoidance." Combining legal provisions with
practical scenarios, this article explains the compliant
paths for foreigners working in China, providing
clear guidance for international students, foreign
professionals, and multinational enterprises.

I. The "Dual-Document Threshold" for Legal
Employment: Statutory Connection Between Work
Permits and Residence Documents

Article 41 of the Law clearly stipulates: "Foreigners
working in China shall obtain work permits and
work-type residence permits in accordance with
regulations. No unit or individual may employ
foreigners who have not obtained such permits and
documents.” This provision establishes the dual
compliance requirement of "permit + residence
document,” neither of which can be omitted.

In practice, legal employment involves three key
steps:

Applying for a work permit: The employing unit
applies to the local human resources and social
security department or the competent authority
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for foreign experts, submitting materials such as
job requirements, academic certificates, and non-
criminal records. Upon approval, the Foreigner’s
Work Permit is issued.

Applying for a work-type residence permit:
Hold the work permit and apply to the exit-entry
administration of the public security organ. The
permit must be obtained within 30 days of entry
(Article 30). Its validity period, ranging from a
minimum of 90 days to a maximum of 5 years,
matches the term of the labor contract.

Connection between visa and residence: For
those entering with an ordinary visa, the work
permit and residence document must be obtained
within the stay period specified in the visa to avoid
compliance risks due to overstaying.

For international students, the law specifically
distinguishes between "work-study" and "formal
employment": According to Article 42, foreign
students engaging in work-study must abide by
the management regulations of the competent
education department under the State Council,
which restrict job types and working hours. Full-
time work beyond these regulations is strictly
prohibited. This means that if students plan to work
in China after graduation, they must complete
the status transition from "student visa (X visa)"
to "work visa (Z visa)" and then to "work-type
residence permit" before graduation to ensure no
gaps in compliance.

II. "Red Lines" of Illegal Employment: Three
Typical Scenarios and Legal Consequences

Article 43 of the Law clearly defines three types of
illegal employment, which are "high-voltage lines"
that foreigners working in China must avoid:

Working without permits: Engaging in
employment without obtaining a work permit and
work-type residence permit, including international
students working full-time illegally with an X visa, or
foreigners engaging in paid labor with only a tourist
visa (L visa).

Working beyond the scope: Holding legal
documents but engaging in work outside the scope
of the permit, such as using an "education-related"
work permit to conduct commercial activities.

Students violating work-study rules: Foreign
students exceeding work-study job restrictions (e.g.,
participating in profit-making work unrelated to
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their major) or working overtime.

The legal penalties for illegal employment are
clear and severe. According to Articles 79 and 80,
foreigners engaged in illegal employment shall
be fined between 5,000 yuan and 20,000 yuan;
in serious cases, they shall be detained for 5 to 15
days and fined the same amount. Individuals who
introduce foreigners for illegal employment shall
be fined 5,000 yuan per person (with a total not
exceeding 50,000 yuan), and units shall be fined
5,000 yuan per person (with a total not exceeding
100,000 yuan), with illegal gains confiscated. Units
illegally employing foreigners shall be fined 10,000
yuan per person (with a total not exceeding 100,000
yuan), with illegal gains confiscated. More seriously,
those repatriated may be barred from entering
China for 1 to 5 years, directly blocking future
career development.

International students in China must strictly
distinguish the legal boundary between "study" and
"work." A typical case shows that an international
student holding a study-type residence permit
(X visa) was identified as illegally employed for
engaging in full-time business activities unrelated
to their studies without completing work-study
registration. The student was fined between 5,000
yuan and 20,000 yuan, and their employment
record hindered subsequent applications for a
work-type residence permit.

II. "Time Windows" for Residence Management:
Compliant Operations for Extension, Modification,
and Cancellation

During their work in China, dynamic
management of residence documents is a key aspect
of compliance. Articles 32 and 33 of the Law specify
time limits for residence extension and information
modification:

Extension application: Must be submitted 30 days
before the expiration of the residence document,
with relevant materials supporting the extension
reason, which must be "reasonable and sufficient.”

Information modification: If registered items such
as the residence document, reason for residence,
etc., change, an application for modification must
be submitted to the exit-entry administration of
the local people’s government at or above the
county level within 10 days to avoid compliance
risks caused by inconsistencies between document
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information and actual circumstances.

Obligation to cancel: If no longer residing in
China after work, one must take the initiative to
declare cancellation to the public security organ to
ensure a "proper end."

For foreigners working in China short-term
(e.g., technical consultants, project experts), the
"port visa" can simplify procedures: According
to Article 20, those entering for urgent business,
project rush repairs, etc., can apply for a port visa
at ports approved by the State Council for such
services, with a stay period not exceeding 30 days. If
an extension is needed, conversion to a work-type
residence permit is required in accordance with
regulations.

IV. "Balanced Protection” of Rights and Interests:
Rights and Obligations Under the Legal Framework

Article 3 of the Law establishes the principle that
"legitimate rights and interests are protected, and
Chinese laws must be abided by." Foreign workers
are entitled to multiple rights under compliance:

Right to document protection: If a residence
document is damaged or lost, one can apply
for replacement or reissue to the exit-entry
administration of the public security organ in the
place of stay or residence (Article 35).

Right to accommodation registration: When
staying outside hotels, one must complete
registration within 24 hours (Article 39), which is
both an obligation and proof of legal residence and
work.

Right to refuse illegal inspection: Except for
inspections by public security organs in accordance
with the law, one has the right to refuse arbitrary
inspection of residence documents by other units or
individuals, safeguarding professional dignity.

At the same time, foreign workers must fulfill
the obligation to "carry documents and accept
inspections” (Article 38). Those aged 16 or
above must carry their passports or residence
documents when staying or residing in China
and cooperate with inspections by public security
organs. In practice, some foreign technical
personnel have been warned for failing to carry
documents; although not illegal, this may affect
work communication efficiency —reminding us
to develop the habit of "carrying documents at all
times" in daily management.
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V. Advanced Compliance: From "Legal” to
"Optimal” Path Suggestions

For foreigners intending to develop long-term in
China, beyond basic compliance, they can leverage
preferential policies under the legal framework to
enhance their career experience:

High-end talent channel: Foreigners who
"have made outstanding contributions to China’s
economic and social development” can apply for
permanent residence qualification in accordance
with Article 47. Holders of permanent residence
documents can work and travel in and out of China
freely without frequent visa applications.

Connection with regional policies: Integrate
national laws with local policies, such as Shanghai’s
"direct household registration” and Shenzhen’s
individual income tax rebates. For example, foreign
experts with work-type residence permits can apply
for local talent apartments first.

Dispute resolution mechanisms: In case of
labor disputes, arbitration can be applied for in
accordance with China’s Labor Contract Law.
Meanwhile, the "criminal liability" clause in Article
88 of the Law can be used to safeguard rights against
wage arrears, infringements, etc.

Conclusion: Compliance is the Best "Career
Passport”

Foreigners working in China are both participants
in the vitality of China’s workplace and witnesses
to global talent mobility. The Exit and Entry
Administration Law is not a "restrictive provision"
but a "navigation system" that regulates order and
protects rights—it clarifies the boundaries of "what
can be done" and "what cannot be done" and
opens up broad space for compliant individuals to
integrate into China’s development.

Whether it is the transition of international
students from "Study in China" to "Work in China"
or the long-term planning of foreign experts to
deepen their presence in the Chinese market, only
by internalizing legal provisions into professional
habits can one move forward steadily in the global
workplace. Work in China is willing to practice the
concept of compliance with readers, allowing every
career ideal to bloom on the track of the rule of law.



