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Abstract
Returnee faculty experiencing cross-border academic mobility have obtained ample trans-
national experience in an international academic environment, which may potentially influ-
ence their professional development satisfaction after returning to their home countries. 
Most research has compared returnee faculty’s research productivity with their home-
trained colleagues. However, the joint impact of local and overseas networks on profes-
sional development satisfaction needs to be further explored, particularly how they take 
advantage of overseas and domestic academic networks in professional development. This 
study used a mixed-methods approach to explore these issues. In the quantitative research 
section, a survey of 1307 returnees from 41 top Chinese universities was conducted. Ordi-
nary Least Squares (OLS) and Propensity Score Matching (PSM) models were adopted 
to probe the influence of the dual academic networks on returnee scholars’ professional 
development and to reveal the causal effect of the alum faculty status, respectively. In 
the qualitative research section, thirteen returnee faculty from nine Chinese universities 
participated in interviews. Key findings show that dual academic networks impact return-
ees’ satisfaction with professional development, and network members with different tie 
strengths played diverse roles. The frequency of contact with former domestic and overseas 
supervisors and domestic colleagues is positively related to the returnee faculty’s profes-
sional development satisfaction. Furthermore, the alum faculty status has a negative effect 
on returnees’ professional development satisfaction. Returnees are advised to effectively 
and intentionally manage the strength of their ties to various roles within the dual academic 
networks to enhance their professional development satisfaction.
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Introduction

Scientific and technological talents participating in transnational academic mobility are 
essential for knowledge innovation and technology transfer (Chen, 2017). For developing 
countries, returnee faculty serve as bridges for academic exchanges and scientific research 
collaboration with developed countries, while also providing home countries with eco-
nomic, human, and social capital that cannot be obtained solely through local scientific and 
technological innovation and resource integration (Melin, 2004). Consequently, developing 
countries like China introduced various talent programs to encourage the return of talented 
faculty. Simultaneously, Chinese universities are actively recruiting returnees in science 
and technology to build world-class universities and enhance global competitiveness by 
creating talent clusters.

Transnational academic mobility enables individuals to expand their social capital and 
academic networks (Rosen & Zweig, 2003). When scholars return, their previous academic 
ties with the international community can be relocated to domestic academia (Li & Tang, 
2019). As China is a relationship-oriented society, returnees’ previous domestic networks 
might also affect their professional development. From this context, this study explores the 
following research question: how do the overseas and domestic academic networks impact 
returnee scholars’ professional development satisfaction?

This paper is organized as follows: first, we review the literature on strong and weak ties 
and propose the research hypotheses. The second part introduces the methodology. In the 
third part, we present the findings of returnee faculty’s dual academic networks and their 
impact on professional development satisfaction, based on quantitative and qualitative data. 
Our analysis suggests that maintaining different strengths of ties with members in dual aca-
demic networks exerts various impacts on returnees’ professional development satisfaction.

Literature, conceptual framework, and hypotheses

Conceptual framework: strong and weak ties

Ties, or guanxi used in Chinese culture, refer to a connection between two individuals that 
is subjectively close and potentially resourceful (Bian, 2019). It has been widely demon-
strated that the trust, resources, information, and support embedded within these ties have 
a significant impact on employment, mobility, and career advancement in the labor market. 
Strong and weak ties are essential branches of tie theory. When synthesizing strong and 
weak ties, two core aspects can be extracted: the criteria for defining tie strength and the 
utility of strong and weak ties.

First, regarding the criteria of tie strength, Granovetter (1973) considers it a combina-
tion of four dimensions: frequency of interaction, degree of intimacy, degree of emotional 
attachment, and extensity of resource exchanges. Since the four dimensions are empiri-
cally interrelated, they can be characterized using one of the single dimensions (Bian, 
2019). Bian (2019) agrees with Granovetter’s criterion, while his definition of tie strength 
focuses more on the role type: kin ties (parents, spouses, etc.), pseudo-kin ties (teachers-
students, masters-apprentices, etc.), and other non-kin ties are the types with decreasing 
intimacy and tie strength. His view implies a critical idea: an inherent affinity gap between 
roles leads to differences in mutual responsibilities and obligations. Although this view 
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is empirical in most cases, it fails to cover particular situations (e.g., father-son conflict). 
Integrating Granovetter and Bian’s views, this study argues that the dynamic frequency of 
interactions should characterize the operationalized definition of ties strength. Meanwhile, 
since the intensity and closeness of ties between roles differ, it is necessary to distinguish 
role types in the ties network when discussing the criteria for classifying tie strength.

The second core dimension involves the utility of strong and weak ties. Granovetter 
(1973) believes that weak ties have an advantage over strong ties in the labor market. In 
a network of strong ties, actors and information have a high degree of similarity. Accord-
ingly, information disseminated through strong ties is more likely to be confined to a 
smaller range, fostering local cohesion while tending to lead to overall isolation and frag-
mentation (Li, 2003). Weak ties mainly serve as a bridge between two different groups, 
thus allowing actors to obtain novel information. In contrast, Bian  (1997)  argues that 
strong ties are often more effective than weak ties. Favor exchange is usually informal, to 
some extent, as a violation of formal organizational principles; it must be based on mutual 
trust, familiarity, and intimacy (Sun & Bian, 2012), while weak ties indicate less trust and a 
lack of obligation (Bian, 1997).

In general, both strong and weak ties have their strengths. Weak ties have advantages 
in transmitting heterogeneous information, but they fail to build bridges due to alienation. 
Strong ties excel at accessing informal opportunities because they imply commitment, 
trust, and obligation; however, since strong ties are confined to the in-group, the scope of 
resources involved is narrow, and there is often a high degree of homogeneity.

The strong and weak ties, roles types, and returnee scholars’ professional 
development

Ties have become an integral part of formal organizations and bureaucratic systems. The 
use of informal ties to access resources or information is not unique to China (Ji, 2012), 
and academic fields are no exception. In conjunction with the theme of professional devel-
opment satisfaction among returnees’ faculty, it is necessary to distinguish different roles 
within academic networks and investigate the influence of strong and weak ties on profes-
sional development satisfaction.

Supervisors, fellow students with the same supervisors, and classmates/colleagues are 
the most common role types in academic networks, and the intimacy of these roles varies. 
Supervisors and fellow students with the same supervisors are often classified as shimen 
at Chinese universities (Liu, 2021), which translates to the same “research family” (Zheng 
et al., 2018).

Within the shimen, the functions of supervisors and fellow students are different regard-
ing qualifications, knowledge, and resources (Wen, 2022, May 31). In the traditional Chi-
nese culture, supervisor-subordinate forms father-son or mother-daughter relations (Gu 
et al., 2018), a typical pseudo-kin ties (Bian, 2019). Similarly, the German term Doktor-
vater (doctoral father) or Doktormutter (doctoral mother) shows an intellectual bond of 
family intimacy between supervisors and Ph.D. candidates (Holmes et al., 2019). Accord-
ingly, supervisors are not only willing but also capable of offering students enlightening, 
critical, and future-oriented suggestions and valuable resources. Therefore, we hypothesize 
(Table 1):

H1: More frequent contact with domestic supervisors increases the returnee faculty’s 
professional development satisfaction.
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H2: More frequent contact with overseas supervisors increases the returnee faculty’s 
professional development satisfaction.

Frequently, fellow students with the same supervisors do not differ significantly in 
knowledge, abilities, and the extent and level of their academic networks. During the pro-
fessional socialization process of graduate training, the concept of shimen is utilized to cre-
ate a group of individuals with similar research habits, preferences, and ways of thinking 
(Lin & Chao, 2019; Yao & Yu, 2019). Moreover, they form a well-defined circle; homoge-
neity is a prerequisite for the group’s existence, and closeness, conservatism, and exclusiv-
ity are essential characteristics (Wen, 2022, May 31). However, excessive intra-group con-
sistency and cohesion can lead to groupthink dilemmas, which in turn may result in rigid 
thinking, limited information flow, unquestioning obedience, stereotypes toward outsiders, 
and an increased risk of having a narrow vision (Janis, 1991). Based on this, the study pos-
its the following hypothesis:

H3: More frequent contact with domestic fellow students with the same supervisors 
(shimen) decreases the returnee faculty’s professional development satisfaction.

Unlike in China, academic culture overseas seldom has an equivalent concept of shi-
men (Wen, 2022, May 31). Although there are inevitably similarities in research ideas and 
directions from the same supervisors, transnational networks are more open and more het-
erogeneous (Lu, 2014), which can “dilute” and neutralize the negative effects of the closed 
and redundant nature of the strong shimen ties. Accordingly, heterogeneous transnational 
networks provide more effective diversified resources to promote academic development. 
Therefore, we hypothesize:

H4: More frequent contact with overseas fellow students with the same supervisors 
increases the returnee faculty’s professional development satisfaction.

The ties that develop with roles such as classmates/colleagues are often looser than 
those of members in shimen (Huang, 2021). These ties tend to cross group boundaries, 
thus facilitating access to heterogeneous resources and information. However, as Qiu 
and Qiao (2018) argue, the “capability” to help and “willingness” to help are entirely 
different. When returnees fail to establish stable academic ties with classmates/col-
leagues at home and abroad, there is no reciprocal channel for exchanging resources 
and information, and these individuals may not take the initiative to share the resources 

Table 1  A summary of hypothesis 1–6

Roles Ties

Dual academic networks

Overseas Domestic

Strong Weak Strong Weak

Supervisor + +

Students with the same supervisor + -

Classmates/colleagues + +

“ + ” stands for a positive impact; “-” indicates a negative impact
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and information. Maintaining close ties with domestic classmates/colleagues may reac-
tivate local academic networks weakened by lack of communication in overseas study 
and gain recognition and acceptance (Levin et al., 2011). Based on this, we hypothesize:

H5: More frequent contact with domestic classmates/colleagues increases the 
returnee faculty’s professional development satisfaction.
H6: More frequent contact with overseas classmates/colleagues increases the returnee 
faculty’s professional development satisfaction.

Academic inbreeding and returnee scholars’ professional development

Another concept closely related to the strength of ties is academic inbreeding. It 
describes the phenomenon of returnees returning to their alma mater, becoming the 
most significant indicator of domestic academic networks (Li & Tang, 2019). Larger 
network sizes often translate into greater diversity, providing access to a wide range of 
resources, opportunities, and non-redundant information (Ynalvez & Shrum, 2011). In 
contrast, academic inbreeding refers to reproduction within the same category, implying 
strong ties and homogeneity. Additionally, the exchange of favors, facilitated by trust 
and support, often requires alum faculty to assume corresponding responsibilities and 
obligations as compensation, a concept referred to as “rob Peter to pay Paul” (McGee, 
1960). Waggoner (1966) bluntly states that “inbreeding is not always bad, but it is dan-
gerous” (p.211). Therefore, we hypothesize:

H7: The alumni-faculty status has a negative impact on returnee faculty’s professional 
development satisfaction.

Methodology

Sample

In this paper, we define “returnee faculty” as those full-time faculty at Chinese universities 
who either achieved their doctoral degree abroad or have at least two consecutive years of 
postdoctoral research or work experience at universities or institutions abroad.

This study employs a convergent parallel mixed-method design (Creswell, 2002) to 
probe the research question. In the quantitative research, we first browsed the homepages 
of China’s 42 “Double First-Class” universities and sent survey invitations to returnee fac-
ulty whose e-mail addresses were available. After three rounds of distribution, 1369 ques-
tionnaires were collected, with a response rate of 12.6%. After cleaning the data, a sample 
of 1307 returnee faculty was obtained. In the qualitative research, we adopted a purpo-
sive sampling strategy to identify participants according to their alumni faculty identities 
and frequency of contact with members in their previous academic networks. Eventually, 
13 returnees from nine universities participated in the study, with four participants being 
alumni faculty (Table 2). Participants’ anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed to 
protect the interviewees’ privacy.



166 Higher Education (2024) 88:161–182

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
2 

 D
em

og
ra

ph
ic

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

of
 in

te
rv

ie
w

ee
s

In
te

rv
ie

w
ee

s
G

en
de

r
D

is
ci

pl
in

es
A

ca
de

m
ic

 ra
nk

s
H

os
t c

ou
nt

rie
s/

re
gi

on
s

O
ve

rs
ea

s e
xp

er
ie

nc
e

Pe
rio

d 
ab

ro
ad

 
(y

ea
r)

Pe
rio

d 
re

tu
rn

ed
 

(y
ea

r)

A
lu

m
 st

at
us

Th
om

as
M

al
e

Sc
ie

nc
e

Pr
of

es
so

r
B

ra
zi

l
Po

std
oc

3
17

Ye
s

Je
ss

ic
a

Fe
m

al
e

Sc
ie

nc
e

A
ss

oc
ia

te
 p

ro
fe

ss
or

Fr
an

ce
Po

std
oc

2.
5

6
Ye

s
B

et
ty

Fe
m

al
e

Sc
ie

nc
e

A
ss

oc
ia

te
 p

ro
fe

ss
or

U
K

Ph
.D

9
10

N
o

Ed
w

ar
d

M
al

e
En

gi
ne

er
in

g
Pr

of
es

so
r

U
SA

Ph
.D

. a
nd

 p
os

td
oc

11
7

Ye
s

Je
ffr

ey
M

al
e

En
gi

ne
er

in
g

A
ss

oc
ia

te
 p

ro
fe

ss
or

H
on

g 
K

on
g,

 C
hi

na
/G

er
m

an
y

Ph
.D

. a
nd

 p
os

td
oc

5
6

N
o

Em
m

a
Fe

m
al

e
En

gi
ne

er
in

g
A

ss
oc

ia
te

 p
ro

fe
ss

or
U

SA
Ph

.D
. a

nd
 p

os
td

oc
6

4
N

o
Sc

ot
t

M
al

e
En

gi
ne

er
in

g
Pr

of
es

so
r

U
SA

M
A

 a
nd

 P
h.

D
. a

nd
 p

os
td

oc
 a

nd
 a

ss
oc

ia
te

 
pr

of
es

so
r

6
4

N
o

Ju
lie

Fe
m

al
e

H
um

an
iti

es
Le

ct
ur

er
Sp

ai
n

M
A

 a
nd

 P
h.

D
5

6
N

o
V

ic
to

ria
Fe

m
al

e
Ec

on
om

ic
s

Le
ct

ur
er

U
SA

M
A

 a
nd

 P
h.

D
. a

nd
 p

os
td

oc
11

13
N

o
A

lic
e

Fe
m

al
e

Ec
on

om
ic

s
A

ss
oc

ia
te

 p
ro

fe
ss

or
U

SA
Ph

.D
5

7
N

o
Sa

ra
Fe

m
al

e
So

ci
al

 sc
ie

nc
e

A
ss

oc
ia

te
 p

ro
fe

ss
or

H
on

g 
K

on
g,

 C
hi

na
M

A
 a

nd
 P

h.
D

. a
nd

 P
os

td
oc

 a
nd

 le
ct

ur
er

8
6

N
o

Ro
se

Fe
m

al
e

So
ci

al
 sc

ie
nc

e
A

ss
oc

ia
te

 p
ro

fe
ss

or
C

an
ad

a/
M

ac
ao

, C
hi

na
M

A
 a

nd
 P

h.
D

. a
nd

 p
os

td
oc

14
5

N
o

R
ic

ha
rd

M
al

e
H

um
an

iti
es

Pr
of

es
so

r
N

et
he

rla
nd

s
Ph

.D
5

14
Ye

s



167Higher Education (2024) 88:161–182 

1 3

Data collection

The quantitative data was based on a self-compiled questionnaire with 61 items, exploring 
overseas learning and research experience abroad, working experience at Chinese univer-
sities, and demographic information. The current study focuses on those question items 
concerning professional development satisfaction and domestic and overseas academic net-
works. According to the definition of job satisfaction (Locke, 1969; Spector, 1997), we 
understand professional development satisfaction as employees feel about their overall and 
systematic development, regarding the fulfillment, and overall positive experience an indi-
vidual derives from their professional growth (Singh & Singh, 2021). Most research has 
adopted surveys or bibliometric methods to explore returnees’ research productivity, while 
few have studied it from an individual perspective. As the self-evaluation approach pro-
vides information that other standardized measures cannot obtain (Ross, 2006), we use the 
self-report method to understand how satisfied returnee faculty are with their professional 
development. The qualitative data was obtained through semi-structured interviews. The 
interview questions covered three topics: how returnees received their academic positions, 
their professional development experience, and their opinions regarding their academic 
networks.

Data analysis

Quantitative research

Regarding the dependent variable, based on the literature review and pre-interviews, we 
divide the self-evaluation of professional development into five dimensions: competitive 
research funding, publications, research collaboration, the extension of original research 
areas, and the exploration of new research interests. The dependent variables are the above 
five subscale items and the results of their factor analysis. The five items are chosen for the 
following reasons: first, tenure track evaluation is mainly based on the quality and quantity 
of competitive projects and publications. Research collaboration is crucial in promoting 
projects and publications, and this is particularly true for those faculty with international 
mobility experience (Wang et  al., 2019). We further investigated how returnee scholars 
explored new research directions and expanded existing research fields to better understand 
how they perceive their research performance in terms of both breadth and depth (Li et al., 
2018). Regarding the independent variable “contact,” participants are required to indicate 
how frequently they communicate with members of their academic networks.

This study adopts Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) and Propensity Score Matching (PSM) 
models. The first group of OLS models aims to explore the influence of overseas and 
domestic academic networks on returnee scholars’ professional development satisfaction. 
Contact frequency is selected as an operational index to measure the strength of ties (Gran-
ovetter, 1973).

The second model explores alumni status’s influence on returnee faculty’s professional 
development satisfaction. Since the choice of returnee faculty to return to their alma mater is 
not randomly distributed, it may be influenced by individual and university-level factors, result-
ing in a self-selection bias. The PSM in a quasi-experimental method is a common approach 
to tackling the above problems. The core independent variable of this model is whether the 
returnee is an alum faculty or not. Regarding selecting covariates, “it is important to include 
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in the matching procedure all variables known to be related to both treatment assignment and 
the outcome” (Stuart, 2010, p.5). Therefore, the covariates selected as matching variables of 
this study are the variables that affect whether returnee faculty return to their alma mater and 
their professional development satisfaction. These variables and their detailed descriptions are 
listed in the control/covariate variable in Table 3. We use the “psestimate” command to filter 
out the matching variables to achieve the best matching effect. The matching variables finally 
screened out are shown in Table 7 in the “Appendix” section.

Qualitative research

The interview data was probed by thematic analysis, one of the most widely used methods to 
identify and analyze qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The original material was coded 
word for word, and the passages of text that were identified by the same code were clustered 
together; we then formed an initial list of codes (e.g., provision of job-position information, 
research collaboration, willingness to return and work at alma mater); then, we focused on the 
broader level of themes (e.g., access to academic positions and domestic academic networks) 
and sorted the different codes into potential themes (e.g., “provision of job-position information” 
was a subcategory under “access to academic positions”). After that, all codes were refined under 
more general headings related to the research questions, and a coding frame was formed.

Findings

Dual academic networks and professional development satisfaction

Findings indicate that both overseas and domestic networks are essential for the satisfac-
tion of returnee faculty professional development. The results of inferential statistics sug-
gest that maintaining the appropriate strength of ties with different members of the aca-
demic network is critical for returnees (Table 4).

Frequent contact with domestic and overseas supervisors improves returnee faculty’s pro-
fessional development satisfaction, supporting hypotheses 1 and 2. Among them, the positive 
role of the overseas supervisor is omnidirectional. For each unit where returnees are more 
closely connected with their overseas supervisors, their self-evaluation of professional devel-
opment in five dimensions, including competitive research funding, publications, research col-
laboration, the extension of original research areas, the exploration of new research interests, 
and overall professional development satisfaction, increases by 0.133, 0.141, 0.212, 0.160, 
0.141, and 0.187 units, respectively. Besides insufficient promotion role in exploring new 
research interests, contact with domestic supervisors also shows significant positive effects in 
other dimensions. The interviewees confirmed the role of supervisors from different perspec-
tives. First, overseas supervisors continue to provide advice for research. For example, Sara 
mentioned the career advice offered by her former supervisor in the UK:

I rely on my former supervisor’s suggestions in planning my future research focus. 
He is more familiar with my research and can offer more helpful advice. (Sara)

Similarly, Betty and Alice believed that their overseas supervisors’ guidance facilitated 
their professional development regarding publication in international journals.
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Second, because of the exclusiveness of closed-structured guanxi networks, scarce resources 
are often only available to the group members. Therefore, maintaining frequent contact with 
domestic supervisors allows access to scarce academic resources. Jessica mentioned:

Since my supervisor has continuously researched immunization, some specific meth-
ods to make good animal models are only available to the members under his super-
vision. (Jessica)

Findings show that more frequent contact with fellow students in the shimen has a negative effect 
on all aspects of the returnees’ satisfaction with research advancement; at the same time, contact-
ing students with the same supervisors overseas has a positive impact on the extension of original 
research areas and overall professional development satisfaction, which confirms hypotheses 3 and 4.

Table 4 also shows that a higher frequency of contact with domestic classmates/colleagues 
positively impacts returnee faculty’s professional development in all dimensions, and hypoth-
esis 5 is supported. In contrast, a higher frequency of contact with classmates/colleagues 
overseas does not promise a significant increase in professional development, which rejects 
hypothesis 6. Interviewees provided some evidence that supports the results. They believed 
that ties with classmates/colleagues overseas were not close enough to support them to ask the 
latter for advice when they returned home; moreover, research collaboration across countries 
was not permissible in terms of time and energy (Emma). At the same time, with the shift in 
the research field, teaming up with domestic colleagues under the guidance of Chinese govern-
ment policy is more efficient in researching China-specific issues (Alice).

The alumni faculty status and professional development satisfaction

Before using PSM to estimate the treatment effect, it is advisable to perform balance and 
standard support checks to test the matching effect. Table  7 in the “Appendix” section 
shows that the mean difference of each covariate between the treatment group and the con-
trol group is no longer significant after matching, and the standard deviation is controlled 
within 9%. This indicates that the differences in covariates between the two groups are 
eliminated after matching, and the conditional independent assumption was satisfied. Fig-
ure 1 is the test of the standard support hypothesis. It shows significant proximity and cov-
erage between the two groups after matching. The above results show that the matching 
effect of this study is good, and reliable estimation results can be obtained.

Since the treatment effect of returnee faculty returning to their alma mater on professional 
development satisfaction may be affected by the matching method adopted, this study uses 
radius and kernel matching methods to test the consistency while conducting one-to-one 
neighbor matching. Table 5 presents the alumni faculty status’s treatment effect on returnees’ 
professional development satisfaction under various matching methods. Table 5 indicates that 
after controlling self-selection, alumni faculty status significantly negatively impacts the pro-
fessional development satisfaction of returnee faculty, and hypothesis 7 is supported. Taking 
the nearest neighbor matching (NNM) method (k = 1) as an example, in the overall profes-
sional development satisfaction, the regression coefficient of average treatment effect (ATT) 
is −0.139, indicating that alumni faculty’s overall professional development satisfaction is 
0.139 units lower than that of non-alumni faculty. The result remains robust under different 
matching methods. The same is true for the other five sub-dimensions of professional develop-
ment satisfaction. It should be noted that regarding research collaboration and exploration of 
new research interests, the coefficient of ATT under the NNM is not significant; however, it is 
significant in radius matching and nuclear matching.
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The qualitative data also supports the above research findings. First, having alum status 
is not always conducive for individuals to expand their academic networks. Scott did not 
choose to return to his alma mater, and he held that academic mobility facilitated develop-
ing a “circle” and occupying a position of structural hole:

(Now) I know my alma mater and the new institution well. I can act as a “glue,” and 
through me, scholars on both sides can get to know each other. (Scott)

Scott further noted another critical fact that returning to a familiar team leads to nar-
row-minded thinking, while the non-alumni faculty status provides returnees with more 
non-redundant information. Similarly, Jessica reiterated that it was often challenging to 
conduct academic exchanges and discussions equally with former supervisors as alum fac-
ulty. Under the “umbrella” of her former domestic supervisor, she usually handles research 
work with a “Ph.D. candidate” identity and mentality. It was difficult for her to design a 
research project or establish new academic networks as an independent scholar.

Edward, an alum faculty, also shared his experience. He enjoys the benefits of his alumni status, 
allowing him to access research resources unavailable to others easily. However, in return for this 
trust and favor, Edward is required to fulfill his additional obligations. For example, when other col-
leagues refuse the dean’s request to teach classes in English, Edward is expected to take on the job. 
In other words, returnees with alumni-faculty status often undertake extra obligations at the cost 
of the time and energy faculty members have planned to invest in research. In addition, Thomas 
mentioned that classmates/colleagues often underestimate alum faculties’ academic achievement, 
as they attribute any academic achievement attained by the returnees to their alum faculty status.

Discussion

This study highlights that maintaining strong and weak ties with role types in dual academic 
networks impacts returnees’ professional development satisfaction. Findings show that the key to 
promoting returnees’ professional development satisfaction lies in how returnees adjust the ties’ 
strength to various roles in the dual academic networks to give full play to the advantages of the 
strong–weak relations to jointly meet the diverse nature of the individual’s needs (Li, 2007).

First, findings show that keeping strong ties with overseas (I) and domestic supervisors (II) 
impacts returnees’ higher professional development satisfaction positively (Table 6). Supervi-
sors possess professional knowledge, relatively high social status, and show concern for the 
personal well-being of the student (Stephens, 2014). The higher the social status of an inter-
mediary, the more beneficial it is for promoting the exchange of social resources and the func-
tioning of resource credit (Sun & Bian, 2017). The trust and reciprocity built through strong 
ties with supervisors enable returnees to mobilize resources within academic networks and 
enhance the level of their academic networks and human capital (Baruffaldi et al., 2016).

Maintaining strong ties with domestic fellow students doesn’t promote returnees’ satisfac-
tion with professional development (IV), while strong ties with overseas fellow students do 
(III). One possible explanation is that domestic fellow students and returnees belonging to a 
relatively closed academic network and members share similarities in research ideas, para-
digms, etc. (Lin & Chao, 2019). According to Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, the likelihood “for 
someone to ‘undo’ their early education” (Swartz, 1997, p.16) is rare. Accordingly, scholars’ 
deeply-rooted thinking and mindset formed by the former research training will not be easily 
changed when they are replaced with new research institutions. Such strong ties might lead to 
similar research ideas and overlapping resources and fall into the dilemma of groupthink (Janis, 



175Higher Education (2024) 88:161–182 

1 3

1991). The closure of the strong ties decreases the possibilities of extending communication 
with members in heterogeneous networks, which hinders the formation of interdisciplinary and 
cross-team communication, highlighting the shortcomings of strong ties. In contrast, though 
returnees and fellow students in the overseas academic networks also received supervision from 
the same supervisors, the different research platforms (domestic vs. overseas) neutralized the 
adverse effects of closure and homogeneity of the strong ties. When scholars return, frequent 
contact with overseas fellow students will build bridges for information and resource exchange, 
heterogeneous resources from the international academic community, which may become a 
meaningful way to achieve high-quality publications (Lu & McInerney, 2016).

One might wonder why the supervisors and fellow students in the shimen are categorized 
into the strong ties type (Huang, 2021) but have contradictory impacts on returnees’ professional 
development. Supervisors amass extensive knowledge and academic network connections, and 
keeping strong ties with them usually results in top-down guidance and one-dimensional resource 
allocation (Sun & Bian, 2017). However, fellow students in the domestic shimen do not possess 
the same advantages as supervisors mentioned above. On the contrary, the overlapping resources 
and redundant information among fellow students have been found to have a negative effect.

Domestic classmates/colleagues (VI) belong to the academic network beyond the shimen 
boundaries. Fostering closer ties with members in such heterogenous networks empowers return-
ees to break marginal status, expand the network scale, and expedite integration into the domestic 
academic community. The results partially confirm Lu’s (2014) view that the more collaborators 
and stronger ties established with colleagues, the more beneficial to professional development 
satisfaction. In contrast, ties with overseas classmates/colleagues (V) are inherently loose. Con-
sidering the relatively high cost of cross-national communication and the previous status of the 
weak relations with classmates/colleagues overseas, the time and effort spent contacting them 
might outweigh their impact on promoting returnees’ professional development satisfaction.

Fig. 1  Nuclear density map before and after matching (taking overall professional development satisfaction 
as an example)
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Second, this study explores the impact of alumni-faculty identities, a unique tie within 
the domestic networks, and results indicate that such status won’t guarantee returnees’ pro-
fessional development satisfaction. To show loyalty and reciprocity to the home institution, 
alumni faculty often feel obligated to shoulder more tasks than non-alumni faculty. This find-
ing aligns with Bian’s (1997) concept that trust and obligation are crucial to guanxi networks. 
In addition, alumni returnees joining research teams led by their former supervisors or senior 
colleagues might confine their research vision due to the lack of novel information or cross-
team interactions, making it challenging to conduct research activities as independent schol-
ars. In contrast, non-alumni returnees can freely explore new research fields. Thus, individu-
als at the nodes of a structural hole obtain more information, opportunities, and resources and 
have greater control over the flow of social capital than other individuals (Burt, 1992).

Conclusion

This study examines how dual academic networks influence returnees’ professional development 
satisfaction. The results show the frequency of contacting various members of the dual academic 
networks has different impacts on returnee scholars’ professional development satisfaction.

Table 5  Estimation results of average treatment effect in the treatment group and the control group

Significance level: ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

Dependent variable Matching method T C ATT SE t-value

Competitive research funding Unmatched 3.251 3.458  −0.207*** 0.065  −3.16
NNM (k = 1) 3.251 3.451  −0.200*** 0.077  −2.61
RM 3.25 3.483  −0.233*** 0.071  −3.29
KM 3.252 3.481  −0.229*** 0.070  −3.28

Publications Unmatched 3.398 3.541  −0.143*** 0.059  −2.44
NNM (k = 1) 3.398 3.512  −0.115* 0.068  −1.68
RM 3.397 3.520  −0.124** 0.063  −1.97
KM 3.398 3.516  −0.118* 0.062  −1.91

Research collaboration Unmatched 3.395 3.535  −0.140** 0.058  −2.43
NNM (k = 1) 3.395 3.490  −0.095 0.067  −1.41
RM 3.396 3.511  −0.115* 0.063  −1.84
KM 3.396 3.507  −0.112* 0.061  −1.82

Extension of original research areas Unmatched 3.550 3.696  −0.146** 0.059  −2.50
NNM (k = 1) 3.550 3.678  −0.128* 0.067  −1.91
RM 3.551 3.693  −0.142** 0.064  −2.23
KM 3.553 3.694  −0.141** 0.062  −2.26

Exploration of new research interests Unmatched 3.678 3.817  −0.139** 0.057  −2.45
NNM (k = 1) 3.678 3.776  −0.098 0.065  −1.50
RM 3.677 3.792  −0.115* 0.062  −1.86
KM 3.681 3.800  −0.120** 0.061  −1.97

Overall professional development satisfac-
tion

Unmatched  −0.109 0.055  −0.164*** 0.061  −2.67
NNM (k = 1)  −0.109  −0.031  −0.139* 0.072  −1.95
RM  −0.109 0.051  −0.160** 0.066  −2.41
KM  −0.109 0.047  −0.156** 0.065  −2.39
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Our findings provide some practical implications. First, previous research explores 
the effect of ties on individuals’ occupational attainment; this study further applies the 
impact of the strength of ties and role types on individuals’ professional development 
satisfaction, both with the overseas and domestic academic networks. The previous study 
shows returnees’ scientific productivity and research performance are increased when 
they are embedded in transnational professional networks in their home country or when 
they are enabled to retain professional linkages with their co-workers and supervisors in 
the former host country (Jonkers & Tijssen, 2008). This study illustrates that maintain-
ing strong ties with members of the academic network is not always beneficial. Although 
guanxi is “dyadic in its basic form” (Barbalet, 2021, p.14), it is a continuum system; 
thus, there are no purely strong or purely weak ties (see Table  6). The relationship 
between two individuals is not static (Bian, 2019); guanxi building is dynamic (Chen 
et al., 2013). When time and energy are limited, returnees need to develop a strategy to 
maximize the strength of both strong and weak ties, while minimizing their weakness, to 
achieve career development. Second, to increase the overall satisfaction of professional 
development, returnee scholars need to consider applying for job positions offered by 
universities that fit their research interests and orientation rather than merely returning to 
their alma mater for an academic job position.

This research may have the following contributions. First, it is the first time that such 
a large-scale survey questionnaire has been conducted to cover returnee faculty members 
from all “Double First-Class” universities in China. Second, we differentiate between the 
impacts of various roles in returnees’ dual academic networks. This distinction provides 
valuable insights for guiding returnees in adjusting their strategies when interacting with 
different members of the academic networks.

This study does have certain limitations. Due to word limits, there has been limited dis-
cussion on the in-depth influence of strong and weak ties established with different roles 
in the academic network on the five dimensions of professional development satisfaction 
among returnees. Additionally, since this study regarded the frequency of interactions with 
different groups as a sign of the strength of ties of the academic networks, formal interac-
tions were not clearly distinguished from informal ones, though they are slight differences 
in concept (Woolley et al., 2008). Finally, this paper only analyzes the overseas and domes-
tic networks jointly by using separate independent variables. A more complex design of 
independent variables, such as the interaction variables between dual academic networks, 
will explain more details of the study.

Table 6  The suggested effective strength of ties with various roles in dual academic networks

Roles                                   Ties

Dual academic networks

Overseas Domestic

Strong Weak Strong Weak

Supervisor � I � II

Students with the same supervisor � III � IV

Classmates/colleagues / V � VI

The point “•” indicates the effective strength of ties with various role types in dual academic networks, and 
the “/” suggests a proper strength of ties that returnees should maintain
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