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This study uses the bioecological model of human development to understand the academic career development of Chinese returnees with overseas Ph.D. degrees (CROPs). Focuses are placed on how CROPs engaged in this process through interactions with contexts, which lead to their differentiated and similar career development in Chinese higher education. Using a qualitative approach of semi-structured interviews with 31 CROPs, our findings reveal that CROPs’ academic career development is co-shaped by personal characteristics and multi-layered environmental contexts. The study highlights the dysfunctionality of Chinese higher education system in the context of China’s ambition to build First-class Universities and First-class Subjects (Double First-class), which constrains CROPs’ academic career development. The paper offers important implications for potential CROPs, policy, and future research studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, the Chinese government has introduced a series of talent programs to attract return of its leading overseas talents, who possess Ph.D. degrees normally gained from world top universities (Li and Xue, 2021). Those programs include the “One Hundred Talents Program,” “One Thousand Talents Program” and “Yangtze River Scholars Program” (Zhang, 2019), characterized with lucrative material incentives including competitive salary packages, research funding, and other social benefits (e.g., housing, children’s education, and jobs for spouses). For example, the Thousand Talents Program launched in 2008 by the General Office of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party offers 1 million RMB (143,800 USD) living allowance and a minimum of 10 million RMB (1,438,000 USD) start-up funding for setting up laboratories (Chen, 2017). It was reported that the Thousand Talent Program alone has attracted more than 8,000 talents to return by 2018 (Ren and Liu, 2019).

Despite the great effort to attract Chinese returnees with overseas Ph.D. degrees (CROPs), little attention has been put on understanding the process of re-entry experienced by them in the context of Chinese higher education (Chen, 2017). Hao et al., 2017 analyzed 143 empirical studies on Chinese returnees (including but not limited to CROPs) from 2005 to 2015 and pointed out that “what is less known and less understood are the reasons that motivate the returnees to come back, how they are doing after returning and what could be done further to attract them back and retain them” (p. 144).

While studies on reasons for Chinese individual migration and return migration are increasing, they predominantly use the push-pull theory with surveys or mixed methods of surveys and interviews (e.g., Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002; Li and Bray, 2007; Hao et al., 2017; Liu and Morgan, 2017). For example, Liu and Morgan (2017) summarized the main pull factors for students’ migration, which include high quality education, authentic English language environment, and better employment opportunities abroad. The main push factors for students’ migration include a lack of access to satisfying domestic higher education, and influence of families, friends, and agents in China. For return migration, Hao et al., 2017) classified both the push and pull factors in China into personal, professional, and societal factors. The personal push factors include limited educational opportunities for their children and lack of social connections while the personal pull factors can be close family ties at home and loneliness abroad. The professional push factors include unfavorable work culture, lack of resources, etc., and the main professional pull factor is more career opportunities in China. At societal level, culture values in China can be a push factor while the culture shock abroad and feeling of nationalism and alienation are the main pull factors. These studies highlight that both individual migration and return migration are the outcomes of rational consideration of the pull and push factors, with education, economic and career opportunities, social networks (including families and relatives), and culture values being the most important.

Studies explaining returnees’ post-return experiences are also emerging and often use theory of capitals, such as human capital, cultural capital, social capital etc. (Gill, 2010; Hao et al., 2016; Hao and Liu, 2017; Singh and Jack, 2018), transnationalism (van Meeteren et al., 2014; Gu and Schweisfurth, 2015; Setrana and Tonah, 2016; Lei and Guo, 2020; Singh, 2020), and acculturation/adjustment (Presbitero, 2016; Ai and Wang, 2017; Ai, 2019; Hoang and Ho, 2019). Our paper contributes to this research gap by employing the under-utilized theoretical framework of bioecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006) to examine the process of re-entry experiences of CROPs. Focuses are not placed on the motivations for their return migration but on a comparatively less explored topic-how CROPs engaged in interactions with different environmental contexts and variables, leading to differentiated academic career development.

In the rest of this paper, we start with introducing the Chinese higher education context, in which CROPs’ career development is situated after they return to China. This is followed by an overview of current research on CROPs’ re-entry experience, where we highlight the need for a bioecological perspective to understand how CROPs experience career development. We then explain how the bioecological model of human development is adopted in this study. Guided by this theoretical framework, we elucidate our research methodology of an interpretivist approach; whereby the process of re-entry and career development is understood through the narratives of CROPs themselves. Findings and discussion follow. This paper has important implications for CROPs’ career development in the political context of China’s ambitions to establish First-class Universities and First-class Subjects in the world (Song et al., 2021). Corresponding recommendations are made for policy makers in Chinese higher education.



BACKGROUND LITERATURE


Chinese Higher Education: A Hierarchical Academic Structure

Chinese higher education is characterized with close supervision and control from the nation-state, as well as an authoritative, top-down, and hierarchical management system within higher education institutions (HEIs; Marginson, 2011). In those contexts, recent national higher education policies such as the Double First-class Project (to establish world-class Chinese universities and subjects) have imposed much pressure on Chinese universities competing for inclusion in this project, with substantial funding provided by the central government (Song et al., 2021). To be included in this project, Chinese universities are particularly eager for high numbers of publications in international and national journals indexed by Science Citation Index (SCI), Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), Chinese Science Citation Index (CSCI), and Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI), especially those with high impact factors (Zhang and Sivertsen, 2020; Li and Xue, 2021). Despite recent national policies has been introduced to lessen the emphasis on SCI/SSCI publications but more emphasis on the importance of publications in domestic journals, such as CSSCI (Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index), many universities in China still use the SSCI- or SCI-related metrics as an important basis (if not only) for research evaluations, for its convenience and apparent objectivity (Xu X. et al., 2021). As for the national/provincial grants-rewarding system in China, there has long been a systemic bias toward the natural sciences and technology compared to humanities and social sciences. Meanwhile, Chinese academics have to align their academic pursuits with national interest to increase their likelihood of their proposal being funded by the nation/government. The pressure is then translated by Chinese HEIs into a performance-based evaluation system that relies primarily on numbers of high-quality publications and national/provincial funding awards, which determines individual academic’s contractual employment, promotion, and overall career development (Li and Shen, 2020; Zhang and Sivertsen, 2020). It also links to other aspects of academics’ life such as their children’s access to high-quality educational settings (Li and Shen, 2020).

Meanwhile, the highly competitive HEI environment in China is worsened by a hierarchical and network-oriented culture in which those powerful have absolute authority in the allocations of resources, with priorities oftentimes given to those within their own networks. For instance, it is reported that subjective peer review process in top Chinese journals is characterized with strong back-door relationships (guanxi) among Chinese academics (Li, 2020). Research has suggested that CROPs are usually excluded from those networks, having spent much time abroad without the opportunities to develop relationships with big “figures” (well-established researchers in China who control allocation of competitive academic resources) in their fields (Chen, 2017; Singh, 2020; Pham, 2021). How CROPs experience and negotiate their career development in such a hierarchical system is a key theme that emerges from our findings, which is presented later in this paper.



CROPs’ Academic Career Development

Studies on Chinese returnees’ career development prevailingly focus on their (re)adjustment and challenges. For example, Singh (2020) used a qualitative study to explore the challenges faced by Chinese graduate returnees from Australia in obtaining employment in China. Those challenges include limited working experience, a lack of guanxi (social networks), and unsynchronized graduation with employment months in China. Chen (2017) found that with limited time and resources, CROPs have difficulty in striking a balance between publishing articles in international and Chinese journals. Consequently, their integration into Chinese academic system is not always smooth. Li et al. (2018) explored the experiences of CROPs attracted by China’s Thousand Youth Talents Scheme (a type of talent program targeted at attracting overseas talents below 40) and found that they are confronted with high pressure, heavy workloads, bureaucratic and administrative management, and over-emphasis on quantitative evaluation of academic performance and ranking. Ai and Wang (2017) used autoethnography to narrate the first author’s experiences of integration as a returnee and highlighted the challenges of identity negotiation for academic returnees in Chinese HEIs. These studies, however, largely consider returnees as “in deficit” (Xu et al., 2020, p. 2), focusing on the influence of external factors but neglecting the interaction of the individual with environment - a process that CROPs actively engage through embodiment of personal characteristics, including dispositions, demands, and resources (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006) in their career development. Therefore, we adopt Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006) to explore how CROPs manifest personal characteristics in interactions with their ecological systems, which then shape their career development.




BRONFENBRENNER’S BIOECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CROPS’ CAREER DEVELOPMENT

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory situates human development within a set of nested environmental contexts. There are four layered contexts including the microsystem (as the innermost layer consisting of activities and interactions in a person’s immediate surroundings, e.g., family, school, peers and workplace), mesosystem (emphasizing the interactions among those immediate settings, e.g., family-school/workplace links), exosystem (events in one or more environments affecting the individual’s development but without the individual’s direct participation, e.g. community, parents’ social network and workplace) and macrosystem (the broader cultural and national context), which jointly influence human development. For CROPs’ academic career development, the microsystem refers to their interaction with colleagues and line managers in the HEIs they work, as well as interaction with family members that impacts on their career decisions. The mesosystem involves interactions between CROPs’ work and family life, such as their children’s access to quality education provided by Chinese HEIs.1 The exosystem can include for example, academic networks that CROPs themselves do not involve, but have indirect impacts on their careers (e.g., obtaining funding sources and publishing journal articles). The macrosystem encompasses broader cultural, political, and economic contexts, which in this case relates to Chinese higher education system described above and other cultural beliefs and societal values that powerfully normalize CROPs’ personal experiences and development in the Chinese context. These four systems are interrelated in influencing CROPs’ career development.

Acknowledging the influences of the ecological systems above, we further embrace in our theoretical framework Bronfenbrenner’s later theoretical development of bioecological system (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006). This system considers the individual as an active agent in proximal processes - the daily interactions between an individual and their ecological systems. It also recognizes the important role of personal characteristics, namely dispositions, demands, and resources, in person-environment interactions. Dispositions include CROPs’ career motivations and individual perceptions in different aspects of life, such as a preference for stability in work and life, which can facilitate or prevent their return and subsequent career development (Crawford et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2020). Demands refer to CROPs’ characteristics that elicit immediate reactions from them in their ecological systems and produce change based on these reactions (Xu et al., 2020), such as the need of establishing and maintaining academic social networks after return. Resources means those facilitating CROPs’ career development, such as ability, knowledge, skills, experience and personal networks, and those impeding factors where the (aforementioned) facilitators are absent (Xu et al., 2020).

Bioecological systems theory has been used to address international doctoral students’ acculturation (e.g., Elliot et al., 2016a,b; Singh and Jack, 2018; Xu et al., 2020). These studies confirm that international doctoral study experiences are co-shaped by individuals’ personal characteristics and the multi-layered bioecological system they situate in. However, research rarely uses this framework to explore international doctoral students’ (especially CROPs’) re-acculturation/re-entry experiences. A bioecological approach is therefore used in this paper to provide a comprehensive understanding of the person-environment interactivity in CROPs’ navigation of their career development after return. We address two research questions:


(1)What are the personal characteristics (dispositions, demands, and resources) displayed by those CROPs in their process of academic career development?

(2)How do those personal characteristics interact with the multi-layered bioecological systems in shaping CROPs’ academic career development?





RESEARCH METHODS

A qualitative, narrative approach was adopted to understand how CROPs engage in the process of re-entry and career development. Semi-structured interviews were conducted, where CROPs displayed their personal characteristics in interactions with multi-layered bioecological systems in Chinese higher education context. The interview questions centered around: “Why did you come back?,” “Can you talk about the factors positively or negatively shaping your re-entry experience and academic career development?,” “Why do you think they represent a positive or negative experience?” and ‘How have these experiences impacted on your re-entry journey and academic career development?’ Supplementary questions were asked based on what emerged in the interviews.


Sampling and Participants

We used snowball sampling (Baltar and Brunet, 2012) to approach participants online via WeChat, a multi-purpose instant messaging and social platform widely used in China enabling us to access CROPs without geographic limitations. Specifically, the authors initially contacted four qualified subjects through their own social networks using WeChat and asked whether they would like to participate in the study. Two subjects declined because of a lack of time for the interview. The rest two agreed to participate in the study. The two participants were then asked to help to identify other qualified subjects through their social networks using WeChat. Finally, 31 CROPs from different HEIs across China volunteered to participate in the study. Participant information sheets and consent forms were distributed to them, and informed consent was obtained before the interview. The participants are diverse in demographic backgrounds (such as age, gender, marital status) and have obtained their Ph.D.s from various countries outside China (e.g., Australia, United States, Denmark, United Kingdom, New Zealand, Netherlands, France, Germany, and Japan). When the fieldwork was conducted, they were working in different cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, etc., as shown in Appendix Table 1. Eighteen participants were females and thirteen were male. The majority were under 35 years old, with six participants aged above 35. Participant CROPs had various funding sources to study abroad, ranging from self-funded to half and full scholarship. Most of them returned before 2018 and had lived in China for at least over 1 year when this study was conducted. It should be noted that our research was never aimed at generalizing results to the whole CROP group. Instead, we seek to explore interactions between CROPs’ personal characteristics and bioecological systems shaping their academic career development.



Data Analysis

All interviews were conducted, recorded, and transcribed in Chinese mandarin by authors of this paper, who are Chinese native speakers. Thematic analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2017) was followed, mainly driven by research questions and the theory of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological development, in which the data were coded around the personal characteristics (dispositions, demands, and resources) and environmental contexts (microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem) influencing CROP’s career development. To be specific, firstly, the author transcribed the data and read them repeatedly to get familiar with the data. Secondly, initial codes were generated based on the data centered around the research questions. For example, one participant mentioned “Personally, I value stability most in job seeking,” which was initially coded as “stable job.” Another participant pointed out that “I want a stable place of living as I have experienced many times of moving home and do not want it anymore,” which was coded as “stable living.” These codes were then sorted into a potential theme “stability” and was later revised as “dispositions: (preferences for) stability” with reference to Bronfenbrenner’s theory. At this stage, a thematic map showing the relationship between codes and themes (and sub-themes) was produced, which was then refined into the final thematic map presented in Figure 1, showing two main categories: personal characteristics and environmental contexts. Finally, related extracts representing the main (repeated) themes that are related to the research questions are presented. Inter-researcher checks were carried out at stages of developing codes (themes) and throughout the whole process of data analysis. The first and third authors are CROPs themselves currently working in Chinese universities. The second author is a Chinese native based at a United Kingdom institution, whereas the fourth author completed her Ph.D. in China and has been working in a Chinese university afterwards. This diversity of research team with different backgrounds in careers, gender, and geographies enhanced rigor in interpreting data and in developing the codes. The authors with similar experiences to the participants allowed for better sensitivity to the cultural and contextual nuances in the bioecological system situating the participants. Other authors ensured that our own experiences do not result in overinterpretation of participants’ narratives. Our research followed ethical guidelines formulated by both China and United Kingdom, with an ethical approval gained from C University, United Kingdom (No. P104995). All data that identify participants are deleted or replaced by pseudonyms throughout this paper.
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FIGURE 1. Final thematic map.


In the coming section, we present key themes within our theoretical framework, including two parts: personal characteristics embodied in CROPs’ re-entry experiences, and the four-layer ecological systems shaping CROPs’ academic career development.




FINDINGS


CROPs’ Personal Characteristics in Navigating Their Career Development: Dispositions, Demands, and Resources

Participant CROPs displayed different and shared dispositions, demands, and resources while navigating their academic career development. The below patterns of personal characteristics are particularly prominent among the 31 CROPs.


Dispositions: Preferences for Stability

A desire for stability in work (and life) is a disposition shared by most CROPs (23 out of 31) regarding their career (and personal) development. For example, Qi, working as a postdoctoral researcher at a Double First-class university where performance pressures are at their most intense, mentioned that his personal preference for a stable job leads him to long for a permanent lectureship. However, as a freshly graduated Ph.D. with limited research or teaching experience, he found it difficult to achieve that aim and thus worked as a postdoctoral researcher as a compromise:


Personally, I value stability most in job seeking. I want to be a permanent lecturer in a university instead of being a postdoctoral researcher as I am now. It is not stable, and I will have to find another job in two years… Being a postdoctoral researcher also has little hope of being promoted to an associated professor. (Qi, male, country of study: Denmark, field of study: natural science; funding: Chinese government funded)



In addition to preference for a stable job, six participant CROPs also expressed desires for a stable living, by buying their own properties in the cities they work. Juan reported that she bought an apartment in Shenzhen (a tier 1 city where housing price is the highest in China) where she works, even though she is now in debt because of this purchase:


The housing price is too high in Shenzhen. I retuned in 2018 and bought an apartment with over 80,000 RMB [12,400 USD] a square meter and now it is rising to 100,000 RMB. We are now in great debt because of this purchase. I have no choice as I have two children and we have been renting a house over the past 7 years. I want a stable place of living as I have experienced many times of moving home and do not want it anymore. (Juan, female, region of study: Hong Kong, field of study: social science; funding: Chinese government funded)



Juan’s disposition of stability is also indicative of her interaction with the microsystem, where her career development is connected to her families. This interaction is discussed later. Different to Juan, Hang chose to work at a less prestigious university in a tier 2 city where house prices are lower, despite the same disposition of preferring stable life:


I did not choose to work in Shenzhen but went to Hangzhou. The most important thing is that I could not afford a house there [Shenzhen]…Even if I get 1,600,000 RMB through the Peacock Project [Shenzhen’s talent program], you are still not able to afford an apartment as the average housing price is nearly 100,000 RMB per square meter. (Hang, Female; country of study: UK; field of study: Social science; funding: Chinese government funded)



The above cases demonstrate how different CROPs actively interact with their environment. They may share dispositions but are situated in different environments, thus their different interactions with the environment result in different career choices.



Demands: Social Networking Establishment and Maintenance

In realizing that Chinese higher education is a system that embraces a hierarchical and network-oriented culture (see earlier in this paper), CROPs in our study (especially those early career academics) became particularly aware of the importance to establish individual connections with other academics, and especially with those in powerful positions. They actively demand for this key resource in their career development in Chinese higher education context. For example, Qi articulated:


I am starting to pay more attention to personal connections. I tried to get acquaintances with those big figures at international conferences and talk to them… When I submit a paper to a journal, I will consider whether the editor is someone I know. (Qi, male, country of study: Denmark, field of study: natural science; funding: Chinese government funded)

Like Qi, Qing also expressed that guanxi (social networks in Chinese term) is very important in influencing his career development. He emphasized social networking maintenance in his demand for career progression:

I came back as soon as I finished my study in Ireland, because I had my career foundation here [in China]. During my four years of studies overseas, I maintained regular contact with my previous employer and thus am well connected with them. After I came back, I went back to work for them and was promoted to a senior researcher smoothly. (Qing, male, country of study: Ireland, field of study: social science; funding: self-funded and scholarship)





Resources: A Lack of Experience With Local Academic and Publication Cultures as Impeding Resources

In our theoretical framework, resources mean both those facilitating individual development (such as ability, knowledge, skills, experience, and networks) and impeding factors where facilitators are absent. A total of 15 participant CROPs pointed to an absence of facilitators as impeding factors, including a lack of experience and familiarity with local academic, language use and publication cultures. Such impeding resources are evident specifically when compared with locally trained Ph.D.s who are more accustomed to those cultures. As illustrated by Chong:


Compared to locally trained Ph.D.s, we have few advantages. It’s difficult for us to publish in a Chinese journal, as we are not familiar with Chinese way of writing academic papers. It requires a long time of training to get adapted to its academic, language and publication culture. (Chong, male, country of study: Ireland, field of study: social science; funding: self-funded)



Similarly, Lily expressed her frustration about research funding applications due to a lack of familiarity with and experience in writing bids in China:


I haven’t obtained any funding since I came back, although I have tried several times. I think this might relate to my way of writing the bid. I am not familiar with the discourse in China. It seems that they want your writing bid to connect with the government document and their articulation of problem, […] quite different from that of abroad. (Lily, female, country of study: Australia; field of study; social science; funding: Chinese government funded)

The above findings suggest that CROPs’ career development is reported by themselves to have been shaped by some shared dispositions, demands and resources. However, as already shown in the dispositions, CROPs may manifest different interactions between their personal characteristics and the multi-layered ecological systems that situate them, shaping their different career development as presented below.






CROPs’ Academic Career Development: Interactions With Multi-Layered Ecological Systems

CROPs’ interactions within different layers of ecological systems (microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem) highlight the main challenges they face in navigating their academic career development.


Microsystem: Interactions With Senior Leaders, Line Managers, Colleagues, and Family Members

The microsystem where CROPs’ immediate career development takes place primarily includes their workplaces. Their interactions with senior leaders, line managers, and colleagues play an important role in shaping their re-entry experience and conceptualization of psychological well-being. Such interactions mainly exerted negative influences and pressure that CROPs found difficult to engage with. Nine CROPs consistently mentioned the pressure of publishing world leading journal articles imposed on them by their departments, as exemplified below:


I feel very pressured since I returned. As soon as I returned, the leaders in my department asked me whether I have published any paper or secured any funding. They have certain expectation toward me since I obtained my Ph.D. degree overseas. However, it is not easy to publish a paper in a short period. I become hectic at work and feel exhausted as I had other tasks, such as teaching and preparing for title evaluation. (Wu, female, country of study: New Zealand, field of study: social science; funding: self-funded)



An inconsiderate and exploitative line manager who manipulates (usually junior) CROPs to complete tasks for their own benefits further discouraged some CROPs’ morale and hampered their academic career development. Na at a Double First-class institution mentioned this emotionally:


I am not satisfied with my current work. I feel very painful, and I wanted to go back to the United Kingdom. I am now a postdoctoral researcher working in an academic research center. I must be on alert around the clock. It is quite often that we have meetings from 6.00 to 12.00 pm. We even had meetings from 10.30 to 12.00 pm. I do not have any time doing my own research project, as my time is fully occupied by my line manager’s projects that I am not good at. I really cannot bear it anymore. (Na, female; country of study: UK; field of study: social science-cognitive psychology; funding: self-funded)



Academic collaborations with colleagues constitute another important form of interactions in CROPs’ microsystem contexts. Five CROPs mentioned that their colleagues’ academic misconduct in authorship surprised them, as explained by Lily and Liu, who are both at a Double First-class institution in East and South China respectively:


Recently, I drafted an article. Then I asked a colleague (who asked me to come back to his university) whether he would like to give comments and join the authorship. What he did was changing the format of the paper and put his own name as the first author. I was very surprised as I never had such experience before. (Lily, female, country of study: Australia; field of study; social science; funding: Chinese government funded)

Once I drafted a 9,000-word report and wanted to submit to a journal. My dean of college asked me to let him have a look. I told him that I want to publish this in a journal and if he wants to use it, he should notify me beforehand. He promised he would. However, he published an article from the report on his own, which makes me feel quite hurt. If he had listed me as second author, I would have felt better, however, he was the only author and just wrote one sentence in the article saying, “This paper referred to the research report by A [me].” (Liu, female, country of study: UK; field of study: social science; funding: partially self-funded)



Both Lily and Liu reported disagreement with those academic misconducts (dispositions). However, there was no sign from their interviews that they could resist to such circumstances, possibly due to the strong hierarchical structure in Chinese academia (exosystem), which is presented later.

In addition to workplace, CROPs’ microsystem of families also influences their career decisions such as returning to China. Seventeen participants cited caring responsibilities for their aging parents as an important factor leading to their return decision, as showed by Hu:


It [Returning back to China] may be partly because of my parents because I am the only child. I need to come back and take care of my parents. They are in the rural countryside, and it is difficult for them to go overseas and live with us abroad (Hu, Male; country of study: Germany; field of study: natural science; funding: Chinese government funded)



For four female CROPs, taking care of family members and especially children slowed their career development, as stated by Huo:


I have two children. I feel ashamed that my academic performances are not as good as those who returned at the same time. I had been feeling very anxious when I see others publish one paper after another while I am quite slow, as I spend a lot of time taking care of my two children. I have taken two years of maternity leave altogether, and I only had one third of the time spent on my scientific research work…Everyone has his own social attributes and family attributes, isn’t it? (Huo, Female, country of study: France; field of study: Chemistry; funding: Chinese government funded)





Mesosystem: Interactions Between CROPs’ Workplace and Family

CROPs’ career development is also found to be shaped by interactions between their workplace and family in the mesosystem. The interactions particularly concern children’s education, which is embedded in the priorities that CROPs enjoy in terms of their children’s accessibility to high-quality schooling provided by the universities they choose to work at. Six participants referred to this privilege as a key factor that shapes their choice of workplace. For example:


I came to Guangzhou mainly because I value the educational resources here for my child. The university I am working now is one of the top universities in Guangzhou and even in China, which has the top affiliated primary and middle schools. Studying at these schools almost ensures that my child could enter a top university in China. If I am working here, my child could attend these schools (Yong, male, country of study: UK; field of study: chemistry; funding: overseas scholarship).



Concerns were expressed by CROPs when access to quality education for their children is not provided by their employers, as illustrated by Zhe:


 I am now working at a provincial research center in Guangzhou, and it does not have an affiliated primary school. We need to buy a school district house. It is over 80,000 RMB for a square meter. For us newly returned Ph.D.s, it is very difficult to buy an apartment in Guangzhou, not to mention the school district house. It is the biggest problem facing us. (Zhe, female, country of study: Netherlands; field of study: social science-Chinese Law; funding: Chinese government funded)





Exosystem: A Lack of Connections and Resources

In their exosystem, CROPs’ career development is indirectly limited by the highly localized academic networks that their colleagues who receive Ph.D. degrees from Chinese institutions have established. Twelve participants mentioned a lack of connections or interactions with famous scholars and big figures within and outside their working institutions, which locally trained Ph.D.s take advantage of. Consequently, CROPs’ career advancement, funding application, and paper publication are disadvantaged, as exemplified by Si, Jin, and Pen.


Compared to locally trained Ph.D.s, we lack social connections with academics and resources in China. We are fighting on our own, unlike those locally trained Ph.D.s who have their supervisors to support them. Their supervisors are often very famous scholars in China and have a very good source of connections in academia. Therefore, their career could develop very fast. However, we do not have such resources. It is even difficult for me to do empirical research in China because if you do not have certain connections, people will ignore you. (Si, female; country of study; Japan; field of study: social science; funding: Chinese government funded)

There are many projects limiting how many people could apply in each institution. Then, who will be selected by the institution is a problem. This is determined by those big figures in the university and opportunities are often given to the locally trained Ph.D.s who already had established a stable relationship with them. As a marginal figure [unimportant person without connections with those big figures], you will not have any opportunity, even if you are very excellent. (Jin, Male, country of study: France; field of study: natural science; funding: government funded)

It is difficult to get your paper published in a very good journal in China. You should have a very famous professor in your authorship. This is a very important stepping-stone. For some journals, if they found you are early starters in research, they will not send your article out for review. By contrast, the locally trained Ph.D.s could more easily get their paper published as they are supported by their Chinese supervisors who are the bigger figures in academia. (Pen, male, country of study: UK; field of study: natural science; funding: self-funded)





Macrosystem: A Hybrid of Cultural, Social, and Political Values and Norms

In our study, CROPs’ interactions with the above three layers of ecological systems are shaped by a hybrid of cultural, social, and pollical values and norms in the macrosystem of Chinese higher education and beyond. To illustrate, the Confucian values of family and filial piety (a central Confucian virtue referring to the attitudes of obedience, devotion, and care toward one’s parents and elder family members) acted as a strong factor pushing CROPs to return, as showed in the examples in the microsystem above. Those values also intersect with China’s previous political context of one-child policy (Xu and Woodyer, 2020), whereby the generation of CROPs in their 30s, being the major group of our participants, are mainly the only child who is expected to fulfill caring responsibilities for their aging parents in Chinese society. Common societal expectations of stability and quality education for children significantly influence CROPs’ choices of working institutions and locations. Additionally, the socially constructed gender roles in Chinese culture that females are primary carers of family and children (Liu and Morgan, 2016) particularly constrain female CROPs’ career ambitions and development.

Further, Chinese government’s Double First-class Project to establish world-class universities and subjects have resulted in a highly competitive and stressful working environment that CROPs interact with on an everyday basis, particularly in areas like journal publications and successful funding applications. In this political context, the cultures of hierarchical academic relationships and localized research networks (guanxi) in Chinese higher education are also part of the macrosystem that marginalizes CROPs and disadvantages their academic career development.





DISCUSSION

Using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979), Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) bioecological approach, this paper presents participant CROPs’ personal characteristics (dispositions, demands, and resources) and interactions with multi-layered ecological systems in the process of academic career development. Individual CROPs’ dispositions that prefer a stable job and living place shape their career choice of locations. A preference for stability in workplace reflects the fierce competition in enterprises and the mainstream societal values in China. Their demand for guanxi and network maintenance necessary for career development leads to some CROPs actively building and maintaining such networks in their workplace. These developmental dispositions and demands are suggestive of CROPs’ agency, efficacy, and initiative in navigating their own academic career development. However, not all CROPs could have their demands satisfied due to lack of bioecological resources. Their lack of recent experience and familiarity with local academic and publication cultures impeded some CROPs’ career development. Although our study reveals certain agency from the participant CROPs to address those limitations, it is to various extent constrained by the multi-layered ecological systems at micro, meso, exo, and macro levels.

The interactions with families in the microsystem influence CROPs’ career choices of returning to China. In the workplace, CROPs’ interactions with senior leaders, line managers, and colleagues are reported to have imposed negative influences on their everyday work, embodied as academic pressure and mental illness. For CROPs at early career stages, their interactions with exploitative line managers influenced their conceptualization of well-being and put them under great pressure. They felt much stressed and had to work overtime. Other CROPs were frustrated by their colleagues’ academic misconduct such as plagiarism and mis-claim in authorship, which is in sharp contrast to their previous experiences abroad, as echoed in Cao (2008). Those influences at micro levels are shaped by the macrosystem, particularly the wider hectic Chinese academic culture characterized with “rigid, quantified evaluation criteria” focusing on immediate publications and obtaining research grants (Wang et al., 2016, p. 264; Huang, 2020). CROPs’ interactions in the microsystem of workplace also reflect the recent changes in the macrosystem of Chinese higher education, with a political drive to establish world-class universities and subjects pushed by marketization and globalization in international higher education (Song et al., 2021). The dynamic interactions and connections between the different layers of contextual forces correspond with Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) argument that different layers of context are interrelated.

Such interrelations are also evident at meso and exo levels of CROPs’ ecological systems. In the mesosystem comprising interactions between CROPs’ workplace and family, CROPs with children oftentimes premise their choices of working universities on whether the universities provide access to quality education in university-affiliated kindergartens, primary and secondary schools. It reflects the education inequality in China because of uneven regional economic development where an equal access to quality education is denied. The connections and interactions that CROPs’ colleagues (mainly those locally trained Ph.D.s) have with powerful leaders and famous scholars in Chinese academia constitute as an exosystem. It facilitates non-CROP academics’ career development as the “Big Figures” (Da Lao [image: image] in Chinese) control allocation of competitive academic resources (Wang et al., 2016, p. 262), and indirectly limits CROPs’ opportunities in achieving career advancement, paper publication and project application due to a lack of such connections. This is echoed by Pham (2021) that social capital (guanxi networks in Chinese) plays an important role in returnees’ career promotion and development. As also pointed out by Li and Xue (2021), CROPs are “abandoned orphans” as they are marginalized in their local academic networks and communities.

Finally, all above-mentioned systems and interactions within are shaped by the macrosystem constituting Chinese cultural values and norms imposed on and embodied in CROPs’ career development. Confusion view toward families and especially the responsibility of taking care of aging parents (filial piety) exemplified as an important social belief in the macrosystem, prominently motivating CROPs to return and work in China. Traditionally gendered roles that men work outside home while women shoulder major domestic responsibilities and take care of children (Liu and Morgan, 2020) are another reflection of Chinese cultural beliefs in the macrosystem - which add worries for female CROPs and impede their career progress in Chinese higher education (Tang and Horta, 2021). The quote of “everyone has his[/her] own social attributes and family attributes, isn’t it” by one of the CROPs in this study is a typical example reflecting Chinese traditional Confucian views of gender and families. The influence of traditional views of gender and families on migrants and returnees are also noted by Baykara-Krumme and Platt (2018) and King and Lulle (2022).



CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This paper has explored how CROPs’ personal characteristics and multi-layered bioecological systems interact to jointly shape CROPs’ academic career development back in China. We find that the interactions tend to act negatively for CROPs, aligning with the argument of Merçon-Vargas et al. (2020) that proximal processes in individuals’ bioecological systems do not always act positively on individual developmental outcomes. For most participants in our study, the negative influences exerted by the multiple socio-ecological systems in Chinese higher education and beyond are highly normative, which constrained individual CROP’s agency in interacting with bioecological systems, and further their ability to influence the systems. Our paper provides support for the under-utilized theoretical framework of bioecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006) in examining the process of re-entry experiences of CROPs, which highlights the interplay of macro, meso and exo-level factors in shaping the micro-level experiences of CROPs’ career development. We conclude this article with implications for policy and the directions for future research.

The findings of this study have several policy implications. First, it is important to support individual CROPs in their development of agency, so that they are aware of and prepared for possible interactions with their immediate microsystems. Talent programs by Chinese governments to attract CROPs could use findings from this study to develop mentorship and career support schemes that empower CROPs. In so doing, CROPs’ different dispositions and demands are enabled. Second, from the perspective of mesosystem, a fair and accessible education system for all children in China is needed, which may downplay the influence of interactions between family and workplace on CROPs’ career choices. Obviously, this implication itself is a big issue that China needs to address in its educational policies and is beyond the scope of this study. Third, from the perspective of exosystem, on one hand, Chinese universities should consider assisting the inclusion of CROPs in local academic networks and communities, for example, through organizing different seminars and research workshops that truly bridges the CROPs and locally trained scholars. This is also beneficial for realizing the double First-class dream when both parties’ combined strengths are utilized. On the other, it is urgent to establish a fair and competitive academic structure rather than focusing on authority and guanxi. For example, it is useful to widely apply the double-blind peer review system in paper publication and research grant review processes. Fourth, from the perspective of macrosystem, state governments are suggested to launch funding policies targeting at supporting junior CROPs, like subsidized housing (or transitional apartments) and start-up research fund, especially in big cities where housing prices are incredibly high. Policies that address the disadvantages of women academics are extremely recommended, in aspects such as flexible working and academic evaluation standards for those with childcare responsibilities.

The paper has its limitations. Firstly, participants’ cities of origin were not investigated, but which might have an influence on their career development. Future studies are recommended to consider this and explore whether this makes a difference to the participants’ career development. Secondly, as an exploratory study with interviews only, our paper is limited by its generalizability and future studies exploring CROPs’ re-entry experiences and career development at larger scales are recommended.
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FOOTNOTES

1Chinese HEIs oftentimes provide their employees with access to their affiliated kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools.
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APPENDIX


TABLE A1. Participant CROPs’ demographic backgrounds.

[image: Table A1]


OPS/images/fpsyg-13-859240-i001.jpg





OPS/images/cross.jpg
3,

i





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Academic Career Development of Chinese Returnees With Overseas Ph.D. Degrees: A Bioecological Development Perspective



		INTRODUCTION



		BACKGROUND LITERATURE



		Chinese Higher Education: A Hierarchical Academic Structure



		CROPs’ Academic Career Development







		BRONFENBRENNER’S BIOECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CROPS’ CAREER DEVELOPMENT



		RESEARCH METHODS



		Sampling and Participants



		Data Analysis







		FINDINGS



		CROPs’ Personal Characteristics in Navigating Their Career Development: Dispositions, Demands, and Resources



		Dispositions: Preferences for Stability



		Demands: Social Networking Establishment and Maintenance



		Resources: A Lack of Experience With Local Academic and Publication Cultures as Impeding Resources







		CROPs’ Academic Career Development: Interactions With Multi-Layered Ecological Systems



		Microsystem: Interactions With Senior Leaders, Line Managers, Colleagues, and Family Members



		Mesosystem: Interactions Between CROPs’ Workplace and Family



		Exosystem: A Lack of Connections and Resources



		Macrosystem: A Hybrid of Cultural, Social, and Political Values and Norms











		DISCUSSION



		CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH



		DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT



		ETHICS STATEMENT



		AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS



		FUNDING



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



		FOOTNOTES



		REFERENCES



		APPENDIX

















OPS/images/cover.jpg
& frontiers | Frontiers in Psychology

Academic Career Development
of Chinese Returnees With
Overseas Ph.D. Degrees:

A Bioecological Development
Perspective





OPS/images/fpsyg-13-859240-t001.jpg
Item

Gender
Male
Female
Age
30 and under
31-35
36-40
41-50
Above 50
Marital status
Married
Single
Current working city
Beijng
Shanghai
Guangzhou
Shenzhen
Other
Subject area
Humanities and social sciences
Natural science
Other
Funding source for studying abroad
Full scholarship
Half self-funding and half scholarship.
Self-funding
Title
Associate professor
No title
Other
Year of going abroad
Between 2001 and 2010
2011 and after
Length of studying abroad
2-3 years
4-5 years
5 years and above
Country of studying abroad
Australia
United States
Denmark
United Kingdom
New Zealand
Netherlands
France
Germany
Japan

NO.

13
18

19
12

16
10

22

1

14

27

23









OPS/images/logo.jpg
’ frontiers ‘ Frontiers in Psychology





OPS/images/fpsyg-13-859240-g001.jpg
I colleagues

‘ line managers

senior leaders

children’s
education

mesosystem

contexts

(lack) academic networks

Environmental

stable living ‘

stable job ‘

family

members

macrosystem

CROP’s
career
development

Confucian
cultural values

social norms
(gender)

policy of Double
First-class Project

g

dispositions
(stability)

Personal
characteristics

resources
(impeding
factors)

establish social
network (guanxi)

maintain social
network (guanxi)

lack experience in local
academic & publication
cultures






