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Abstract

Transnational academic mobility has long been championed as positive and worthy of supporting.

Yet, little attention has been paid to its joint impact with local connections on the career advance-

ment of established scholars. Utilizing novel curriculum vitae data of 1447 Chang Jiang Scholars,

we examine the relationship between academic mobility and the speed of obtaining prestigious

academic titles. Our results suggest that local connections accelerate the career development of

Chinese scholars, while international academic mobility has a negligible effect or even slows down

the speed of late-phase career advancement. Returnee scholars tend to obtain national academic

titles within a longer time period compared with their local counterparts. This penalty of inter-

national academic mobility also holds for returnees with only overseas PhD training experience

and international research visits. Local scientists are more likely than their returnee peers with

equivalent ties to have a quicker career trajectory. Policy implications are also discussed.
Key words: International academic mobility; local connections; China

1. Introduction

The race of competing for global talent is on (OECD-UNDESA

2013; Shachar 2013; Wang and Liu 2016). From brain drain to

brain gain to brain circulation, migrations of the highly skilled are

embraced by many countries for establishing international collabor-

ation and strengthening knowledge diffusion as well as enhancing

scientific competitiveness (Song et al. 2003; DEST 2006; Saxenian

2006; Biao 2007; Wang et al. 2016; Tang 2018). This is particularly

true for developing countries. In order to reverse the outflow of tal-

ent, those countries that have suffered greatly from brain drain are

striving to lure back overseas sojourners, especially those who are

highly skilled (Kapur and McHale 2005; Woolley and Turpin 2009;

Tian 2016; Wang and Liu 2016). China is no exception. Over the

last few decades, the Chinese central government has launched nu-

merous national initiatives and proactively brought back overseas

talent. Although the far-reaching impacts of these talent programs,

both expected and unexpected, remain to be seen, it is clear that

they have increased the intentions of overseas talent to come back to

China with widening rewarding opportunities. According to the sta-

tistics released by the Ministry of Education of China (MOE), as of

the end of 2017, about 60% of the total number of overseas Chinese

returned to China, a historical record high (MOE 2018).

The State’s continuing efforts in promoting return migration are

stirring heated societal debates between overseas returnees and

locals in China (Zweig et al. 2004; Hao and Welch 2012; Tai and

Truex 2015). At the center of these debates lies the suspicion of the

difference between the perceived and the real added value of over-

seas experiences and the concern about the unleveled playing field

against locals. An increasing number of studies have explored this

issue by comparing the post-return performance and promotion

probabilities of returnees and locals (Jonkers 2011; Jonkers and

Cruz-Castro 2013; Zweig and Wang 2013; Lu et al. 2014). Yet, to

the best of our knowledge, no study has examined the role of inter-

national academic mobility in the late phase of career advancement

taking both transnational capital and local connections into consid-

eration. The extant literature also has not empirically explored the

impact of international academic mobility on speeding up the win-

ning of academic titles. In this study, utilizing the curriculum vitae

(CV) of 1447 Chang Jiang Scholars (CJSs)—recipients of China’s

most prestigious academic title available to both returnees and

locals1—we investigate the catalyst role, if any, of international mo-

bility on returnees’ career advancement.

This article makes the following contributions. First, given the

heterogeneity of overseas experiences, it tries to differentiate the

impacts, if any, of different types of international academic mobility

on career advancement. We pay particular attention to the two types

of mobility: foreign doctoral education and international research

visiting. Second, bridging transnational capital and local connection

literature, this article contributes to a better understanding of the

mechanism of how international mobility impacts the speed of
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career advancement. Finally, in a departure from previous studies

focusing on entry- or mid-level academia, this article sheds some

light on factors influencing the academic career advancement of a

rarely discussed group—established scholars.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. Section 2

reviews the existing literature on academic mobility and career ad-

vancement followed by our hypotheses for testing. Section 3 depicts

the CJS program and the choice justification for our study. The next

section covers the data and methodology description. Section 5

presents the main results. The final section discusses research limita-

tions and policy implications and concludes with future research

directions.

2. Literature review and hypotheses

2.1 International mobility, transnational capital, and

academic performance
International mobility is becoming an intrinsic part of academic life

in many countries (Jonkers and Tijssen 2008; Fontes et al. 2013;

Jonkers and Cruz-Castro 2013; Scellato et al. 2015; Wang et al.,

2019). Being championed as a common good, national governments

and supranational governments embrace scientific exchange and re-

searcher mobility across national borders. A growing body of litera-

ture has empirically investigated the association between

international mobility and returnees’ performance. As delineated in

Table 1, most of the early forays report that scholars with inter-

national mobility outperform locals in terms of research profile and

international engagement. It was found that returnees tended to

publish more papers in international journals, file more national

patents, be granted more research projects, and received more sci-

ence and technology awards (Li 2004b; Rosen and Zweig 2005;

Zweig et al. 2006; Lu and Zhang 2015). Compared with their local

counterparts, overseas returnees also maintained stronger inter-

national contacts (Jonkers and Cruz-Castro 2013; Scellato et al.

2015), thus contributing more in helping their students, colleagues,

and institutions that became involved in international engagements

(Li 2004b; Rosen and Zweig 2005; Zweig et al. 2006).

International mobility also plays a positive role in career ad-

vancement. Previous studies report that Chinese returnee scholars

with foreign PhD degrees are more likely to receive promotions than

scholars with domestic PhD degrees (Zweig et al. 2004; Lu and

McInerney 2016). Similar results have been revealed in other coun-

tries. Lawson and Shibayama (2015) find that Japanese bioscience

academics with short-term overseas experience are promoted faster

than those without, and Jonkers (2011) observes that overseas

working experience significantly quickens the career progress of

Argentinean life scientists.

Some commentators noted that transnational capital accumu-

lated through mobility across national borders contributes to, at

least partially, better career prospects for academic returnees than

for locals. Though there is no agreed-upon definition of

Table 1. Summary table on academic mobility and academic performance

Performance Outperforming groupa Source

Research activities

Grants or research projects R Zweig et al. (2006); Rosen and Zweig (2005)

Papers submitted to domestic conferences — Li (2004b)

R Rosen and Zweig (2005)

Patents filed R Rosen and Zweig (2005); Lu and Zhang (2015)

Economic returns of research — Li (2004b)

Papers published in international journals R Rosen and Zweig (2005); Lu et al. (2014)

Science and technology awards R Lu and Zhang (2015)

Papers published in domestic journals L Rosen and Zweig (2005)

Research in manufacturing L Li (2004b)

Teaching and graduate training

New graduate courses offered R Zweig et al. (2006)

Graduate students supervised R Zweig et al. (2006)

Diversified curricula developed R Choi and Lu (2013)

Academic lectures given — Li (2004b)

Teaching materials prepared L Zweig et al. (2006)

International engagement

Importing international technology — Zweig et al. (2006)

R Zweig et al. (2006) (2002 and 2004 survey)

Translating foreign research materials R Rosen and Zweig (2005)

Papers presented at international conferences — Li (2004b)

R Rosen and Zweig (2005)

International collaboration R Jonkers and Cruz-Castro (2013); Scellato et al. (2015)

Knowledge transfer R Zweig et al. (2006)

Career advancement

Promotion R Lu and McInerney (2016); Jonkers (2011);

Lawson and Shibayama (2015)

Leadership in top universities and departments R Chen (2003)

Leadership in non-top universities anddepartments L Chen (2003); Li (2004a)

Job switching R Zweig et al. (2004)

Administrative responsibility R Rosen and Zweig (2005)

aR denotes returnees, L denotes locals, and ‘—’ indicates no conclusive findings found in that study.

Science and Public Policy, 2019, Vol. 46, No. 4 519

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/spp/article/46/4/518/5364332 by m

anuja@
nsf.gov.lk, M

anuja Karunaratne on 18 M
arch 2021



transnational capital in extant literature, scholars tend to agree that

it embeds global vision, advanced knowledge and skills, abundant

resources, and a professional network via scientific mobility across

national borders (Welch and Jie 2013; Wang et al. 2016). In other

words, it encapsulates both scientific human capital and social cap-

ital gained through overseas experiences (Bozeman et al. 2001;

Meyer 2001; Jonkers and Tijssen 2008; Woolley et al. 2008).

Meanwhile, contradictory evidence also exists. Lutter and

Schröder (2016) find that overseas education experience does not

significantly predict scholars’ chances of obtaining tenured posi-

tions. Tian (2016) reveals that the differences in research perform-

ance by those with overseas experiences are diminishing. Jonkers

(2011) reports that the duration of overseas work experience was

found to have a negative impact on returnees’ chances of getting

promoted in Argentina. Ackers (2008) notes that international mo-

bility is a double-edged sword: in some research systems, returnees

are discriminated against when they reenter their previous network.

One speculation about these contradictory findings is that over-

seas experiences are different from each other. With the increasing

diversity of academic exchange activities, the demarcating line be-

tween returnees and locals becomes muddy. Yet, a majority of ex-

tant studies treated all returnees as the same group, regardless of the

types of overseas experience they had, with very few exceptions

(Fernández-Zubieta et al. 2015). Based on these studies, we propose

Hypothesis 1 without indicating the direction of the catalyst role:

H1. International academic mobility plays a catalyst role in

scholars’ career advancement.

2.2 Local connections, academic inbreeding, and career

advancement
The factors impacting scholars’ career advancement cannot be

understood without paying attention to domestic linkages. Both geo-

graphical and social proximity, that is, the co-location and profes-

sional links between candidates and the selection committee,

increase candidates’ odds of obtaining academic positions (Ackers

2008; Abramo et al. 2015). Combes et al. (2008) and Zinovyeva

and Bagues (2015) document similar results in France and Spain, re-

spectively. Both studies argue that the presence of a scholar’s PhD

advisor on the selection committee significantly increased said schol-

ar’s chances of getting hired (or promoted). A recent study on

Chinese academics also finds that hometown ties to selection com-

mittee members significantly increased candidates’ probability of

being elected into the Chinese Academies of Sciences and

Engineering (Fisman et al. 2018).

In the scientific community, the most salient indicator of local

connections is academic inbreeding,2 whose impact on scholars’ car-

eer advancement is inconclusive (Gorelova and Yudkevich 2015).

Some studies report that academic inbreeding tends to reduce schol-

ars’ research productivity and impact and thus slows down the speed

of career development (McGee 1960; Horta et al. 2010; Inanc and

Tuncer 2011), while others argue that academic inbreeding enhan-

ces intramural connections and increases the local social capital of

scholars, which in fact benefits scholars’ career advancement. For in-

stance, Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez (2010) observe that inbred

Spanish academics had higher chances of getting tenure within 3

years after obtaining their PhD degrees than noninbred academics.

They argue that permanence and institutional commitment instead

of mobility speeds up the career advancement in early phases of car-

eer development. Shen et al. (2015) also provide direct evidence of

the positive impact of academic inbreeding in China. They find that

Chinese inbred scholars spent about 1 year less in getting prompted

to associate professor than their noninbred peers. Building upon

these previous studies, without indicating the direction of the cata-

lyst role, we then hypothesize:

H2. Local connections catalyze career advancement.

2.3 When international mobility meets local

connections
International academic mobility and local connections are not neces-

sarily separate from each other. The connections between overseas

scholars and domestic employers play a crucial role in scholars’

decision-making processes to return (Cai 2012; Wang et al. 2016).

When returnees with foreign PhD degrees come back to their alma

maters, or when domestic PhDs return to their previous institutions

after short-term overseas experiences (i.e. silver-corded researchers),

both transnational capital and local connections influence career ad-

vancement (Horta 2013; Gorelova and Yudkevich 2015; Horta and

Yudkevich 2016). Very few studies have taken into account the im-

pact of international mobility between inbred and noninbred retur-

nees (Lawson and Shibayama 2015). We further investigate the

impact of local connections on returnee scholars’ career advance-

ment by proposing Hypothesis 3:

H3. International mobility has moderating impacts on returnees’

pace of career advancement with local connections.

Stimulated by the distinction between the pure inbred and the

silver-corded (Dutton 1980; Horta 2013; Smyth and Mishra 2014),

we next differentiate academic inbreds into two subgroups: those

who had overseas experiences before career advancement and those

who had none. Given the policy relevance of temporary internation-

al visits in China, we further zoom in on the aforementioned silver-

corded scholars and identify returnee alumni with foreign PhD

degrees and returnee alumni with temporary international visits.

Through this approach, we are able to examine the joint role of

international mobility and local connections in career advancement

based on these subsamples. Accordingly, this leads to our next two

hypotheses:

H4. Alumni returnees with foreign PhD degrees have faster car-

eer advancement than the pure inbreds.

H5. Alumni returnees with temporary international research vis-

its outpaced the pure inbreds.

3. Case selection: The CJS program

We test the above hypotheses in the case of China. The academic

title we select is CJS. Launched in 1998, the CJS program aims to in-

crease the international academic standing of Chinese universities by

attracting and retaining global academic leaders under 45 years of

age.3 The CJS program recruits both full-time distinguished profes-

sors (tepin jiaoshou) and part-time visiting professors (jiangzuo

jiaoshou) who often hold 9 month appointments overseas and only

visit China over breaks. Given the research scope of this article, only

full-time CJS Distinguished professors are considered.

The CJS program adopts a three-stage selection process. The first

stage is intramural evaluation. The academic committees of nomi-

nating universities are responsible for the selection and initial

reviews of recommended candidates.4 The recommendation lists of

candidates are submitted to the Ministry of Education by the given
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deadline. In the second stage, each candidate’s profile is anonymous-

ly reviewed by a panel of international reviewers who score each of

the six review criteria, with academic contribution being the most

important criteria, accounting for 40% of the total score.5 The

reviewers’ comments and scores are evaluated by the expert apprais-

al committee of the CJS program at the third stage. Public notifica-

tion of the finalists lasts for a couple of weeks, in case there is a need

for wider consultation due to possible disagreements, academic mis-

conduct disclosure, or ineligible qualifications.

There are several reasons justifying the selection of the CJS pro-

gram as our analyzing sample. First, the CJS program is open to

both overseas and local candidates with the same standards, which

renders us a great opportunity for examining transnational capital

and local connections at the same time. Second, the selection pro-

cedure of the CJS program is very strict and has a reputation for fair-

ness among Chinese researchers. Lastly, the CJS program has been

in practice for nearly two decades, which has brought the program-

related policies to a mature and stable state. The longtime

implementation of the CJS program also provides our study with a

sufficient sample size and thus renders evaluating the impact of re-

turnee scholars’ transnational capital possible.

4. Methodology

4.1 Data
Our data start with the whole population of CJS scholars from 1999

to 2015. Fourteen cohorts with a total of 1839 distinguished profes-

sors were recruited by the CJS program during this time period. We

first retrieved and compiled the comprehensive list of awardees from

the China Academic Degree and Graduate Education Information

website and the official announcements released by the MOE. We

next collected their CV from various sources. For accuracy and com-

prehensiveness, both CJS awardee names and their CV were col-

lected by two separate teams independently, followed by cross-

checking and validation until both teams had exactly the same infor-

mation. Two hundred ninety-nine CJS professors in the fields of

arts, humanities, and social sciences were excluded from our sample

given the shorter implementation of the CJS program in these fields

and the different age requirements for these domains. To ensure that

professors from the same cohort and in the same area have equiva-

lent scientific achievements, we excluded eighteen professors with-

out doctoral degrees and fifty-four professors >45 years old in their

applying year.6 Another fourteen professors holding foreign bache-

lor’s degrees7 and seven without complete CV data were also

excluded from our analyzing data. The above procedure leads to a

final sample of 1447 CJSs in scientific fields.

4.2 Measurement
4.2.1 Dependent variable.

Two measurements on career advancement have been adopted in

previous studies: the probability of being recruited or promoted and

the waiting time for promotion (Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez

2010; Zinovyeva and Bagues 2015; Lu and McInerney 2016). Being

awarded the CJS title represents high recognition in the Chinese aca-

demic system and is a landmark of career advancement.8 In a de-

parture from the extant literature, most of which focus on the early

phases of academic careers, we use the elapsed time from obtaining

a PhD degree to being granted the CJS title to gage the catalyst role

of academic mobility of researchers in the late phases of careers. In

other words, our dependent variable is the time duration from the

year of getting a PhD degree to the year of being awarded the aca-

demic recognition title of CJS.

4.2.2 Explanatory variables.

Academic mobility across national borders means two things occur

at the same time: the establishment and accumulation of trans-

national capital while staying abroad and attenuated local connec-

tions due to distant geographical proximity (King 1986; Cassarino

2004; Ackers 2008).

4.2.2.1 International academic mobility. As stated previously, no

consensus exists in the extant literature qualifying overseas experi-

ence and transnational capital. Some scholars distinguish returnees

from locals by the designation of PhD degrees (Zweig et al. 2004;

Choi and Lu 2013), whereas others cover a much wider scope

including graduate education, exchange program, postdoctoral

training, short-term visits, and corporate training (Fontes et al.

2013; Lu and Zhang 2015; Lawson and Shibayama 2015). In this

article, we sit between the two measurements and set the threshold

of 1 year and longer to label overseas experience and transnational

capital. This is also the same standard that the MOE adopted for of-

ficial statistics. Three subcategories are identified to investigate dif-

ferent types of overseas experience:

• overseas graduate degree education (i.e. overseas PhD degree in

our case);
• full-time training and working experience in a foreign institution

(including postdoctoral research); and
• short-term overseas experience such as visiting students and visit-

ing scholars

Accordingly, we developed several dummy variables to measure

the different types of international mobility. In the coding process,

we paid particular attention to the timing of overseas experience:

only experiences prior to the awarding year of the CJS title are taken

into consideration.9

4.2.2. Local connections. Compared with mobile researchers, local

scientists who stay domestic often have more local connections with-

in home research systems. But the more salient or publicly observed

connection is the alma mater. In the research, we developed two var-

iables to gage the different types of alma maters between CJS schol-

ars and their affiliations when they were recommended for CJS

professorship: TIES_BACHELOR and TIES_PHD.10 Additionally, a

dummy variable TIES and a nominal variable TIES_LEVEL were

generated to measure the existence and strength of intramural con-

nections. If a CJS scholar obtains his/her Bachelor’s degree and PhD

degree from the same university where the scholar is hired, then

(s)he appears to have stronger intramural connections than a scholar

who has only a single tie to his/her affiliated university.

4.2.3 Control variables.

We included the following six factors as control variables to exclude

competing explanations related to the speed of being granted the

CJS title.

4.2.3.1 Awardees’ cohort. Our CJS sample spans 14 years of

cohorts. Scholars recruited by the CJS program in different cohorts

may have unobservable differences in academic contributions due to

policy adjustments and selection criteria. In comparison, it is reason-

able to believe that professors admitted into the same cohort of the
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CJS program share the most similarities in academic contributions,

as they are evaluated by the same group of committees according to

the same set of selection criteria.

4.2.3.2 Hosting university. The status of the hosting university

impacts the speed of achieving national recognition via the symbolic

capital and endowed resources associated with the reputation of the

institution (Lutter and Schröder 2016). Studies have revealed that

the features of the organizational contexts in which they work influ-

ence scholarly achievement and academic rewards (Fox and

Mohapatra 2007; Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez 2010). Top uni-

versities are more likely to provide abundant resources, good work-

ing conditions, and a rich research culture for scholars, making

them more likely to achieve academic success and earn the CJS title

in a short time (Zhang et al. 2013). We therefore control for the sta-

tus of host universities. We divided Chinese universities into four

different groups: member universities of C9 League, universities

sponsored by Project 985 (excluding C9 League), universities spon-

sored by Project 211 (excluding Project 985), and the remaining uni-

versities (Li 2012; Huang 2015; Shen et al. 2015).

4.2.3.3 Years of PhD degree completion. The duration of graduate

training is claimed to be a strong predictor for career advancement

and scientific recognition (Youtie et al. 2013). Following common

practice (Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez 2010; Youtie et al.

2013), we adopt the elapsed years between getting Bachelor’s and

PhD degrees to capture the education and training work of obtain-

ing the terminal degree.11 Further examination of the non-normal

distribution of TIME_PHD (Shapiro–Wilk test W = 0.984, P <

0.00001) suggests the common existence of a period of interruption

in CJS awardees’ educational trajectory. Thus, we transformed it as

a nominal variable based on its frequency distribution.12

4.2.3.4 Research fields. Scholars in different research fields vary sub-

stantially in their career preferences (Fox and Stephan 2001) and re-

search activities (Bonaccorsi and Daraio 2003; Cummings and

Kiesler 2005). For instance, based on a national survey of PhD recip-

ients, Fox and Stephan (2001) observe the different patterns of car-

eer prospects by field and gender of US young scientists. Li (2004b)

finds that returnees in science had more direct economic returns

than locals, whereas returnees in engineering had fewer returns than

locals. To control for the possible confounding effect of research

fields, we aggregated the eleven disciplines of the CJS program into

four mega research domains.13

4.2.3.5 Gender. Gender differences of academics have been substan-

tially discussed in studies of scientific labor force (Fox and Stephan

2001; Mairesse and Pezzoni 2015), academic entrepreneurship

(Tartari and Salter 2015; Meng 2016), research collaboration

(Bozeman and Gaughan 2011; Abramo et al. 2013), and career pro-

gress (Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez 2010; van Arensbergen et al.

2012; Parker and Welch 2013). Jonkers (2011) reports that when

holding productivity constant, female researchers tend to work a lon-

ger time before being promoted. In terms of gender stratification in

leadership, Parker and Welch (2013) find that female professors are

more likely to lead disciplinary programs, whereas male professors

are more likely to lead research centers or hold administrative univer-

sity leadership positions. Though van Arensbergen et al. (2012) con-

cede that the gender differences in research performance are small or

insignificant for early-career scholars, van den Besselaar and

Sandström (2016) find that male scholars tend to have faster academ-

ic career advancement than female scholars after 10 years.

4.2.3.6 Destination of overseas experience. A few studies claim that

the location of overseas experience is related to the accumulation of

transnational capital. In general, having overseas experiences in

developed countries or regions help scholars build up a larger stock

of transnational capital (Jonkers and Tijssen 2008; Ynalvez and

Shrum 2011). Therefore, we generated a set of dummy variables

(ASIA_PACIFIC, NORTH_AMERICA and EUROPE) to control for

the potential effect of the region of obtaining overseas experience.

For more details of the measurement, please refer to Table 2.

5. Analysis and findings

5.1 Descriptive statistics
Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of our sample and the vari-

able coding scheme. Some of the statistics are worth noting. For ex-

ample, female scholars are far from being aptly represented in the

CJS cohorts: only 7% (i.e. 101 of 1447) of CJS professors are fe-

male. This underrepresentation of women in academic positions of

excellence may echo earlier findings on the glass ceiling phenom-

enon (Woo 1994; Xie and Shauman 2003; Lee 2004) or career pref-

erences and prospects by gender (Fox and Stephan 2001).

Our data show that 1288 out of 1447 (i.e. 89%) of CJS profes-

sors have overseas experience (OVERSEAS_ALL), suggesting the

prevalence of international mobility among recognized Chinese

scholars. One speculation of the reason for this high bilateral correl-

ation between international experience and CJS professorship is that

a majority of CJS professors were finally chosen from research uni-

versities which attract more overseas returnees. A recent National

Survey of Chinese Universities reveals that <53% of faculty mem-

bers have at least 1 year of overseas experience (Shen 2016). In con-

trast, from 2011 to 2017, >80% of newly-recruited faculty

members at Peking University and Tsinghua University, the two

flagship research universities of China, have either overseas degrees

or at least work full-time abroad (Li et al. 2018). In this sense, such

a high proportion of CJS professors with overseas experience may

be an artifact that faculty members in prestigious universities are

more likely to be awarded the CJS title.

Contrary to intuition, a closer examination reveals that profes-

sors with only short-term overseas experience have the largest share

of all the returnees (Obs. = 452), followed by returnees with both

overseas PhD and professional experiences (Obs. = 296) and domes-

tic PhDs with overseas professional experience (Obs. = 234). Less

than one-third of CJS professors hold overseas PhD degrees

(OVERSEAS_PHD), whereas about 50% had short-term overseas

experience (OVERSEAS_TEMP). These findings are consistent with

the Chinese talent policy of ‘send out, attract back’. Undertaking

short-term international visits and doing postdoctoral training over-

seas have become the most efficient way for domestically trained

scholars to construct transnational capital (Zweig et al. 2004; Li

et al. 2012; Li et al. 2018). Figure 1 depicts different types of foreign

experiences and their combinations in more detail.

Our sample reports that a high proportion of CJS professors

works at their alma maters. Over one-third of CJSs with foreign

PhD degrees are hired at the universities where they obtained the

Bachelor’s degrees, which is consistent with previous findings of

enduring social relationships: alumni were gone but not forgotten

(Agrawal et al. 2006; Li et al. 2015). The data also show that 43%
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Table 2. Descriptions of variables and descriptive statistics

Variable Description Obs. Mean SD Min Max

Dependent variable (DV)

YEAR_LAG Count variable, time elapsed between completing PhD

degree and obtaining CJS title

1447 10.30 3.83 0 21

Explanatory variable (EV): International academic mobility

OVERSEAS_ALL Dummy variable, 1 if had overseas experience prior to

CJS title; otherwise 0

1447 0.89 0.31 0 1

OVERSEAS_PHD Dummy variable, 1 if had overseas PhD degree; other-

wise 0

1447 0.29 0.45 0 1

OVERSEAS_TEMP Dummy variable, 1 if had short-term temporary over-

seas experience; otherwise 0

1447 0.50 0.50 0 1

OVERSEAS_PRO Dummy variable, 1 if had overseas post-doctoral train-

ing or full-time working experience; otherwise 0

1447 0.52 0.50 0 1

Explanatory variable (EV): Local connections

TIES_BACHELOR Dummy variable, 1 if working at the alma mater of the

Bachelor’s degree when obtaining the CJS title; other-

wise 0

1400 0.40 0.49 0 1

TIES_PHD Dummy variable, 1 if working at the alma mater of the

PhD degree when obtaining the CJS title; otherwise 0

1447 0.43 0.50 0 1

TIES_LEVEL Nominal variable, 1 if either TIES_BACHELOR or

TIES_PHD equal 1; 2 if both TIES_BACHELOR and

TIES_PHD equal 1; otherwise 0

1400 0.83 0.83 0 2

TIES Dummy variable, 0 if both TIES_BACHELOR and

TIES_PHD equal 0; otherwise 1

1400 0.56 0.50 0 1

Control variables (CV)

MALE Dummy variable, 1 if male; 0 if female 1447 0.93 0.25 0 1

COHORT Year cohort, year of obtaining the CJS title 1447 2007 4.51 1999 2013

HOST_UNIV Nominal variable, 1 if C9 League; 2 if Project 985 uni-

versities; 3 if Project 211 universities; otherwise 4

1447 1.93 0.90 1 4

TIME_PHD Nominal variable, 1 if 2–8 years duration between com-

pleting Bachelor’s degree and completing final de-

gree; 2 if 9–12 years; 3 if 13–23 years

1369 1.53 0.69 1 3

FIELDS Nominal variable, 1 if physical sciences; 2 if engineering

and technology; 3 if life sciences; 4 if medicine

1447 2.02 0.95 1 4

ASIA_PACIFIC Dummy variable, 1 if having overseas experience from

the Asia and Pacific region; otherwise 0

1447 0.23 0.42 0 1

NORTH_AMERICA Dummy variable, 1 if having overseas experience from

North America; otherwise 0

1447 0.38 0.49 0 1

EUROPE Dummy variable, 1 if having overseas experience from

Europe; otherwise 0

1447 0.28 0.45 0 1

USA Dummy variable, 1 if having overseas experience from

the US; otherwise 0

1447 0.36 0.48 0 1

Figure 1. Distribution of CJS Professors with different types of international mobility.Yes
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of CJSs were recommended by the alma maters where they earned

their PhD degrees and 26% of total CJS professors worked and were

recommended by the same institutions where they finished both

undergraduate and doctoral training, suggesting the potential role of

local connection, or to be more specific academic inbreeding, in the

landmark of career progress. The next question is do these patterns

also hold when we control for other factors?

5.2 Regression analysis
Before conducting regression analysis, we ran a few independent

sample t-tests to compare the means of the dependent variable

(YEAR_LAG) for two groups of CJS professors divided by the

dummy variables of international mobility and local connections.

The results show that overall there is no significant difference be-

tween professors with overseas experience and those without in

terms of the time lag between obtaining a PhD degree and being

granted the CJS title (t = �0.12, P>0.1). When taking different

types of overseas mobility into consideration, however, the results

are not conclusive. On average, the year lag of being awarded the

CJS professorship is significantly shorter for those with foreign PhD

degrees than those without (t¼11.68, P<0.01), whereas the

elapsed time is significantly longer for CJSs with temporary overseas

experience than those without (t = �6.24, P<0.01). The analysis of

variance test shows that the role of local connections (TIES_LEVEL)

matters in predicting the year lag (F¼3.92, P<0.05). CJS profes-

sors who work at the alma maters of their PhD degrees (TIES_PHD)

tend to obtain the CJS title after a significantly longer waiting time

than their counterparts (t = �3.28, P<0.01). However, the local

connection measured by TIES_BACHELOR is insignificant in pre-

dicting the year lag (t¼0.9, P>0.1).

These results give us a general understanding of how different

types of international academic mobility and local connections sim-

ultaneously impact the speed of obtaining the CJS title. To further

differentiate the impact of both factors on scholars’ career advance-

ment, Poisson regressions were administered with heteroskedasticity

robust standard errors controlling for other factors such as awardee

cohort, hosting university status, years of PhD completion, research

fields, gender, and destination of overseas experience.14 The main

results are presented in Table 3.

The Poisson estimates are incidence rate ratios (IRRs), and val-

ues in parentheses are robust standard errors (Inanc and Tuncer

2011; Smyth and Mishra 2014). The reference groups are the local

scholars. As shown in Table 3, international mobility has a heteroge-

neous effect on the pace of career advancement. In general, inter-

national mobility slows down the pace of career development

(Model 1). Returnees with international research visit experiences

tend to obtain the CJS title 9% years later than locals (Models 2 and

3). The penalty of international mobility also holds for returnees

whose only overseas experience is foreign PhD degree education ex-

perience (Model 4). Yet, such a liability could become a premium

when more types of mobility across national borders are added,

such as postdoctoral or full-time work experience or temporary re-

search visits. The IRR for PhD education abroad in Model 5 is esti-

mated at 0.83 and statistically significant at 1%, indicating that

mixed long-term overseas experiences significantly speed up schol-

ars’ career progress by 17% years fewer than that of local scholars.

Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is partly supported. Different types of

international academic mobility exhibit distinct results in predicting

the speed of scholars’ career advancement.

In sharp contrast, Models 1–5 in Table 3 consistently show that

local connections measured by TIES_LEVEL plays a positive cata-

lyst role in career progression (Hypothesis 2 is supported). Holding

other variables in the model constant, each unit increase in the levels

of strength of intramural connections decreases the year lag of

obtaining the CJS title by 2–6%. There is no apparent pattern

observed on the overseas destination effect.15

To test the moderating effect of international academic mobility,

we added an interaction term of local connections and international

mobility regardless of the type in Table 4. As shown in Model 6, for

CJSs without any overseas experience, working at their alma maters

has a positive impact on quickening the process of obtaining the CJS

Table 3. Catalyst roles of international academic mobility and local connections on career advancement

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Overseas all Only Overseas temp Overseas temp Only Overseas PhD Overseas PhD

EV

International academic mobility 1.07 (0.03)** 1.09 (0.03)*** 1.09 (0.03)*** 1.10 (0.08) 0.83 (0.05)***

Local connections 0.98 (0.01)* 0.95 (0.01)*** 0.97 (0.01)*** 0.94 (0.02)** 0.94 (0.02)***

CV

Destination of overseas experience

ASIA_PACIFIC 0.98(0.02) 1.00 (0.03) 0.97 (0.02) 0.76 (0.12)* 1.05 (0.05)

NORTH_AMERICA 0.93 (0.02)*** 0.97 (0.03) 0.95 (0.02)** 0.88 (0.14) 1.01 (0.04)

EUROPE 1.00 (0.02) 0.99 (0.03) 0.97 (0.02) 1.00 (omitted) 1.16 (0.05)***

Awardees’ cohort 1.04 (0.00)*** 1.04 (0.00)*** 1.04 (0.00)*** 1.03 (0.01)*** 1.03 (0.01)***

Years of PhD completion

Gender Controlled

Hosting university

Research fields

N 1365 570 824 173 544

Pseudo R2 0.113 0.132 0.124 0.179 0.122

IRR = Incidence rate ratio.

*P< 0.1; ** P< 0.05; *** P< 0.01; robust standard error in parentheses. Appendix Figure A1 plots the predicted marginal effects across different types of

international academic mobility and local connections. We would like to thank Reviewer #1 for this suggestion. The reference group of TIME_PHD is 2–8 years.

Please note when confined to the subsample of CJS with overseas PhD only, the variables of Asia and Europe are highly correlated and thus the latter’s standard

error displays omitted in the model 4 of regression output.
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title. The IRR of the interaction term (1.10), that is the difference be-

tween the differences, suggests that compared with nonalumni CJSs,

the penalty of overseas experience is 10% years longer for those

working at their alma maters to be granted the CJS title, indicating

that transnational capital accumulated through international mobility

cannot compensate for the loss of an attenuated intramural network.

Model 6 adopts the full data set to test the joint effect of inter-

national academic mobility and local connections; Models 7 and 8

zoom in on two subgroups in which all CJSs are alumni and investi-

gate whether the gain of human and scientific resources via inter-

national mobility can make up for the weakened social ties in

domestic networks in career advancement. Interestingly, both

regressions show that the pure inbreds outperformed the silver-

corded, regardless of the later expanding their horizons and network

via foreign PhD degree or temporary overseas visits. Holding other

factors constant, alumni returnees who received foreign PhD degrees

take 25% years longer than local alumni to obtain the CJS academic

title (Model 7). Even for alumni who only temporarily left for over-

seas experiences, international mobility costs them 12% more years

than nonmobile alumni to obtain the CJS title (Model 8). This find-

ing is understandable when considering that the disruptive nature of

international research visits may weaken social ties in the local re-

search system. In sum, Table 4 supports Hypothesis 3 of the moder-

ating effect of international mobility on career advancement. It also

suggests that when international capital meets local connections, the

latter matters more (Hypotheses 4 and 5 are not supported).

For those who just got their overseas PhDs, theoretically, there are

two options to remediate the loss of local connections. One is further

strengthening transnational capital by enriching their experiences with

other types of overseas experiences; the other is to return to their alma

maters to reinstate intramural networks. We tested both strategies;

the results are shown in Tables 3 and 4. As shown, ceteris paribus,

overseas returnees endowed with different types of transnational cap-

ital can outpace locals (Model 5), while even if fresh overseas PhDs re-

turn to their alma maters, it still takes them a longer time to be

granted the CJS titles relative to those never left (Model 7).

Aside from the impacts of the main explanatory variables, some

of the control variables are also strong predictors of the time meas-

ures, and the results are mostly identical in different models. First,

the recent cohorts of CJS professors tend to take a longer time to ob-

tain the CJS title compared with the earlier cohorts of professors.

One speculation for this is that the competition has become much

fiercer in more recent years. Second, the time of PhD completion

reduces the waiting period of advancement. More years of doctoral

training make scholars obtain the CJS title more quickly.16

6. Conclusions and discussions

Being awarded the CJS title is an important milestone for a Chinese

scholar in terms of career progression. The quicker a scholar obtains

the title, the sooner he or she will be empowered with various

resources and institutional support, and the larger the potential of

being promoted to a higher level, such as Chinese Academician. In

this article, we propose one long-neglected time-relevant measure—

the elapsed time before being granted the CJS title—to test if inter-

national academic mobility (measured by different types of overseas

experiences) and local connections (measured by alumni status and

nonmobility), separately and jointly, play catalyst roles of speeding

up the process of academic career development.

Our study reveals that the strongest and most reliable predictor

for national academic recognition is local connections, while inter-

national mobility overall has a heterogeneous effect on career pro-

gression at the late phase, depending on the types of overseas

academic experiences. When examining the joint effect of inter-

national mobility and local connections on career advancement

based upon two groups of alumni scholars, we find similar results

with greater certainty. Our finding on Chinese academics lends fur-

ther empirical support of social capital theory (Cao 2008; Lu and

McInerney 2016; Fisman et al. 2018). It also echoes the claim of

Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez (2010) that though it is perceived

as beneficial, mobility is often not rewarded by the incentive struc-

tures of employing organizations.

Table 4. Catalyst roles of transnational capital and local connections

Full sample Silver-corded versus locals (TIES_LEVEL>0)

(6) (7) (8)

OVERSEAS_ALL Only OVERSEAS_PHD Only OVERSEAS_TEMP

EV

International academic mobility 1.00 (0.04) 1.25(0.13)** 1.12(0.04)***

Local connections 0.90 (0.04)**

International academic mobility* Local connections 1.10 (0.06)*

CV

Destination of overseas experience

ASIA_PACIFIC 0.98 (0.02) 0.62(0.10)*** 1.02(0.04)

NORTH_AMERICA 0.93 (0.02)*** 1.16(0.11) 0.92(0.04)*

EUROPE 1.00 (0.02) 1.00(omitted) 0.99(0.03)

Awardees’ cohort 1.04 (0.00)*** 1.03(0.01)*** 1.04(0.00)***

Years of PhD completion

Gender Controlled

Hosting university

Research fields

N 1365 115 388

Pseudo R2 0.113 0.160 0.132

*P < 0.1; **P < 0.05; ***P < 0.01; robust standard error in parentheses.
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One interpretation is that returnees may suffer from reverse cul-

ture shock, having to spend time adapting to the Chinese political

and cultural environment (Gill 2010). This slows down the pace of

their career development. Another speculation is that the positive

catalyst role of local connections is an artifact of self-selection—

only those most able, with great potential for scholarship and lead-

ership, were chosen and employed by then-established scholars after

years of observation. Similarly, the opportunity costs of internation-

al visits render inbred scientists who are on the right track of career

trajectory nonmobile.

It is worthy of noting that, departing from a few earlier studies

which testified to the value of obtaining an overseas PhD degree in

accelerating scholars’ career paths (Zweig et al. 2004; Lu and

McInerney 2016), we found that the premium of obtaining an over-

seas doctoral degree on achieving the CJS title sooner can only be

achieved when combined with other types of academic mobility. In

defense of inbred faculty members, McGee (1960) criticized the

practice of robbing Peter to pay Paul in US land-grant institutions. If

that also holds in China, then our results suggest that Peter, the

inbred faculty member who shoulders ‘disproportionately heavier

teaching and outreach responsibilities’, is finally paid off at a later

career stage (Horta et al. 2010).

This research has some limitations. To begin with, we use over-

seas experience as a proxy indicator of international academic mo-

bility. Different from extant research, we further differentiate it into

different types and examine their heterogeneous impacts. Our data,

however, cannot tell us the accurate number of years of overseas ex-

perience. It would also be interesting to explore the impact of the

length of time abroad after PhD designation on career advancement.

Second, this research uses the CJS professor title as a surrogate for

career success. It would be interesting to further examine other high-

end programs within and outside China and see if the same pattern

holds. Another drawback is that local connections are multi-

dimensional. In this article, we confine this measurement to the pub-

licly observable and most salient dimension—alma mater—yet other

hidden connections beyond alumni are not captured. Finally, our re-

search focuses on established scholars who have won prestigious

titles. As a note of caution we stress that the findings here should

not be interpreted to indicate that overseas returnees are discrimi-

nated against in career development in general or for early career

scholars.

Notes
1. CJS is also known as the Cheung Kong Scholars Program or

the Yangtze River Scholars program.

2. There is no agreed-upon definition of academic inbreeding.

Some define it as the practice of hiring an institution’s own

graduates immediately after their graduation (Eisenberg and

Wells 2000; Smyth and Mishra 2014), and others define

inbred scholars as those whose current affiliations are with

the same places where they got their PhD degrees (Horta et al.

2010) or Bachelor’s degrees (Cruz-Castro and Sanz-

Menéndez 2010; Horta and Yudkevich 2016). These defini-

tions of academic inbreeding, though different, both pinpoint

the existence of educational and social ties between scholars

and their affiliations.

3. The CJS program opened to scholars in arts, humanities, and

social sciences in 2004, 6 years after its launch in 1998.

Applicants must be under the age of 55 years, which is 10

years older than the requirement for scholars in the hard sci-

ences. The Chang Jiang Scholar Program for Youth was

launched in 2015 as a candidate pool for the Chang Jiang

Distinguished Scholar program. The recognition award for

CJS professors consists of a 5-year term. In addition to an an-

nual post allowance, awardees are also provided with a lucra-

tive package including a salary, insurance, a research fund,

and welfare provided by the hosting university.

4. The list of research fields can be found at the official website

of the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of

China. <http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A04/s8132/201705/

t20170523_305576.html > accessed 28 July 2018.

5. The six criteria are teaching abilities, academic contribution,

potential in doing creative research, leadership in major re-

search projects, future plans, and supporting research team.

6. Please note that according to the 1998 and 2004 program

rules, for those professors with extraordinary achievements

and specializing in high-demand fields, the program will

stretch the basic requirements.

7. The eight CJS were either foreigners or overseas Chinese who

stayed abroad at very young ages.

8. Among the newly elected Academicians, or the highest aca-

demic recognition in China, CJS professors are taking an in-

creasingly large share: 45% in Cohort 2015 and 47% in

Cohort 2017. Additionally, these Academicians are on aver-

age 5.6 and 3.5 years younger as CJS professors than non-CJS

Academicians in the Cohorts of 2015 and 2017, respectively,

suggesting the premium of CJS awardees in the career path of

Chinese established scholars.

9. For example, for CJSs in the 2003 cohort, only overseas expe-

riences completed before 2003 were taken into consideration.

10. Based on the CV, we also coded TIES_MASTER to examine

whether a CJS scholar is affiliated with his/her master’s degree

alma mater. Unfortunately, unlike the two variables of

TIES_BACHELOR and TIES_PHD, the missing data for

TIES_MASTER reach up to 262. Thus, we used only

TIES_MASTER in robustness testing in regression tests. The

main findings are the same.

11. There are 27 researchers holding two PhD degrees prior to

being awarded the CJS title in our sample. The dependent

variable was calculated based on the last degree. In the late

section of regression tests, we ran robustness checks by meas-

uring the dependent variable based on the first PhD degree.

The major findings hold.

12. In addition to the discussed control variables, we also gener-

ated the variable AGE_PHD to measure how old CJSs were

when they obtained their PhD degrees. The correlation matrix

shows multicollinearity between AGE_PHD and TIME_PHD;

thus, we removed AGE_PHD from our regression model.

13. Our classification is based on the broad subject fields

proposed by OECD (http://www.oecd.org/sti/inno/38235147.

pdf) and Shanghai Jiaotong University (http://www.shanghair

anking.com/ARWU-FIELD-Methodology-2016.html).

Appendix Table A1 tabulates the coding of the 12 disciplines

and 4 research domains.

14. The distributions of dependent variables show no concerns

about over-dispersion.

15. Lawson and Shibayama (2015) found that international mo-

bility to the USA has a significant career advancing effect;

thus, we also generated a dummy variable of ‘US’ and ran ro-

bustness tests to capture whether there exists a premium effect

of US mobility. Yet, similar to the results of

NORTH_AMERICA, there is no consistent pattern
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suggesting that overseas experience in the USA is more valu-

able than that in other countries because of the global status

of US institutions. Another robustness check we ran is leaving

all the destination dummies out of the regression models, and

the main results hold. The catalyst role of international aca-

demic mobility on career advancement varies by the type of

overseas experiences. Among Models 1–5, only when overseas

PhD training experience is combined with other types of over-

seas experience, the penalty of overseas experience on career

advancement turn into a premium. Local connections matter.

Additionally, we ran regressions including all mobility dum-

mies in the model, but no patterns were found.

16. Those results not reported in the article are available upon re-

quest from the authors. For robustness tests, we substituted

local connections with Bachelor’s degree and PhD degree

alumni, and the main findings hold. The Cox hazard model

yields the same results.
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Appendix

Appendix Table A1. Mega research fields versus CJS disciplines

Mega research fields CJS disciplines Obs. Prop. (%)

Physical sciences Mathematics and mechanics; Physics; Chemistry; Geosciences and environmental sciences 478 33.0

Engineering and technology Chemical engineering; Engineering; Information sciences; Material sciences;

Military science and national defense

615 42.5

Life sciences Life sciences; Agriculture, forestry, and food science 197 13.6

Medicine Medicine 157 10.9

Appendix Figure A1. Predicted margins of international academic mobility and local connections. (A) Predicted marginal effects of international academic mo-

bility by type. (B) Predicted marginal effects of local connections. (C) Predicted margins of moderating effect of international academic mobility. The predicted

year lags at each level of explanatory variable are calculated and presented in (A–C) when holding all control variables at their mean values. As shown in (A), in

most cases local scholars tend to obtain the CJS title within a shorter period of time than returnee scholars. The predicted gaps range from 6 to 12 months.

However, returnee scholars with foreign PhD degrees and other overseas experiences have spent about 2 years fewer than local scholars in obtaining the CJS

title (Model 5 in A). (B) reveals consistently that the stronger the ties of CJS scholars to their affiliated institutions the quicker they obtaining this prestigious title.

Holding the mean of other control variables constant, (C) reveals that international mobility is postponed almost another full year for alumni than for those nona-

lumni CJSs. The pure inbred faculty members tend to be awarded CJS scholarships ranging from 13 to 26 months sooner than the silver-corded scholar with

only overseas PhD degree and overseas research visit.
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