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Abstract 
With the deepening and rapid development of China’s economy, returnees 
increasingly participate in the operation of enterprises. Based on the literature 
review of returnees, it is found that returnees have abundant tacit knowledge 
and special dual social network, which play an active role in innovation, en-
trepreneurship, internationalization and corporate governance. In addition, 
capability of management is affected by the institutional environment, so that 
the improvement of institutional environment can promote returnees to play 
their own advantages. On the basis of the literature review, two possible fu-
ture research directions are proposed: a thorough study of returnees from the 
perspective of institutional-based view and ownership. 
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1. Introduction 

Further study abroad has become more and more popular and widespread no-
wadays in China. With the rapid development of China, more and more stu-
dents choose to return hometown. Whether the overseas study or work expe-
rience of returnees will benefit their personal development and even the devel-
opment of the companies is also a hot topic of current research. This paper re-
trieves relevant literatures from 50 Chinese and foreign top journals, then traces 
back and sorts out the literatures, and summarizes the research processes, direc-
tions and future research directions of returnees. 

According to Annual Report on the Development of Chinese Students Study-
ing Abroad (2012) [1], after the reform and opening-up in 1978, studying abroad 
with government funds gradually became a system, and by the end of the 1980s 
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self-funded study reached a new climax. From 1978 to 2000, there were ap-
proximate 340,000 Chinese students studying abroad. By the year 2012, there 
were 1.9 million students studying abroad. It was obvious that China had already 
become the largest exporter of overseas students in the world. Moreover in 
1978-2000, the number of returnees reached 130,000 and in 2001-2011 the 
number was 688,400; it seemed that most people chose to return China in the 
early 21st century. At the same time, the study of returnees also showed a trend 
of explosion since the 90s of last century. Returnees have become a hot topic in 
society and it is very necessary for scholars to study the phenomenon of retur-
nees and explore the impact of returnees on enterprises. 

Apart from the popularity of returnees, there are also some special characte-
ristics of returnees which are worth studying. Returnees are influenced by the 
cultural values of at least two countries or regions. Their work or learning expe-
riences span different countries so that they possess transnational social net-
works. The differences between these and local talents are the basis for the study 
of returnees. 

A increasing number of individuals pay attention to studying or working 
overseas. What are the excellent characteristics of returnees? Returnees enter the 
vast number of enterprises after returning home, so, will returnees really bring 
benefits to business operations due to these characteristics? Generally speaking, 
scholars believe that returnees will promote the internationalization of enter-
prises because of special experiences of returnees. But can returnees have broad-
er advantages? The existing studies are more or less related to these aspects, but 
are very fragmented, without systematic integration. In the existing research, 
how the differences between returnees and local talents will affect the enterprises 
is one of the hotspots of the current research, and also has very important prac-
tical significance. At present, the phenomenon of returnees mostly exists in 
eastern developing countries and regions, so that western scholars are not 
enough concerned about it. Existing international researches on returnees have 
covered many directions: 1) export performance, 2) entrepreneurship, 3) inno-
vation, 4) technology transfer, 5) social networks, 6) institutional environment. 
There is little research on dual social networks and institutional environment at 
present. And studies based on the institutional environment cannot clearly de-
scribe the impact on returnees; however, this issue is significant in practice. 

Existing researches on returnees are neither enough nor deep enough, the di-
rections of researches, conclusions are also greatly different. There is no syste-
matic literature which can summarize existing results and expound the deeper 
internal mechanism of returnees. Based on the literature review of returnees, this 
paper summarizes what advantages the returnees have and what impact they 
have on enterprises, explores how the institutional environment affects the re-
turnees to exert their own initiative, thus making up for the corresponding 
theoretical gaps. In China the system will have an important impact on the var-
ious business activities, but the existing literature does not pay much attention to 
the institutional factors. 
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This paper proposes future research directions based on the perspective of in-
stitutional-based view, which can bring the relative research to a deeper level. 

2. Background  
2.1. Methodology 

Before describing the issue of returnees, it is necessary to select suitable periodi-
cals first. Chinese periodicals are selected from 30 important management pe-
riodicals recognized by the Management Department of National Natural 
Science Foundation of China in 2006. As to English journals, Gomez-Mejia and 
Balk in (1992) [2] found that publishing papers in important journals was an 
important factor affecting the salary of university faculty members. The authors 
used a TOP21 list of management journals to study. Steve Werner (2002) [3] 
used the list of TOP20-based management journals to review international 
management research, excluding Harvard Business Review. This paper follows 
the list of TOP20 management journals used by Steve Werner (2002) [3]. The 
research time range is to select the literature published from 2008 to 2017. The 
key words are “returnees”, “returned entrepreneurs”, “comeback”, “overseas”, in 
Chinese or English. The paper is searched through CNKI and EBSCOand29 lite-
rature samples are obtained. Both English and Chinese journals are shown in 
Table 1. 

2.2. Definition 

The phenomenon of returnees has been studied for a long time, and the causes 
are complex. Now it is impossible to trace back to the first literature to define 
“returnee”. Many scholars have made their own definitions of returnees. Jielin 
Dong (2013) [4] proceeds from the essence of returnees which individuals from 
the country of origin to the country of residence as “overseas” and then return to 
the country of origin as “returnees”. Xiaohui Liu et al. (2014) [5]; Siping Luo 
(2012) [6] also defined returnees from a geographical perspective, but hig-
hlighted the behavioral characteristics during transnational periods: those who 
returned home after several years of study and work abroad. Later, some scho-
lars defined returnees with their advantages. For example, Dan Wang (2015) [7] 
summed up the definition of returnees as: returnees are transnational interme-
diaries that link foreign resources with the institutions of the motherland and 
bring innovative practices to the institutions of the motherland. Lin Cui et al. 
(2014) [8] defined returnees from international experience: returnees managers 
refer to people who have gained a lot of leadership experience abroad before re-
turning to their motherland and have great potential to transfer inexplicit 
knowledge. 

From the definition of scholars, we can see that the definition of returnees or 
expatriates at the beginning is simply based on the basic level of the existence of 
transnational migration of these groups. With the deepening academic research 
on returnees, the definition of returnees is more and more abundant, and em-
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phasizes some advantages of returnees. Based on this, the definition of returnees 
in this paper is: individuals working or studying abroad for more than one year, 
and eventually returning home with relevant experience and knowledge, social 
network, are capability of disseminating tacit knowledge. 

 
Table 1. Journals statistics. 

Journals Quantity Journals Quantity 

Academy of Management Journal 0 Academy of Management Review 0 

Administrative Science Quarterly 1 Decision Sciences 0 

Human Relations 0 Industrial and Labor Relations Review 1 

Industrial Relations 0 Journal of Applied Behavioral Sciences 0 

Journal of Applied Psychology 0 
Journal of International Business 

Studies 
3 

Journal of Management 0 Journal of Management Studies 1 

Journal of Occupational Psychology 0 Journal of Organizational Behavior 0 

Journal of Vocational Behavior 0 Management Science 0 

Organizational Behavior and Human 
Decision Processes 

0 Personnel Psychology 0 

Psychology Bulletin 0 Strategic Management Journal 0 

Journal of Management Sciencesin 
China 

0 
System Engineering Theoryand 

Practice 
0 

Management World 1 
The Journal of Quantitative & 

Technical Eonomics 
0 

China Soft Science 2 Journal of Finacial Reseach 1 

Chinese Journal of  
Management Science 

0 Journalof Systems Engineering 0 

Accouting Research 0 Journal of Systems & Management 0 

Business Review 0 
Journalof Industrial Engineering and 

Engineering Management 
0 

Nankai Business Review 1 Science Research Management 2 

Journal of the China Society for 
Scientificand Technical Information 

0 Journalof Public Management 0 

Journal of Management Science 1 Forecasting 0 

Operations Researchand 
Management Science 

0 Studiesin Science of Science 8 

China Industrial Economics 0 Issues in Agricultural Economy 0 

Chinese Journal of Management 3 
Industrial Engineering and  

Management 
0 

Systems Engineering 0 
Science of Science and  
Management of S & T 

4 

R & D Management 1 
China Population Resources  

and Environment 
0 

Journal of Applied  
Statistics and Management 

0 Chinese Rural Economy 0 

Total 29 
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3. Advantages of Returnees 

According to the existing researches, returnees have two greatest advantages 
over native talents: dual social networks and inexplicit knowledge in related 
fields. 

3.1. Dual Social Network 

Wei Shan, Junguang Gao and Qingpu Zhang (2012) [9] reviewed social network, 
which social network refers to the aggregation of social actors and their rela-
tionships. Granovetter (1973) [10] initiated the theory of “weak tie” and then in 
1985 [11] proposed the “embedded” theory. The study of social networks can be 
divided into two directions. One is that Freeman (1978) [12] and others focus on 
the overall network analysis, more concretely; the relationship structure of dif-
ferent roles in a group is studied by social econometrics. On the other hand, 
Granovetter (1973) [10] et al. studied the formation of organizational structure 
with trust and transaction cost as mediate variables. It focuses on how individual 
behavior is affected by their interpersonal network and builds community 
through interpersonal network. 

The study of returnees can be classified into the second direction. Granovetter 
(1985) [11] initiated the embedding theory, then Jones et al. (1997) [13], Nohria 
and Eccles (1992) [14] applied the embedding theory to strategic and interna-
tional directions. Jian Qin et al. (2010) [15] argued that organizational know-
ledge is embedded in the organic system formed of organizational culture, 
structure and employee network. When returnee entrepreneurs with rich inex-
plicit knowledge are located in the network system of enterprises, they can 
transfer their inexplicit knowledge through this network, so that enterprises can 
acquire new knowledge. Hongjia Ma et al. (2015) [16] social network has a sig-
nificant impact on individual innovation behavior. Structural hole of an actor’s 
egocentric network will bring the superiority of information and then the actor 
canbenefit from it.  

Generally speaking, one of significant differences between returnees and local 
talents is social networks. For local talents, their main social network is the local 
social network; returnees not only have the local social network, but also have a 
special overseas social network, which makes them gain from structural holes. 

Among the existing studies, there is no distinction between the dual social 
network and local social network at the beginning. At first the researches only 
prove that the social network of returnees can bring benefits to enterprises. It is 
generally believed that the domestic social network is the relationship with the 
local government, suppliers, competitors and scientific research institutes, and 
the better domestic social network can keep close contact with the relevant gov-
ernment departments, which can alleviate resource constraints. The relationship 
network with suppliers can shorten the delivery of products with high quality. 
And the linkage with scientific research institutions are enable enterprises to 
improve innovation performance. Filatotchev et al. (2009) [17] found that the 
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export orientation and performance of SMEs depend not only on the develop-
ment of R & D and technology transfer capabilities, but also on the internationa-
lization background of entrepreneurs and international social networks. Re-
turned entrepreneurs can positively promote export orientation and perfor-
mance.  

After that, scholars, especially Chinese scholars, noticed that the social net-
work of returnees had duality. To further subdivide the social network of retur-
nees is necessary. They thought that returnees had local social network and 
overseas social network, which constituted a special dual social network. The 
majority of foreign social networks are weak tie networks. Returnees can acquire 
heterogeneous non-redundant knowledge, which is difficult to obtain from do-
mestic social networks and can bring innovation performance to enterprises. 
Foreign social networks can also timely access to international market know-
ledge, tap the local market, and enhance corporate performance. In China, Shu-
sheng Zhang et al. (2013) [18] studied the dual social network of returnees early. 
The returnees not only work and study in foreign social and cultural situations 
but also affected by local culture and social. The domestic network was a rela-
tional social network, while the foreign network was a social network based on 
relationship embedding and social structure. Because the main body of the study 
was entrepreneurial enterprises, the author regarded the social network of re-
turnee entrepreneurs as the social network of entrepreneurial enterprises. The 
author only puts forward relevant propositions without empirical research. Next, 
Shaoyu Wu et al. (2016) [19] subdivides the dual social networks into individual 
social networks and team social networks in detail. The empirical results show 
that the dual social networks play an important role in enterprise innovation 
performance with different life cycles. WenZhao et al. (2017) [20], WeiPeng et 
al. (2017) [21] [22] proposed that the positive effects of dual social networks on 
returnees should be considered synergistically. There is a matching equilibrium 
and joint equilibrium between the two social networks, that is, there is a joint ef-
fect between the dual social network. Absorptive capacity will affect the balance 
of enterprises embedded in social networks. When the absorptive capacity of 
enterprises is insufficient, excessive emphasis on social networks may bring ad-
ditional burden to enterprises. 

It can be seen that the existing researches on the social network segmentation 
of returnees is an innovative and necessary breakthrough. From the conclusion 
of the literatures, on one hand, the foreign social network of returnee entrepre-
neur is one of the motivations for enterprises to promote innovation perfor-
mance through organizational learning. Generally speaking, western developed 
countries have advanced educational resources and management ideas. This 
kind of inexplicit knowledge is hardly absorbed by the enterprises directly due to 
the organizational boundaries. As a transnational knowledge intermediary, re-
turnees can break through the organizational boundaries and even national 
boundaries and bring a large amount of inexplicit knowledge into the enterpris-
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es. At the same time, foreign social experience can help enterprises to speed up 
the process of internationalization. Due to dual cultural embeddedness which is 
influenced by western culture, society, market and so on, returnees can help en-
terprises to overcome some of the obstacles to internationalization. On the other 
hand, the headquarters of enterprise is still in China, so-called “distant water will 
not quench a fire nearby”, the development of enterprises still need to rely on 
local resources. Xinming Deng et al. (2014) [23] Compared with the non-political 
collection private enterprises, the internationalization strategy implemented by 
the political collection private enterprises are more likely to bring about the im-
provement of corporate performance and the resources of produc-
tion-study-research, and promote the increase of patent; JiGao Zhu (2015) [24]. 
The establishment of bank connection of enterprises can significantly increase 
the total amount of bank loans. Therefore, the local social networks of TMT 
teams are more helpful in providing more resources to the organization. 

3.2. Inexplicit Knowledge in Related Fields 

In addition to the particularity of social network and its positive impact on en-
terprises, overseas talents’ experience and knowledge in related fields, especially 
a large number of inexplicit knowledges, can also bring benefits to enterprises. 
The invisible experience of returnees includes technical experience, advanced 
management concepts, understanding of overseas markets and so on. There are 
two management theories that explain the importance of inexplicit knowledge: 
knowledge spillover and Upper Echelons Theory. 

The first is knowledge spillover. Yong Zhaoand Yongxiu Bai (2009) [25] made 
a review of knowledge spillover, which shows that Arrow (1971) [26] first ex-
pounded knowledge accumulation and its economic implications. Later, Romer 
(1986) [27] innovatively introduced knowledge as an independent factor into the 
production function and established an endogenous growth model of knowledge 
spillover. However, the next researches are limited to business administration 
study, which doesn’t show the role of knowledge spillover significantly. In order 
to break through the bottleneck, scholars turn to space research. There are two 
main research directions. The first one is to explain the mechanism of know-
ledge space spillover, such as Jaffe et al. (1993) [28], Adams and Jaffe (1996) [29], 
Audretsch and Feldman (1996) [30] discussed the mechanism and influencing of 
knowledge spillover in promoting agglomeration and innovation from different 
perspectives of patent citation, innovation output and spatial distribution of in-
novation activities. The second research direction is to study the role of know-
ledge spillover in urban and regional economic growth by taking innovation and 
agglomeration as intermediate variables. 

The returnee researches belong to the first research direction. According to 
the knowledge-based view developed from the resource-based view, Zhengqun 
Zhan and Fei Li (2006) [31] hold that the core competence of an enterprise lies 
in inexplicit knowledge. Because of the different environment and organization-
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al culture, different inexplicit knowledge and competitive advantages are owned 
by enterprises. Knowledge management is to absorb inexplicit knowledge and 
eventually code it into explicit knowledge and bring performance to the enter-
prise. Network is an important source for enterprises to acquire knowledge. En-
terprises can acquire tacit knowledge from competitors and strategic alliances. 

As a compound talent, returnees not only possess advanced technical know-
ledge, but also have transnational experience and knowledge, which is an im-
portant way for enterprises to acquire tacit knowledge. Almeida and Kogut 
(1999) [32] empirically studied the movements of technical talents (patent hold-
ers) to promote technological progress in the early stage. However, the object of 
their study mobile only inter-state in the United States, not like returnees, but it 
provides a theoretical basis for the transnational technology transfer mechanism 
of returnees. Next, Filatotchev et al. (2009) [17] elaborated that returnees’ mo-
bility mechanism will bring opportunities for technological innovation. Dan 
Wang (2015) [7] shows that both the foreign and domestic cultural embedded-
ness are important factors to positively affect the process of knowledge transfer 
and there is interaction between them. In addition, the presence of other retur-
nees by domestic companies reduces the success of knowledge transfer, which is 
enhanced if returnees have a similar industry background. 

Upper Echelons Theory is another theory that explains the function of foreign 
experience. Hambrick et al. (1984) [33] put forward the Upper Echelons Theory 
that the knowledge, values, cognition and psychological preferences of TMT 
would play an important role in the strategic choice of enterprises. JianhongTao 
et al. (2013) [34] summarized the Upper Echelons Theory, which shows that the 
personal characteristics of TMT will ultimately affect the strategic positioning 
and orientation of enterprises, innovation ability, illegal behavior and other as-
pects of enterprise.  

JianboSong et al. (2016) [35] believe that returned directors have a deeper 
understanding of the concept of independent innovation and are more willing to 
accept new ideas to promote enterprise innovation. Wen Wen et al. (2017) [36] 
believe that European and American countries have a relatively mature social 
responsibility system, and returnees will pay attention to corporate social re-
sponsibility after returning motherland. 

With the deepening of research, scholars have studied the inexplicit know-
ledge in more detail. Overseas experience knowledge covers a wide range, not 
only the experience of returnees but also overseas market knowledge, technical 
knowledge and management knowledge. For example, Min Zhu et al. (2013) 
[37] proved by econometric model that returnees have significant FDI technol-
ogy spillover effect, which is quite different among different regions. Yi’an Chen 
(2016) [38] also proved that this effect will be limited by the level of financial 
market development. Yingyu Wu et al. (2017) [39] proved that overseas expe-
rience can promote technology transfer and integration after overseas M & A. 
Yuting Sun et al. (2016) [40] prove that returnee graduates, especially postgra-
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duates and doctoral students, have human capital advantages such as foreign 
language, international cultural knowledge, high professional knowledge and 
skills, and can get higher salary and promotion than native graduates. Jinyu 
Meng et al. (2017) [41] proved that knowledge transfer was an important chan-
nel of knowledge innovation. 

From the above studies, it is not difficult to find that returnees can act as 
transnational intermediaries which can bring a large amount of tacit knowledge 
that covers every aspect of business activities, so that enterprises can access to 
technological upgrading, accelerated internationalization process and others. In 
addition, the effect of returnees is not only better than other means of technolo-
gy spillover, including FDI, exports, etc., but also cheaper and easier to operate. 
Compared with other means, returnees improve the human capital of enterpris-
es; on the one hand, it also brings the role of technology spillover. 

4. What Can Returnees Bring? 
4.1. Innovation  

Innovation is one important aspect of the advantages brought by returnees and 
innovation performance and innovation results are the most typical ones. Xiao-
hui Liu et al. (2010) [42] believed that returnees possessed professional technical 
knowledge and could transfer knowledge. Moreover, with the relational and 
structural resources through overseas social networks returnees can promote the 
innovation of enterprises. For enterprises without returnee entrepreneurs, when 
there are high-density returnees in their industries, the knowledge spillover ef-
fect of returnees can also promote the innovation performance of these enter-
prises. Similarly, the mobility of employees in the industry can also promote the 
innovation performance of enterprises. Siping Luo, Yongda Yu (2012) [6] argue 
that technology transfer is an important means of influencing technological in-
novation, including export, FDI, returnees, etc. In addition, returnees themselves 
can improve the level of human capital, the consciousness of patent protection, 
so that effectiveness of knowledge transfer through returned entrepreneurs is 
better than others particularly in private enterprises. Jianbo Song et al. (2016) 
[35] believed that the directors with overseas working experience could master 
professional and advanced management skills and performance better than 
those directors without overseas experience, so that could promote the innova-
tion performance of enterprises. 

Not only will innovation performance and innovation achievements be im-
proved, but also innovation consciousness which will enhance the innovation of 
companies and even the industries. Shusheng Zhang and Jixiang Chen (2013) 
[18] focuses on organizational learning. It is believed that the dual social net-
work of returnees contains a large amount of tacit knowledge, which transforms 
into technological innovation achievements of enterprises through organization-
al learning. On the basis of previous research, Shusheng Zhang and Jixiang Chen 
(2014) [43] further subdivided organizational learning and dual social networks: 
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weakties of overseas social network are beneficial to exploratory learning, while 
strong ties are beneficial to exploitative learning. Domestic social networks are 
subdivided into commercial relations and political relations. A model of organi-
zational learning to promote innovation by subdividing social networks is con-
structed. Xindong Zhang and Jing Wu (2016) [44] believe that returnee entre-
preneurs have some comprehensive and excellent characteristics: innovative ide-
ology, optimistic psychological capital, extensive international network, and 
unique technical knowledge structure. These co-effects directly promote the in-
novation performance of enterprises, which is more significant in the innovation 
industry, but also have a positive impact in the non-innovation industry, which 
shows that returnees can help the transformation and upgrading of the industry. 
Wei Peng and Zhengping Fu (2015) [45] believe that the dual social network of 
returnees is an incomparable advantage for local entrepreneurs in terms of ac-
tion strategies. The innovation motivation of returned entrepreneurs is higher 
than that of local entrepreneurs, and the management style also combines the 
west with the east. 

The various researches show that the advantages of returnees are manifested 
in many aspects: heterogeneous technological knowledge, overseas social net-
work, international vision, innovation consciousness, etc. These characteristics 
work together to make returnees show inconsistencies with local talents, and ul-
timately brings innovation to enterprises. Innovation input, innovation output 
and innovation efficiency of enterprises are visible results, the role of returnees 
in innovation can also radiate to the surrounding enterprises, the same industry 
and even cross-industry. 

4.2. Entrepreneurship and Business Model Innovation 

Returnees are full of entrepreneurial passion and tendency. Because of excellent 
core capacity they are far more likely to start businesses. JielinDong (2013) [4] 
finds through case study that the high-tech returnee entrepreneurship team has 
high entrepreneurial, technological capabilities and tendency to internationalize 
with the focus on business opportunities in international market. Returned en-
trepreneurs rely more on experience and ability to create entrepreneurship op-
portunities and local entrepreneurs pay more attention to social networks. Qi 
Miao et al. (2015) [46] investigates the entrepreneurial intention of returnees 
from two aspects: human capital and technological capital. Human capital is 
subdivided into educational background, working life and entrepreneurial expe-
rience, and technological capital is subdivided into technology, patent and busi-
ness model. Finally, the author draws a conclusion that all the subdivisions of 
human capital and technological capital will increase the possibility of returnee 
entrepreneurship. Daomi Lin et al. (2016) [47] because of information asymme-
try, returnees with the advantage of information arbitrage can easily accept in-
formation and grasp opportunities better. When returnees bring back advanced 
knowledge (technical knowledge and business knowledge), it can help narrow 
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the technological gap between domestic and foreign countries, and thus increase 
the possibility to start businesses. 

In addition, entrepreneurship learning as a mediator variable can extract more 
new ideas suitable for the development of the Chinese market. Wei Peng and 
Zhengping Fu (2015) [45] summarized the process model of returnee entrepre-
neurships through inductive research. The overseas experience and grand dream 
are the key elements of entrepreneurship, but they also need perseverance and 
opportunity to really carry out entrepreneurship activities. Moreover, further 
deepening of strategies needs dual network embeddness, innovative behavior 
and multi-management practice.  

Furthermore, returnees can promote the performance of entrepreneurial en-
terprises and even the innovation of business models. Qing Liu et al. (2013) [48] 
find that returned talents with more advantages than local talents have a positive 
impact on the performance of private entrepreneurship enterprises. Lexin Yun et 
al. (2014) [49] believed that overseas social networks were embedded in market 
networks and technological networks. The former helped to design new profit 
distribution mechanisms, while the latter helped to put forward new value 
propositions and resource integration methods. The overseas industry expe-
rience of returnees was conducive to generating new value propositions, and the 
overseas functional experience was conducive to generating new resources inte-
gration, that are the direct result of the innovation of business mode. 

It is worth mentioning that the results of a few scholars show that returnees 
have negative effects on entrepreneurial performance. For example, Jian Chen et 
al. (2017) [50] regards the enterprises established by returnees in Zhongguancun 
for more than eight years as a research sample. The author believed that retur-
nees were not familiar with the current domestic market due to long-term 
abroad life. Local entrepreneurs with a close relationship with government and 
financial institutions could obtain a large number of R & D resources. Therefore, 
returnees do not necessarily improve the performance of start-ups, but the au-
thor also finds that overseas returnees with high academic qualifications can 
weaken the “outsider disadvantage”, which means that the knowledge capital of 
returnees is still a valuable invisible asset. 

The majority of research results show that returnees have a positive impact on 
the performance of start-ups and have a greater willingness to self-employed, 
which benefits from the rich knowledge and experience. Even if Jian Chen et al. 
(2017) [50] drew the conclusion that the performance of overseas returnee ven-
tures was weaker than that of local ventures. They also affirmed the enthusiasm 
of overseas returnees for technological innovation: overseas returnees pay atten-
tion to the protection of technological patents.  

4.3. Internationalization 

It is obvious that returnees are conducive to internationalization, because they 
are familiar with foreign markets. Filatotchev et al. (2009) [17] studied found 
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that the existence of returnee entrepreneurs in the company positively affected 
the internationalization performance of enterprises, due to experience, know-
ledge and quickly aware of opportunities of foreign markets. It is said that an 
entrepreneur with multiple experience and knowledge is an intangible asset that 
can drive the company forward. Lin Cui et al. (2014) [8] studied returnees from 
the perspective of “grafting” referring to the process in which local enterprises 
especially in emerging markets could acquire empirical knowledge by employing 
returnee managers. The research results show that the internationalization expe-
rience of returnees can promote the process of enterprise internationalization, at 
the same time the positive role will be enhanced when the enterprise is a 
state-owned or private enterprise, while the role will be weakened when the en-
terprise is a local state-owned or foreign enterprise. 

The internationalization experience of returnees can naturally contribute to 
the internationalization of enterprises. The international market is full of more 
uncertainties. The returnees themselves are better than the native talents in 
terms of language and understanding of the overseas market so that it is also 
more beneficial to the internationalization of enterprises. 

4.4. Corporate Governance 

In terms of corporate governance, foreign value and culture value make returned 
top management team are different from local talents in detail. Wen Wen et al. 
(2017) [36] believed that western countries had stronger awareness of social re-
sponsibility, and returnees could promote their companies to fulfill their social 
responsibility under such circumstances. Empirical results showed that the more 
returnees the top management team had, the higher the social responsibility 
score and the better rating. It can promote enterprises to better establish their 
own image so as to indirectly support the operation and development. Wei Peng 
et al. (2017) [21] [22] combined strategic orientation of enterprises with returnee 
talents. Technology-oriented and market-oriented enterprises have a positive 
impact on the embeddness of social networks. 

There are few literatures on returnees from the perspective of corporate go-
vernance. The reason is that returnee is minority group in enterprise, so that it is 
difficult to play a particularly significant role in corporate governance. For ex-
ample, Wen Wen et al. (2017) [36] chose the new aspect of social responsibility 
and it was proved that returnees played a positive role in corporate governance 
due to absorbed the management ideas of western countries. But it is difficult to 
quantify the differences between Chinese and western management models as 
well as to conduct empirical research, which makes this study weak. 

5. What Factors Can Influence Returnees to Play Their Own  
Advantages? 

The system is the most important factors that influence the returnees. China’s 
institutional environment affecting the innovation of enterprises is very special. 
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In other words, enterprise development is faced with different institutional en-
vironment caused by different regions. Chuanlin Shao (2015) [51] believes that a 
good institutional environment will promote innovation activities and perfor-
mance of enterprises from both internal and external aspects by various ways 
such as: reducing the cost of protecting innovation achievements, the allocation 
of human capital in productive and non-productive behaviors, innovation in-
vestment activities through corporate governance. In addition, the forms of 
Chinese enterprises are different from those of most developed countries due to 
dense state-owned enterprises. Therefore, it is possible to make a more detailed 
study of the returnees in different institutional environments from the perspec-
tive of institutional based view. Ping Zeng et al., (2016) [52] the high level of in-
stitutional development in a region generally means a higher level of marketiza-
tion and a less government intervention, which will have an impact on enter-
prises. Yi’an Chen (2016) [38] finds that the size and direction of knowledge 
spillover effect are based on the Threshold Effect of regional financial develop-
ment level. That is, on one hand, excessive returnee talents are useless to pro-
mote regional technological progress with lower level of financial development. 
On the other hand, returnee talents will normally play their roles with relatively 
higher level of financial development. It is because that lower financial markets 
cannot provide necessary financial supports for venture financing. Jian Chen et 
al. (2017) [50] believe that human capital and innovative capital could be better 
developed under the perfect institutional environment. The existing intellectual 
property protection system in China cannot meet the requirements of returnees’ 
protection of technology patents. 

The policy on returnees will also affect the entrepreneurial enthusiasm of re-
turnees. For example, Ping Li and Jiayun Xu (2011) [53] prove that the better the 
development of financial markets and the higher the financing efficiency, the 
more returnees will choose to return home to start their own businesses. Qi 
Miao et al. (2015) [46] on one hand, returnees are willing to return home and 
start businesses because of good domestic development prospects. On the other 
hand, returnees engaged in secondary industry are more likely to start business-
es. Daomi Lin et al. (2016) [47] found that the knowledge transfer on returnee 
entrepreneurship was positively promoted by the perceived domestic policy 
support. YutaoSun et al. (2017) [54] finds that the policy of young academic tal-
ents introduction plays a positive role in attracting high-level overseas talents 
back to China. 

Returned talents have many special characteristics which can bring innovative 
vitality to enterprises and academia, but the external environment will affect the 
effect. Firstly, the development of financial market has a great relationship with 
the entrepreneurship. Secondly, talent introduction policy and entrepreneurship 
policy can attract overseas talents to return and start businesses. But blind in-
troduction of returnee entrepreneurship in regions with underdeveloped finan-
cial markets may not have a positive effect on the local economy. To improve the 
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institutional environment in all aspects, the government can focus on talent in-
troduction policy, financial market system, intellectual property protection sys-
tem, market opening policy and so on. On one hand, it is necessary to attract 
overseas talents return home for development, on the other hand, to promote 
the knowledge spillover and innovation effect of returnees. 

6. Future Research Directions 

After sorting out and summarizing the literature, this paper also summarizes the 
possible research directions in the future, mainly from the perspective of the in-
stitutional environment. 

6.1. The Influence of Regulation Policy on Returnees 

Scott, (2001) [55]; Hailin, Lan et al. (2010) [56] the system is divided into regu-
latory system, normative system and cognitive system. Among them, the regula-
tory system has the greatest impact on returnees. Peng (2003) [57], as a repre-
sentative of a group of strategic management scholars, studied the relationship 
between institutional transformation and strategic choice in emerging econo-
mies, and regarded system as the third important variable besides industry, en-
terprise resources and capabilities. Yajun Wu (2010) [58] another group of stra-
tegic scholars advocated the integration of institutional logic in the sociological 
sense with other strategic theories. 

The exploration of regulatory system can be discussed from two aspects: the 
intensity of regulation system and the policy of foreign investment. Hailin Lan, 
etc., (2010) [56] in terms of the intensity of the regulation system, the legal rules 
have two sides. On one hand, strong regulation means low uncertainty, that is 
increasing barriers to innovation and diversification. On the other hand, low 
regulation is easy to attract foreign investment and develop new industries, but 
at the same time, the protection of corporate interests will be reduced. Lower 
barriers to entry enable returnee start-ups to develop new markets. With the 
strengthening of regulation, it can effectively protect the legitimate interests of 
enterprises, such as the protection of innovation results. But when the regulation 
is more stringent, it will bring adverse effects on the development of enterprises. 
How to balance the relationship between the intensity of supervision and the 
protection of interests is a difficult problem. 

Hailin Lan et al., (2010) [56] foreign investment policies include restrictive 
policies and guiding policies. Some returned executives come to motherland 
with the introduction of funds. When local governments provide guiding poli-
cies, the more suitable the financial policies are for the returnees to invest in the 
country. On the contrary, when the local government adopts restrictive policies, 
returnees who perceive high barriers to entry are unwilling to invest. 

The above inferences have not been proved by relevant empirical research li-
terature, so future research direction can aim to the fact that how returnees to 
play their initiative under different regulatory systems. 
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6.2. The Influence of Ownership on Returnees 

The factor of ownership must be taken into account in the management problem 
in the Chinese context. Shanxing Gao et al., (2013) [59] there are mainly three 
forms of ownership in China: state owned enterprises, private enterprises and 
foreign-funded enterprises. Different ownership enterprises are facing different 
institutional environments. 

Ping Zeng et al., (2016) [52]; Ping Zhang, (2015) [60] in addition to the basic 
profit goals, state-owned enterprises usually have political goals, including pro-
moting the local economy and increasing employment. When the contradiction 
is between the two goals, the financial performance goals often give way. In ad-
dition, there is a strong administration-oriented in the appointment of senior 
managers in state-owned enterprises. But on the plus side, through the govern-
ment, state-owned enterprises can obtain some scarce resources to help them 
operate and even turn the crisis into safety in times of difficulty. The advantages 
of social network are bound to be affected because of political connection in 
state-owned enterprises. 

On the contrary, private enterprises and foreign-funded enterprises face less 
political objectives and connections, and they rely more on market. For private 
enterprises, their access to resources is far less abundant than that of 
state-owned enterprises, and most of them are less competitive than multina-
tional companies. Therefore, private enterprises will be particularly sensitive to 
access to resources and are eager to returnees with the dual social network and 
tacit knowledge. 

For foreign-funded enterprises, employees may have cultural differences, 
which are not suitable for the management mode of foreign-funded enterprises. 
Xiliang Feng (2002) [61] sorted out the pressures that employees may face in 
foreign-funded enterprises as follows: cultural differences, language differences, 
pressure to change managers frequently and so on. Therefore, returnees will rely 
on their own cultural embeddedness to better integrate the cultural differences 
between China and the other countries. Overseas social networks of returned 
talents will have an impact on enterprises. 

Therefore, the study based on ownership can be subdivided into different 
forms of ownership. What paths do returnees pass to bring innovation, interna-
tionalization and other excellent performance for enterprises and whether the 
process of exerting superiority ability is affected are worthy propositions in the 
future. 

7. Conclusions 

The researches on returnee are actually combinations of previous studies. Pre-
vious studies have proved that social networks can promote innovation and in-
ternationalization of enterprises, and knowledge spillover can also promote 
technological innovation of enterprises. Returnees, as a special group, have not 
only transnational social networks, but also their special employment and learn-
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ing experience which make them bring technology spillover and knowledge 
spillover effects to enterprises. 

At present, most of the studies on returnees either study the advantages of re-
turnees or explore the impact of returnees on enterprises and universities. Based 
on the literature review, the following four conclusions are drawn: 

First of all, returnees have two excellent advantages: dual social networks and 
abundant tacit knowledge. In terms of dual social networks, the first step of re-
search focused on that intensive social networks could effectively enhance cor-
porate innovation performance and outputs. And then, Chinese scholars divided 
the social networks of returnees into domestic social networks and foreign social 
networks, not only separately studied different social networks for enterprises, 
the synergy of dual social networks was also discussed. As for inexplicit know-
ledge, the knowledge can be transmitted across borders and organizations to en-
terprises and become explicit knowledge. From the perspective of Upper Eche-
lons Theory, tacit knowledge of returnees with various characteristics, con-
sciousness and values can influence the strategy of enterprises. 

Secondly, returnees can bring four advantages to enterprises through tacit 
knowledge and social network. The first is innovation. Returnees group is an 
important channel to disseminate tacit knowledge. Next, returnees can promote 
entrepreneurship or business model innovation. Overseas universities pay more 
attention to entrepreneurship education than domestic universities, and the do-
mestic development environment is getting better and better. All these promote 
the positive effects on the performance of entrepreneurship enterprises. Moreo-
ver, internationalization: overseas experience of returnees can help enterprises 
explore international market. Finally, returnees can affect the strategic choice 
and corporate governance of enterprises. 

Third, the system has great influence on the initiative of returnees. Only when 
the financial development reaches a certain level can overseas returnees effec-
tively play their advantages. Domestic talent introduction policy is also an im-
portant factor to affect the development of returned talents. When returnees 
perceive the favorable policies, they will be more inclined to return home and 
start businesses, which also bring some enlightenment for government to intro-
duce returned talents. 

Finally, the direction of future research can focus on the regulation system, 
and specifically study how the intensity of the regulation system and foreign in-
vestment policies affect returnees to play their own advantages. In addition, 
ownership is also a direction worthy of study. Returnees may play an innovative 
role in enterprises through different paths under different ownership, which can 
be studied in the future. 

This paper makes up for the blank of the literature review on returnees. By 
summarizing literatures, the following problems are clarified: what advantages 
returnees have, what role they can bring to enterprises, and how the system will 
affect returnees to play their own advantages. At last this paper puts forward 
possible research directions in the future.  
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There are also some shortcomings in this paper. At present, there are few stu-
dies on returnees and this paper is limited to the framework established by ex-
isting research institutes. In the future, more viewpoints, perspectives and theo-
ries need to be integrated to explore the returnees in a deeper level and in many 
ways, so as to provide help and guidance for the vast number of returnees and 
enterprises in China. However, there are no relevant empirical studies to prove 
the point of view for the two research directions proposed in the future. In the 
future, relevant in-depth studies are still needed to explain various effects of re-
turnees on enterprises. 
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