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Abstract 
In order to create a more attractive environment for the development of 
overseas returnee talents, China government has formulated a more active, 
efficient and open talent introduction policy. The adaptation of returnees is 
very important to play their full role in innovation. Guided by the theory of 
social capital, 23 young teachers who had returned to China for 2 - 10 years 
were selected to study their academic adaptation. It is found that there is 
structural dislocation in the distribution of relationship network among 
young returnee teachers. In order to overcome this problem, young returnee 
teachers adopt the strategies of letting nature take its course, expanding their 
interpersonal relationship and conversion their relationships. It is necessary 
for university to give the social support and the internationalization of aca-
demic management to help the returnee teachers academic adaptation. 
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1. Introduction 

With the deepening of globalization, the transnational flow of talents is more 
frequent, and the COVID-19 pandemic has intensified the anti-globalization 
trend, making the international flow of talents more complicated. With the con-
tinuous improvement of China’s comprehensive national strength, more and 
more overseas students are returning to China. Statistics show that there are a 
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total of 519,400 Chinese overseas returnees returned to China in 2018. From the 
reform and opening-up policy to the end of 2018, a total of 3,651,400 people re-
turned to China after completing their studies  
(http://www.mohrss.gov.cn/SYrlzyhshbzb/zwgk/szrs/tjgb/201906/t20190611_32
0429.html). In 2021, the number of overseas students returning to China for 
employment exceeded 1 million for the first time, reaching 1.049 million, a 
year-on-year increase of 35.00%  
(http://www.shenhus.com.cn/html/shnews/liuxueshengluohu/9807.html). Many 
overseas returnees choose to work in universities, most of them are young 
teachers (Zweig et al., 2004; Jonkers & Tijssen, 2008; Li, Yang, & Wu, 2018). 

Young overseas teachers in universities have obvious advantages in cultural 
capital, economic capital and social capital, but they are faced with various dif-
ficulties and pressures, they need to adapt to the academic pressure as soon as 
possible, such as academic achievements, teaching evaluation, professional title 
promotion, etc., and some life pressure, such as children’s education, marriage 
and housing, etc., also affect their living conditions. It is very important to pay 
attention to and study the academic adaptation of young returnee teachers in 
Chinese universities to full play to their role and take the advantages of returnee 
teachers. A large number of studies have discussed the adaptability of overseas 
teachers in universities and colleges, mainly focusing on three aspects, it is in-
clude the characteristics and the obstacle of the returning adjustment, and 
measures to promote the adaptation. These research findings are as follows: 1) 
most of the overseas teachers have different degrees of inadaptability in the early 
days of returning to China (Adler, 1981; Sussman, 1986; Christofi & Thompson, 
2007; Xu, 2009; Hao et al., 2016; Chen, 2017a; Zou, Wildschut et al., 2018; Li, 
Ding, & Shen, 2019), returnees of different disciplines have different adaption 
situations (Jonkers & Tijssen, 2008; Xu & Ou, 2022; Miao, Ai, & Liao, 2022); 2) 
At the individual level, the main obstacles to return adaptation are: high psy-
chological expectation before return, weak self-management ability after return, 
and passive mentality of individuals (Li, 2013; Xu, 2016; Chen, 2017b; Zhu, 2017; 
Zhang, Mittelmeier, Lomer, & Lim, 2022); 3) Good academic environment, 
scientific management system and employment system are the key to retain re-
turnee talents (Bland et al., 2005; Li et al., 2019; Liu, Xu, Zhao et al., 2022). 

In summary, most research topic focused on the characteristics and obstacles 
of returning adjustment of overseas teachers in colleges and universities, and 
proposed measures and suggestions. Although some studies have noticed their 
dynamic adaptation process, little research discussed overseas teachers adapted 
the adjustment strategies (Zhang & Yaun, 2014; Hao et al., 2017). In addition, a 
small number of studies have noticed the particularity of returnee teachers in the 
field of Social Sciences. Zhu (2017) explored the “academic hard landing” phe-
nomenon of young overseas teachers of liberal arts in colleges and universities, 
but she paid little attention to their strategies of the adjustment. Zweig et al. 
(2004) found that returnees use their transnational human capital to bring more 
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benefits and development opportunities to universities. Li (2018) studied Chi-
na’s Thousand Youth Talents Scheme scholars, they think that these outstanding 
scholars possess unique knowledge, skills and experience acquired overseas, and 
they establish their own career development space after returning to China. 
These studies think the frontier information, new technologies and interpersonal 
networks by the returnee scholars owned are their transnational capitals, but 
there is little research on the adaptability of returnee scholars from the perspec-
tive of social capital. 

Therefore, from the perspective of social capital, this study focuses on the 
academic adaptation of young returnee universities teachers in the field of hu-
manities and social sciences in Guangzhou, the following research questions 
guided this study: 

1) What is the job-related network of young returnee teachers in the process 
of academic adaptation? 

2) What strategies have they adopted to adapt to the academic environment in 
China? What were the results? 

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
2.1. Definition and Components of Social Capital 

Social capital was first proposed by Bourdieu in the 1970s. Pierre Bourdieu, 
James S. Coleman and Robert D. Putnam have made a comprehensive and de-
tailed discussion on social capital, which has attracted extensive attention. It is 
generally believed in the current academic community that the interaction of 
members maintains and regenerates social capital. Scholars such as Bourdieu, 
Coleman and Lin believe that social capital consists of resources embedded in 
social relationships and social structures. When actors achieve the purpose of 
targeted actions, they can mobilize the social capital they have. 

Social capital is the network collection of relationships between people (Bian, 
2006). In terms of social relationship network, Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992) 
proposed the concept of “field”, which refers to the relationship network formed 
by the activities of people. According to Bourdieu, social capital is a collection of 
actual or potential resources, which are embedded in and inseparable from the 
social relationship network. Coleman (1994) holds the same view, arguing that 
social capital exists in relational networks, and social structural resources are 
capital property owned by individuals. Social capital is neither attached to an in-
dividual nor exists in the process of material production. It exists in the structure 
of interpersonal relationships. Lin (2001) believes that social networking actions 
can be divided into two categories: one is instrumental and the other is expres-
sive. Instrumental action makes individuals get needed resources by arousing a se-
ries of actions and reactions from others; expressive action is action that seeks 
emotion and support. Lin believes that social capital has three important compo-
nents: resources, networks of social relationships, action. Among them, resources 
are central to the theory of social capital, which he tends to think of as a static 
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concept. From the perspective of the procedural conceptual framework of social 
capital, Bankston III & Zhou (2002) believe that social capital is a dynamic process. 

According to the views of the above scholars, social capital can be understood 
as three stages. The first stage is the formation process of social relationship 
network, which lays the foundation for the investment and use of social capital 
in the future. The second stage of social capital formation is the response and ac-
tion of individual actors, who achieve their own goals through the mobilization 
of social relationship network. The acquisition of purposeful resources is the fi-
nal stage of social capital. 

2.2. Social Capital and the Academic Relationship Network of  
College Returnee Teachers 

The analysis of social relationship network was first proposed by Granovetter 
(1973). Granovetter investigated the job-hunting process in the labor market and 
found that job-seekers have more opportunities to acquire new information 
through “weak network”. Under Granovetter’s leadership, more and more scho-
lars have devoted themselves to this field of research, and the analysis of social 
networks has been increasingly. According to Granovetter, “the strength of rela-
tionships is determined by time, affection, intimacy, and the obligation of reci-
procity and recognition”. According to the strength of relationships, social capital 
can be strong or weak. Bozeman et al. (2001) found that scientists and techni-
cians with transnational experience can not only enhance their personal abilities, 
but also enhance their social capital network. Sun & Bian (2011) found that the 
social network of researchers studying abroad is composed of both strong and 
weak ties. The domestic social network is mainly composed of teachers, class-
mates and colleagues, as well as various relationships developed in teaching and 
research, including decision-makers and leaders of academic organizations at all 
levels. Yang et al. (2015) analyzed the cooperation network of scholars under the 
“Thousand Talents Plan”, he found that the transfer of transnational social capi-
tal is a process from weak ties to strong ties, and from indirect ties to direct ties. 
Li (2018) points out that returnee scholars have already established relatively ma-
ture relationship networks in China before studying abroad (such as kinship net-
work, classmate network, and teacher-student network, etc.), and these domestic 
relationship networks directly affect the localization effect of transnational capi-
tal after returning. Through the review of the above literatures, it is found that in 
the topic of returnee scholars, the division of social relations mainly includes 
strong and weak relationship network, domestic and foreign relationship network. 

To sum up, existing studies have revealed the importance of network integra-
tion in the process of returning teachers’ adjustment. Some researchers have 
discussed the interaction of different network and the effects of different net-
work on individuals. However, existing studies have focused more on the appli-
cation and results of social capital, namely the second and third stages of social 
capital formation. Most of the quantitative researches on social capital involve 
the measurement of social relationship network, and there is no in-depth discus-
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sion on the formation of social capital for overseas scholars. How scholars apply 
relationship strategies to form social capital and obtain resources is also rarely 
discussed. In this study, the theory of social capital provides a perspective that re-
gards the academic adaptation of young returnee teachers as a process of integrat-
ing into different domestic social relationship networks, which require correspond-
ing mobilization of relationship strategies. We believe that social capital is a process, 
and the social connection of young returnee teachers is the channel to form and 
develop social capital. The strategic use of social capital network is mainly reflected 
in the first and second stages, and the results and impacts occur in the last stage. 

3. Data and Methods 

The data collection used in this study was semi-structured interviews. Semi- 
structured interview process is open and flexible, with only rough requirements 
on the conditions of interviewees and questions to be asked (Chen, 2000). Using 
this research method, interviewers can adjust the order of questions and the in-
terview time according to the actual situation of the interview. The research ob-
jects of this study are young teachers who have received a doctor’s degree over-
seas or have had post-doctoral work experience in overseas universities, are un-
der 45 years old and have been return to China for 2 - 10 years. Snowball sam-
pling was used in this study. According to the teacher information provided by 
the official website of the university, the author contacted some young overseas 
teachers from three universities in Guangzhou through email, WeChat, enter-
prise WeChat, etc., and then they introduced other teachers with similar expe-
riences. Finally, 23 samples (including 13 males and 10 females) were obtained. 
Among the overseas experience of these surveyed teachers, 9 is in European 
countries, 7 is in Hong Kong and Macao, 4 is in Asian countries, and 3 is in 
North America (see Table 1). 

The interviews were conducted from November 2019 to December 2020. The 
interview outline focused on four aspects: 

1) Academic adaptation of young returnee teachers;  
2) The distribution of social relationship network and the formation path of 

the relationship between strong and weak of young overseas teachers;  
3) Coping strategies of young returnee teachers in the face of academic adap-

tation;  
4) Academic career development of young returnee teachers under different 

academic adaptation strategies. 
All the interviews generally lasted from one to two hours. The interviews were 

recorded with the consent of the interviewees (a total of 22 interviewees agreed 
to be recorded). Finally, the transcripts amount to 369,201 words in total. 

4. Structural Dislocation: The Formation and Characteristics 
of Relationship Networks among Young Returnee Teachers 

Granovetter (1973) classified relationships into strong and weak relationships  
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Table 1. Participants information. 

Sample Gender 
Country/region where 

you overseas study 
Study overseas 

period 
Years of return 

to China 

T1 male Britain 14 2.5 

T2 male Britain 4 2.5 

T3 female Hong Kong, China 4 4 

T4 female Hong Kong, China 6 3 

T5 male Hong Kong, China 4 6 

T6 female Hong Kong, China 5 3 

T7 male Hong Kong, China 7 4 

T8 male Hong Kong, China 4 3 

T9 female Germany 5 10 

T10 male Germany 4 8 

T11 male Germany 6 3 

T12 male United States 7 5 

T13 female United States 2 3 

T14 female Japan 4 6 

T15 female Japan 7 7 

T16 female Japan 7 3 

T17 male Japan 6 6.5 

T18 female Singapore 11 3 

T19 male Australia 5 7 

T20 female Netherlands 6 3 

T21 male Macau, China 5 3 

T22 male New Zealand 6 6 

T23 female Ireland 5 5 

Notes: time refers to the participants at the time of the interview. 
 

based on four criteria: contact time, emotional closeness, familiarity and reci-
procal exchange. According to Granovetter’s definition, a strong relationship is a 
stable and profound social relationship with more interactions and close con-
tacts; Weak ties are those that are more widely distributed but less interactive 
than strong ties. In this study the relationship networks can be divided into 
strong networks and weak networks. The strong network mainly refers to the 
relationship network formed with close teachers, classmates and colleagues. The 
weak network refers to the relationships formed with who are know but not well 
connected. 

Based on the definition of Granovetter, and according to the forming process 
and way of the relationship network of the interviewee, this study subdivides the 
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strong relationship network into three types: the strong relationship endowed by 
the organization, the personal relationship endowed by the non-organization, 
and the strong relationship formed by the superposition of the organizational 
relationship and the personal relationship. The weak relationships can also be 
subdivided into two categories: one is the weak relationship endowed by the or-
ganization, and the other is the private relationship endowed by the organization. 

4.1. Strong Relationships and Their Formation 

When it comes to the relationship network related to professional development, 
there are three types of strong relationships in the study, which are: strong rela-
tionships endowed by organizations, strong relationships endowed by non-or- 
ganizations, and strong relationships formed by the superposition of organiza-
tional relationships and personal relationships. The reason why this kind of rela-
tionship network is called strong relationship network is that in this kind of rela-
tionship network, both parties have a certain emotional basis and have close 
communication, which conforms to the definition of strong relationship net-
work proposed by Bian et al. (2018). 

4.1.1. Organizational Strong Relationship Network 
The first type of strong network mentioned by respondents is the formal orga-
nizational relationship, which is the strong network with teachers, alumni and 
colleagues, which is acquired from their working experience in one or several 
institutions (universities). Once an individual enters an institution, he or she is 
given a corresponding organizational relationship (Wang, 2000). All of the in-
terviewees in this study had college and university experience, and the colleges 
where they had studied and worked had naturally given them some formal net-
works. Individuals in this kind of strong network have close contacts due to the 
common interests of the organization or the needs of the work. This type of 
network can be called a strong network because of the long time and frequent 
interaction. However, the strength of these relationships weakens as individuals 
leave the organization. In general, these relationships are simple to form and can 
be obtained by working within the same organization. 

According to the interviewees, this kind of strong relationship network gener-
ally contains the following resources. First are information resources. The inter-
viewee thought the information that can be obtained through this kind of strong 
network includes academic frontier information, journal publication trend, lite-
rature and so on. Secondly, the resources that are not available or difficult to get 
were acquired by some key figures to influence some decisions. A typical case is 
teacher T7 mentioned: 

T7: The leader of our college has mastered certain resources. They can help 
teacher to publish in some core periodicals. Of course, his recommendation de-
pends on whether can be recommended. The dean will invite the entire editorial 
department to climb a mountain and chat together, and then you can take the 
opportunity to talk about your own manuscripts. (20201019) (Indicates that the 
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interview date is October 19, 2020. All interview dates in this paper are marked 
in this style). 

4.1.2. Personal Strong Relationship Network 
The second type of strong relationship network is informal personal relation-
ship, which is not endowed by the organization, but often formed by kinship, 
geography, or introduction by classmates and friends, or participation in aca-
demic conferences and other activities. For example, interviewee T10 mentioned 
that: 

T10: “There was a teacher in a university in Beijing who was doing similar re-
search I am doing now, and there was a teacher in another university in Beijing 
who was also doing it, and there was another teacher in a university in Guang-
dong who was also doing it. There were such a few people who gradually formed 
such a small circle. Of course, I was quite active in it.” 

Interviewer: “How did you learn about this circle and finally get into this cir-
cle?” 

T10: “It was at the meeting that we joined.” (20201114) 
According to the interviewees, such strong relationship networks generally 

contain the following resources: first are information resources; second is the in-
fluence of the key figures in the organization, who can influence things through 
their own rights in some organizations. For example, Teacher T17 described 
how his strong relationships which he had built up through informal personal 
relationships worked. 

T17: “There will be ‘hilltops’ in the academy. (note: ‘Hilltop’ specifically refers 
to the collective exclusive behavior of an individual as a member of a group dri-
ven by group goals. See detail in Liu et al. (2016) When Collaboration Require-
ments Meet with ‘Mountain-Stronghold Mentality’: The Impact of Territorial 
Behavior and Task Interdependence on Team Performance [J]. Journal of South 
China Normal University (Social Science Edition), 2016, 223 (05): 99-109+191.) 
I don’t belong to any of them. My mother-in-law is a faculty member of ** uni-
versity and she knows many people. By chance, my mother-in-law was sitting at 
dinner with one of the professors of ** university and was seen by the big guys, 
and they joked that I was part of their ** university, and then they would help 
me.” (20201026) 

Thirteen interviewee teachers (T1, T2, T5, T6, T7, T9, T10, T12, T13, T15, 
T16, T17 and T20) indicated that there was a network formed through informal 
situations. Compared with the weak network, the strong network has added a lot 
of human relations and Guanxi, which is not limited to the exchange of interests, 
but also contains a lot of emotional components. Of course, strong networks can 
also be used for information exchange. 

In general, the young teachers surveyed said that because of their overseas ex-
perience, they are more dependent on the strong relationships given by the or-
ganization, and less able to obtain the strong network developed from personal 
relationships. For example, ten teachers (T1, T3, T5, T6, T13, T15, T17, T20, 
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T19, T22) said that the barriers of domestic teacher circles were “hard to break” 
or “there is no way to break”, and that they were “helpless”, so they could not get 
the resources that could only be obtained through these networks. When talk 
about how to access to the teachers’ network, a young overseas teacher who re-
turned from Europe said: 

T22: “Why is it so hard to get into this network? In the academic circle, many 
people are based on the tutor, right? You are my student, you are in my circle, if 
you are not my student, you are not. No one can get along. Of course, some 
people are good at interpersonal relations, so they can get along well with others, 
but most of them come from their mentors and get to know other people.” 
(20201014) 

The interviewees thought that an important reason why it is difficult to break 
the domestic relationship circle is the “dislocation” of their own strong network. 
For example, the interviewed teacher T18 pointed out that he studied overseas 
for his master’s degree and doctor’s degree, including European countries and 
Singapore. His overseas studies span different countries, and his abroad aca-
demic network are “not very useful for his development return to China”.  

T18: “Since there are too many countries for master’s and doctor’s degrees, 
many classmates and friends have lost contact with each other. When I first 
came back to China, I kept in touch with my tutor a lot. I also wrote cards to 
him during holidays, but he didn’t reply, so I lost contact. After returning to 
China, I just let him write a letter of recommendation and have no other contact 
with him, nor have I asked him for help in any other aspects.” (20201015) 

For the majority of respondents, the primary role of their strong network of 
contacts abroad was emotional or, in some cases, for the exchange of informa-
tion—for example, searching for literature. 

4.1.3. The Organization-Personal Overlay Relationship 
The third type of strong network refers to the strong network formed by the su-
perimposition of organizational and personal relationships. According to the 
respondents, the private-superimposed relationship network is in the firm field 
of the university organization. The strong relationship network originally en-
dowed by the organization becomes stronger after adding informal relationship 
such as friendship. For example, the network formed by tutors, teachers and 
classmates adds the emotional color on the basis of formal relationship, that is, 
superimposed personal relationship on the basis of formal relationship. The or-
ganization-personal superimposed relationship will maintain a high frequency of 
contact even if it is separated from the organizational structure. 

The nine interview texts of teachers (T1, T3, T6, T8, T13, T16, T7, T19 and 
T22) show that the strong relationship formed in this form is stronger. When 
asking the reason, teacher T13 explained it like this: 

T13: “The first reason is the difference between domestic and foreign cultures. 
I give an example, I teach my master’s students, I think that the relationship be-
tween me and my students is much less professional. Because we often say that 
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taking master students is like visiting teachers, teacher like father, this is also a 
principle, we treat tutors like father, treat mother, just like a family.” (20201021) 

This kind of strong relationship network contains resources such as informa-
tion, decision-making role of the central person. For example, the T6 teacher can 
quickly know the periodical solicitation information through the organiza-
tion-private superimposed relationship network, and because of the strong rela-
tionship with the editor, her articles are constantly invited. With the help of this 
network, T6 teachers are able to publish articles faster than their peers: 

T6: “There is a circle of academic community during both the master’s and 
doctor’s degrees. Within this circle, there will be resource sharing for publishing 
articles. This means that you will know some editors, through whom you will 
know which articles are easy to publish, and these editors will come to me for 
manuscripts”. (20201020) 

The organization-private superposition relationship belongs to the strong re-
lationship network. Since both sides of the relationship are under the same or-
ganizational structure, it is not as difficult as the strong relationship network of 
private. 

4.2. Weak Relationship and Its Formation 

About the network related to professional development, there are two types of 
weak network commonly mentioned by the interviewed young overseas teach-
ers: the weak network endowed by the organization and the private network not 
endowed by the organization. The reason why called weak relationship network 
is that the two parties connected by the network are not close to each other, the 
emotional component is weak, and the degree of intimacy is low. 

4.2.1. Organizational Weak Ties Network 
The first type of weak network is given by the institution where they study or 
work (university). This type of relationship is also an organizational relationship, 
which is derived from the fact that the two people connected work for the same 
organization. However, there is little communication and emotional connection 
between the two parties, so it is defined as a weak network endowed by the or-
ganization. For example, colleagues, leaders and classmates who do not have 
close contact with each other in the same university organization. 

According to the respondents, this type of weak ties network generally con-
tains the following types of resources: First, information. For example, teacher 
T8 received her master’s degree from a university in Beijing and her doctor’s de-
gree from a university in Hong Kong in the interview, T8 described how he ac-
quired information in the course of his work. 

T8: “Colleagues will have a lot of work to deal with, for example, the adminis-
trative secretary needs to talk me about course scheduling, and I will consult col-
leagues about many details that I am not used to when I just come back to teach-
ing, such as the setting of test papers, the use of textbooks, and the norms that I 
need to abide by, and the college will also organize outside activities.” (20201120) 
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These kinds of weak ties are gained by entering an institution. Therefore, the 
formation of such weak ties is relatively simple. Young teachers who have 
worked or studied in universities will have such networks. Young returnee 
teachers say that at the beginning of their return, they will be known due to the 
halo effect of “returnees”, but this “halo effect” will decrease year by year. 

T11: “I have lost contact with my former master’s classmates and colleagues. 
The resources of our overseas returnees are all in foreign countries. In foreign 
countries, I can find a lot of academic resources and communicate with them in 
foreign languages, but in China, there are not resources in the short term. 
Therefore, our resources are very limited compared with those of local doctors, 
because overseas resources have little influence on our local development. The 
halo of overseas doctoral students is good in the first six months, after a year half 
the halo is gone, and it will be pretty much gone three or four years later.” 
(20191122) 

4.2.2. Personal Weak Relationship Network 
Another type of weak relationship was a personal relationship formed in an in-
formal setting. It is usually formed through the introduction of friends or be-
cause the connected parties participate in academic activities. The relationship 
has little interaction and little emotional exchange. 

According to the interviewees, this kind of weak relationship network gener-
ally contains the following types of resources: Firstly, information. Teacher T6 
told how is information transmitted in the weak relationship. 

T6: “When I was a doctoral student, I knew a girl who was studying for a 
master’s degree. Her supervisor was very well known in the academic circle, and 
her supervisor was good friends with some teachers I knew in Guangzhou. I 
treated this girl when she came to Guangzhou and then forgot about it. Then we 
met again at an academic conference, she told me that she was working in a 
magazine and asked me what research I was doing, and their magazine just 
lacked articles in my research direction, so she invited me to write for them.” 
(20201020) 

Secondly, there is the influence of the central figure in the organization. The 
influence or decision of the central figure can exert some influence on the 
progress of things and thus help the actors achieve their goals. Private networks of 
weak ties can also help young returnee teachers gain access to key figures. Teacher 
T13 said that his post-doctoral studies were successful because of weak ties. 

T13: “I planned to go to the United States for post-doctoral study, but there 
was no place available that year, so I had to re-contact professors in the United 
States. I saw on WeChat moments that a powerful American professor came to 
China to give a speech at a conference, so I went to him, and he helped me solve 
the problem.” (20201021) 

Compared with organizational weak ties, the formation of private weak ties is 
more difficult, and young overseas teachers need to pay a certain cost, such as 
time and energy. The formation of private weak relationship networks requires 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2023.145067


Y. X. Huang, B. Zuo 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2023.145067 1054 Creative Education 
 

young returnee teachers to attend academic conferences or other activities to 
expand them. However, due to heavy teaching and administrative tasks, young 
returnee teachers do not have enough time to acquire such networks. 

4.3. Summary 

In this study, the strong relationships reported by the young returnee teachers 
include the strong relationships endowed by the organization, the strong rela-
tionships endowed by the organization and the strong relationship network 
formed by the superposition of the organizational relationship and the personal 
relationship. There are two types of weak relationship network, one is the weak 
relationship endowed by the organization and the other is the weak relationship 
endowed by the private. The resources contained in these five types of relation-
ships include information, influence of key figures, and academic trust. 

When adapting to the domestic academic environment, this study found that 
the defects of relationship network of young overseas returnees are mainly ma-
nifested as “structural dislocation”, specifically as follows: 

1) Young returnee teachers are more dependent on the strong relationship 
endowed by the organization of study and work, and it is difficult to obtain the 
strong relationship network developed from personal relationship and the supe-
rimposed relationship network of organization-private relationship;  

2) The advisor-postgraduate fellowship is very close in China, and the strong 
relationship network accumulated by the young overseas teachers during their 
doctoral or master’s degree is located abroad, so it is very difficult to play a role 
in the domestic academic circle or play a small role;  

3) Due to the “halo effect” of overseas teachers, it is easier to obtain the weak 
organizational network of young overseas teachers, but with the increase of time, 
the halo effect will gradually decline;  

4) Due to the heavy teaching and administrative tasks, it is difficult for young 
overseas teachers to have the time and energy to expand their personal network 
of weak ties. 

5. Relationship Strategies and Resource Acquisition of 
Young Overseas Teachers 

Strong relationship network and weak relationship network correspond to the 
following resources: 1) information acquisition; 2) forming academic trust; and 
3) the influence of key figures. Different types of networks have different types of 
embedded resources and levels of richness. Among them, in the strong private 
network, actors can obtain key information more timely, such as information 
and trend of paper publication, academic frontier information. Heterogeneous 
information resources exist more in the weak network, which can help young 
overseas teachers broaden their horizons, deepen their understanding of profes-
sional knowledge and know what’s going on in different academic circles; on the 
other hand, in the strong relationship network, young overseas teachers have 
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access to more core decision-makers. The position advantage of the strong rela-
tionship network enables young overseas teachers to possess the academic trust. 

The resources in the strong relationship network are the resources that young 
returnee teachers are more inclined to acquire, and the acquisition of resources 
depends on the strength of the relationship and relationship strategies. The 
structural dislocation of relationship network is the main obstacle in the aca-
demic adaptation of young overseas teachers, which is reflected in: 

1) The strong relationship network in China is in its infancy, it is difficult to 
obtain key information in time;  

2) There are few key people who can influence decision-making;  
3) The sense of academic trust in the academic circle is low, and there is little 

relationship capital that can be expanded. 
This study show that young overseas scholars adopt three relationship strate-

gies in the process of academic adaptation: “Let nature take its course”, “expand 
interpersonal relationship” and “relationship transformation”. “Networking strate-
gy” which was adopted by the young returnee teachers intended to expand per-
sonal relationships; and “the relationship conversion strategy” is the actions of 
young overseas teachers also reflect more instrumental characteristics, aiming to 
transform the personal network into a stronger relations hip with greater effect. 

5.1. Let Nature Take Its Course 

In order to maintain the existing strong relationship, the young returnee teach-
ers have usually taken “let nature take its course” strategy. It does not mean no 
action, but rather that the actor make corresponding strategies according to the 
actual situation. Most of them believe that the relationship network is a process 
of mutual selection, and the improvement of their own academic ability is more 
important. In this study, 13 teachers (T2, T4, T8, T9, T10, T12, T14, T17, T18, 
T20, T21, T22, T23) adopted the strategy. 

The group of teachers who used the strategy believed that social capital was as 
important as individual ability. The strategy of going with the flow was chosen 
for both active and passive reasons. The reason for the individual’s active choice 
is that he believes that the improvement of his academic ability is more impor-
tant at the current stage, and the development of interpersonal relationship can 
be developed after the improvement of his academic ability at the later stage. 
While the passive choice of the strategy is largely due to the domestic academic 
and cultural environment. Teacher T13 said: 

T13: “Academic fellowship is very important in China now. When I studied in 
** university, and if my supervisor is a famous professor or not, they can imme-
diately judge my academic relationship.” (20201021) 

5.2. Expand Interpersonal Relationship 

Some of the young returnee teachers indicated that they used attending confe-
rences with a strong purpose to expand their academic network. Teachers who 
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adopt this strategy will use instrumental actions aimed at expanding their net-
work. In the process of these, many relationships will be utilized, such as academic 
relationship, professional relationship, kinship relationship and geographical rela-
tionship, which are capital for relationship expansion. The channels of network-
ing expansion include friends’ introduction, academic conference, work and 
family relations, etc. Eight of teacher (T3, T5, T6, T7, T13, T15, T16, T19) 
adopted the strategy of networking development. 

Some young overseas teachers think expanding networking is not easy: 
T1: “After all, there is a network of relationships in the academic circle. I went 

abroad early and the domestic academic circle is cut off. My supervisor is not in 
Chin. If I can’t join this circle, where do I get my academic resources from?” 
(20201022) 

5.3. Relationship Conversion 

Adler (1981) proposed a coping model of readjust from two dimensions: proac-
tive mode, resocialized mode, alienated mode, and rebellious mode. Different 
types of coping model lead to very different adaptations. China is a human so-
ciety composed of acquaintances. In the academic environment of China, people 
are influenced by human society to a large extent. There exist such phenomena 
as “relationship draft” of paper publication, “relationship ticket” of professional 
title promotion, and “power rent-seeking” in project approval. Therefore, in this 
study, young overseas teachers are also adapting to the “Guanxi” culture in Chi-
na in terms of academic adaptation. In the process of relationship transforma-
tion, they add the color of personal relationship to the original weak relationship 
and transform it into a strong relationship by managing relationships. 

In this study, seven teachers (T1, T5, T7, T11, T13, T17, T19) adopted the 
strategy of relationship conversion. A typical example is teacher T19. He worked 
in an international organization in Beijing for two years after returning to China 
with his doctorate, and then went to work in a university in Guangdong Prov-
ince after working in a ministry for two years. T19 believes that his old col-
leagues are a kind of resources which will be helpful to his future academic ca-
reer development. He thinks that a weak relationship can be converted to a 
strong relationship. The more common way to the strategy is to increase the 
emotional connection, which is to increase the number of contacts and meet-
ings. 

T19: “In China, Guanxi is very delicate, so it is usually through life to nurture 
work, and trust between people is also built through life. If you’re out of town on 
business, you’re going to go out to dinner with a good friend there, but if you’re 
just a casual friend, you will not.” (20201022) 

Human norms of behavior are bound up with cultural background. The 23 
subjects in this study are deeply influenced by the local culture of the country 
where they studied, and they still adopt the values, norms, attitudes and codes of 
conduct formed overseas after returning to China, which is consistent with the 
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results of Xu’s research (Xu, 2016). 
On the whole, most of young returnee teachers tend to adopt the “go with the 

flow” strategy because it does not require much effort and time, and costs less. 
The use of the two strategies of networking expansion and relationship conver-
sion requires the actors to take certain measures, including showing their own 
ability, managing the existing relationship network, reducing the purpose of 
making friends and taking the initiative to contact. All 23 participants in the study 
agreed that Guanxi are very important, even as important as cultural capital. 

6. Conclusion 
6.1. Comparison with Previous Studies 

Bian (2001) classifies Chinese social networks into three types: kinship networks, 
practical network whose members take credit and reciprocity as the core, the 
unequal human exchange network. Bian’s theory is universal in its classification 
of relationship network. The typology classification of relationship network in 
this study is only for young overseas teachers in universities in China. Sun & 
Bian (2011) found that the social network of overseas researchers is composed of 
both strong and weak relationships, the results of this study are consistent with 
the conclusions of Sun’s research and made a more detailed classification on the 
basis of the types of strong and weak relationships. Liang & Zhou (2016) found 
that what plays an important role in improving research productivity is scholars’ 
“ownership” of various types of weak relationship social capital and their ability 
to “utilize” social capital, which was also verified in this study. Young overseas 
teachers who adopt two relationship strategies of network expansion and relation-
ship conversion can obtain more social resources in social relationship communi-
cation. In terms of coping strategies, Yuan (2014) concluded that young overseas 
teachers mainly adopt four strategies when adapting to the domestic academic 
system environment, which are adaptation and obedience, ingenious utilization, 
resistance and adherence, and escape and exit. In this study, the adaptation 
strategies of young overseas teachers into letting nature take its course, expand-
ing human connections, and relationship conversion from the perspective of so-
cial capital. 

6.2. Suggestions 

Based on the above research findings, the following suggestions are proposed: 
1) Institution of higher education should provide social support to young re-

turnee teachers. According to the strong network characteristics of young retur-
nee teachers’ dependence on organizations, young returnee teachers need sup-
port and help from institutions of higher learning in the process of academic 
adaptation, including sponsoring returnees to participate in domestic academic 
conferences, and inviting experts to guidance on domestic funding applications 
and academic article-writing. 

2) Institution of higher education should make full use of the international 
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social capital of young overseas teachers. Since the strong relationship network 
accumulated by young overseas teachers is located abroad and has no effect or 
small effect in the domestic academic circle, the university should further pro-
mote the internationalization of academic management, so that young overseas 
teachers can make better use of the relationship network. 

Funding 

This study was supported by the Project of Education of the National Social 
Science Foundation “Influence of Overseas study experience on Teachers’ Beliefs 
and Behavior in Chinese Regional Colleges and Universities”. Grant number: 
BIA180204. 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflicts of interest regarding the publication of this pa-
per. 

References 
Adler, N. J. (1981). Re-Entry: Managing Cross-Cultural Transitions. Group & Organiza-

tion Studies, 6, 341-356. https://doi.org/10.1177/105960118100600310 

Bankston III, C. L., & Zhou, M. (2002). Social Capital as Process: The Meanings and 
Problems of a Theoretical Metaphor. Sociological inquiry, 72, 285-317.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-682X.00017 

Bian, Y. (2001). Survey Research in Chinese Society. Oxford University Press (China).  

Bian, Y. (2006). Research on the Social Capital. Study & Exploration, 2, 39-40. (In Chi-
nese) https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-462X.2006.02.008  

Bian, Y., Sun, Y., & Li, Y. (2018). Study on the Cumulative Effect of Social Capital. Aca-
demics in China, 5, 5-17. https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-1698.2018.05.001  

Bland, C. J., Center, B. A., Finstad, D. A., Risbey, K. R., & Staples, J. G. (2005). A Theo-
retical, Practical, Predictive Model of Faculty and Department Research Productivity. 
Academic Medicine, 80, 225-237. https://doi.org/10.1097/00001888-200503000-00006 

Bourdieu, P., & Wacquant, L. J. (1992). An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. University 
of Chicago Press. 

Bozeman, B., Dietz, J. S., & Gaughan, M. (2001). Scientific and Technical Human Capital: 
An Alternative Model for Research Evaluation. International Journal of Technology 
Management, 22, 716-740. https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTM.2001.002988 

Chen, Q. (2017a). Globalization and Transnational Academic Mobility: The Experiences 
of Chinese Academic Returnees. Higher Education Press.  

Chen, Y. (2017b). The Research on Academic Adaption of Returned Teachers in Univer-
sity. MSc. Thesis, Southeast University. 

Chen, X. (2000). Qualitative Research Methods and Social Science Research. Educational 
Science Press. 

Christofi, V., & Thompson, C. L. (2007). You Cannot Go Home Again: A Phenomeno-
logical Investigation of Returning to the Sojourn Country after Studying Abroad. 
Journal of Counseling & Development, 85, 53-63.  
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2007.tb00444.x 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2023.145067
https://doi.org/10.1177/105960118100600310
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-682X.00017
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-462X.2006.02.008
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-1698.2018.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001888-200503000-00006
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTM.2001.002988
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2007.tb00444.x


Y. X. Huang, B. Zuo 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2023.145067 1059 Creative Education 
 

Coleman, J. S. (1994). Foundations of Social Theory. Harvard University Press. 

Granovetter, M. S. (1973). The Strength of Weak Ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78, 
1360-1380. https://doi.org/10.1086/225469 

Hao, J., Wen, W., & Welch, A. (2016). When Sojourners Return: Employment Opportun-
ities and Challenges Facing High-Skilled Chinese Returnees. Asian and Pacific Migra-
tion Journal, 25, 22-40. https://doi.org/10.1177/0117196815621806 

Hao, X., Yan, K., Guo, S., & Wang, M. (2017). Chinese Returnees’ Motivation, Post-Return 
Status and Impact of Return: A Systematic Review. Asian and Pacific Migration Jour-
nal, 26, 143-157. https://doi.org/10.1177/0117196817690294 

Jonkers, K., & Tijssen, R. (2008). Chinese Researchers Returning Home: Impacts of In-
ternational Mobility on Research Collaboration and Scientific Productivity. Sciento-
metrics, 77, 309-333. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-007-1971-x 

Li, F. (2018). A Study on the Localization of Returnee Scholars’ Transnational Capital and 
Its Effect Evaluation. Overseas Chinese History Studies, 2, 26-33. (In Chinese)  
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-5162.2018.02.005  

Li, F., Ding, J., & Shen, W. (2019). Back on Track: Factors Influencing Chinese Returnee 
Scholar Performance in the Reintegration Process. Science and Public Policy, 46, 
184-197. https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scy047 

Li, G. (2013). A Study on Un-Adaptation of Overseas Returnees in Chinese. MSc. Thesis, 
East China Normal University. (In Chinese) 

Li, M., Yang, R., & Wu, J. (2018). Translating Transnational Capital into Professional 
Development: A Study of China’s Thousand Youth Talents Scheme Scholars. Asia Pa-
cific Education Review, 19, 229-239. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12564-018-9533-x 

Liang, W., & Zhou, H. (2016). Social Capital, Collaboration and “Research Productivity 
Puzzle”: An Experience Research Based on Faculty in China’s Research University. 
Peking University Education Review, 14, 133-156+191-192. (In Chinese) 
https://doi.org/10.19355/j.cnki.1671-9468.2016.02.009  

Lin, N. (2001). Social Capital: A Theory of Social Structure and Action. Cambridge Uni-
versity Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511815447 

Liu, D., Xu, Y., Zhao, T., & Che, S. (2022). Academic Career Development of Chinese 
Returnees with Overseas Ph.D. Degrees: A Bioecological Development Perspective. 
Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 1-12. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.859240 

Liu, J., Chen, X., & Xiao, N. (2016). When Collaboration Requirements Meet with 
“Mountain-Stronghold Mentality”: The Impact of Territorial Behavior and Task Inter-
dependence on Team Performance. Journal of South China Normal University (Social 
Science Edition), 5, 99-109. (In Chinese)    

Miao, W., Ai, B., & Liao, X. (2022). International Engagement or Local Commitment? 
Investigating the Publication Practices of Chinese Returnee Scholars in the Humanities 
and Social Sciences. Journal of Scholarly Publishing, 53, 249-270.  
https://doi.org/10.3138/jsp-2022-0014 

Sun, X., & Bian, Y. (2011). Transnational Participation and Social Net Working: The In-
teraction between Strong and Weak Ties of Chinese American Scientists. Chinese 
Journal of Sociology, 31, 194-215. (In Chinese)  

Sussman, N. M. (1986). Re-Entry Research and Training: Methods and Implications. In-
ternational Journal of Intercultural Relations, 10, 235-254.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(86)90008-8 

Wang, X. (2000). Formal and Informal Relationships within the Organization. Journal of 
Dongbei University of Finance and Economics, 2, 3-7. (In Chinese) 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2023.145067
https://doi.org/10.1086/225469
https://doi.org/10.1177/0117196815621806
https://doi.org/10.1177/0117196817690294
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-007-1971-x
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-5162.2018.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scy047
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12564-018-9533-x
https://doi.org/10.19355/j.cnki.1671-9468.2016.02.009
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511815447
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.859240
https://doi.org/10.3138/jsp-2022-0014
https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(86)90008-8


Y. X. Huang, B. Zuo 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2023.145067 1060 Creative Education 
 

Xu, D. (2009). Opportunities and Challenges for Academic Returnees in China. Asia Pa-
cific Journal of Management, 26, 27-35. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10490-007-9075-y 

Xu, J., & Ou, W. A. (2022). Facing Rootlessness: Language and Identity Construction in 
Teaching and Research Practices among Bilingual Returnee Scholars in China. Journal 
of Language, Identity & Education, 1-16.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2022.2060228 

Xu, L. (2016). The Return of Professional Value of Returning Teachers in Colleges and 
Universities in Reverse Culture Shock. New West, 6, 123. (In Chinese) 
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1009-8607(z).2016.06.091  

Yang, Z., Gao, S., & Liu, X. (2015). Keep Good Men Company: A Study on Transnational 
Social Capital Transfer of Expatriates Based on Social Network Analysis Model. Chi-
nese Journal of Sociology, 35, 177-198. (In Chinese)  
https://doi.org/10.15992/j.cnki.31-1123/c.2015.04.007  

Yuan, F. (2014). A Study on the Adaptation of Junior Returnee Teachers to China’s Cur-
rent Academic System. MSc. Thesis, East China Normal University. 

Zhang, B., Mittelmeier, J., Lomer, S., & Lim, M. (2022). Mismatched Expectations of In-
ternationalisation: Lived Experiences of Chinese Returnee Academics in an Interna-
tional Joint University. International Journal of Chinese Education, 11, 1-17. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2212585X221139298 

Zhang, D., & Yuan, F. (2014). A Study on the Adaptation of Junior Returnee Faculties to 
China’s Academic System. Teacher Education Research, 26, 62-67. (In Chinese)  
https://doi.org/10.13445/j.cnki.t.e.r.2014.05.011  

Zhu, J. (2017). “Academic Hard Landing”: The Working Adjustment of Returning Young 
Faculty in Humanities and Social Sciences at Chinese Universities. Fudan Education 
Forum, 15, 87-92. https://chinadoi.cn/10.13397/j.cnki.fef.2017.03.014  

Zou, X., Wildschut, T., Cable, D., & Sedikides, C. (2018). Nostalgia for Host Culture Faci-
litates Repatriation Success: The Role of Self-Continuity. Self and Identity, 17, 327-342.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2017.1378123 

Zweig, D., Changgui, C., & Rosen, S. (2004). Globalization and Transnational Human 
Capital: Overseas and Returnee Scholars to China. The China Quarterly, 179, 735-757.  
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741004000566  

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2023.145067
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10490-007-9075-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2022.2060228
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1009-8607(z).2016.06.091
https://doi.org/10.15992/j.cnki.31-1123/c.2015.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/2212585X221139298
https://doi.org/10.13445/j.cnki.t.e.r.2014.05.011
https://chinadoi.cn/10.13397/j.cnki.fef.2017.03.014
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2017.1378123
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741004000566

	Academic Adaptation of Young Returnee Teachers from the Perspective of Social Capital: A Case Study of Humanities and Social Sciences in Universities in Guangzhou
	Abstract
	Keywords
	1. Introduction
	2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
	2.1. Definition and Components of Social Capital
	2.2. Social Capital and the Academic Relationship Network of College Returnee Teachers

	3. Data and Methods
	4. Structural Dislocation: The Formation and Characteristics of Relationship Networks among Young Returnee Teachers
	4.1. Strong Relationships and Their Formation
	4.1.1. Organizational Strong Relationship Network
	4.1.2. Personal Strong Relationship Network
	4.1.3. The Organization-Personal Overlay Relationship

	4.2. Weak Relationship and Its Formation
	4.2.1. Organizational Weak Ties Network
	4.2.2. Personal Weak Relationship Network

	4.3. Summary

	5. Relationship Strategies and Resource Acquisition of Young Overseas Teachers
	5.1. Let Nature Take Its Course
	5.2. Expand Interpersonal Relationship
	5.3. Relationship Conversion

	6. Conclusion
	6.1. Comparison with Previous Studies
	6.2. Suggestions

	Funding
	Conflicts of Interest
	References

