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Academic networks and career trajectory: ‘There’s no career in
academia without networks’
Troy Heffernan

School of Education, La Trobe University, Melbourne, Australia

ABSTRACT
Academic networks have been found to play a significant role in
career trajectory via employment opportunities, publishing
openings, or being alerted to prospects not widely advertised.
These results are reflective of Bourdieu’s notion that social capital
can see an individual’s position within a field (in this article the
field of academia) increase due to their network’s aggregate
resources, which can be leveraged and see them attain success
they may not have been able to achieve without their network’s
capital and collective field position. This study surveyed more
than 100 working academics and found that most participated in
some form of academic networking. This article’s significance
comes from exploring the lived experiences that have been
identified by academics engaging in active network building. The
work demonstrates the significant benefits that can result from
being involved in well-positioned academic networks, but also
reveals how networks are viewed as methods that can subvert
merit-based achievements within the field.
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Introduction

Assessments of the consequences of being in academic networks is a growing research field
that has complemented the increase in studies on wider occupational networks (Borgatti &
Foster, 2003; Brink & Benschop, 2014; Heffernan & Bosetti, 2020; Ibarra et al., 2005;
Kilduff & Brass, 2010). Research concerning academic networks has found that they
can play a significant role in career success as they can lead to increased status and
influence (Lai et al., 1998; Mehra et al., 2006), employment opportunities (Burt, 2005;
Goel & Grimpe, 2013), and even higher salaries (Seidel et al., 2000). Nonetheless, aca-
demics’ networking practices have received minimal scholarly attention which Goel and
Grimpe (2013) suggest is partly due to the lack of adequate data, but also the difficulty
in obtaining new information due to the variety of purposes and compositions an aca-
demic network can involve. Academic networks can be comprised of academics in the
same field working together to increase each other’s profile and/or promotion potential.
However, groups of academics across disciplines can also do the same, as can academics
working with other university staff or people in other public sectors or private enterprise
who might be able to mutually benefit from each other’s expertise – thus an academic
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network does not only have to include academics (Burt, 2005; Goel & Grimpe, 2013; Lai
et al., 1998; Mehra et al., 2006; Seidel et al., 2000). In some circumstances, groups including
these same collections of people have been noted as networking together not for career
advantage, but for personal or social support reasons (Brink & Benschop, 2014; Forret
& Dougherty, 2004; Ibarra, 1992). However, while the data points to academic networks
potentially containing varied collections of people for differing reasons, this article’s
exploration of academics’ lived experiences (Punch, 2013) has found that academics
involved in network activity are, in a majority of cases, interested in the direct and indirect
career success and advantage they believe membership of highly regarded academic
networks can achieve.

In this minimally assessed field, few evaluations have been conducted using qualitative
data sets as the studies in this area frequently rely on quantitative methodologies that
search for statistical information and patterns for the purpose of contributing to manage-
ment studies. These assessments are subsequently rarely focused on the human aspect
driving the statistical information. This is often a consequence of the quantitative
researcher looking for different data (Kilduff & Brass, 2010). Yet it is qualitative data col-
lections and methodologies that can provide further insights into the existing quantitative
data as it provides researchers with another method by which to explore the human
element in academic networks (Ibarra et al., 2005; Kilduff & Brass, 2010; Neergaard,
2005; Shaw, 2006; Wakefield & Dismore, 2015). This is why there has been a call for at
least two decades for researchers to conduct more qualitative studies into network behav-
iour (Goel & Grimpe, 2013; Hollstein, 2011; Shaw, 2006). That these calls continue indi-
cates that investigations into the personal aspects of academic networking are still
secondary to statistical analyses and discussions of the wider consequences of networks.

The article’s literature review in part follows the traditional role of outlining the
research that situates this study. However, in this article, the researcher has followed Max-
well’s (2012) method of additionally using the literature review itself as a significant
dataset. Thus, this article is not about arguing that academic networks exist, and nor is
it about ascertaining how and why some people benefit from them differently to others.
The literature review makes clear that these details are established and discusses the
mostly quantitative studies that explore the wider issues systematically and in different
locations and disciplines. The literature review in this article subsequently enables the
researcher’s exploration of what these findings mean to the individual. The article exam-
ines the personal consequences to career aspirations, planning, and even remaining in the
academy at all when those within the field know how easily merit-based achievements can
be overshadowed by network opportunities.

Current literature

In studies concerning faculty hiring practices, a common finding is that factors including
publication record and prestige of graduate programme matter somewhat to employment
patterns, but that academic networks can have an overriding influence on selections
(Burris, 2004; Hadani et al., 2012). This finding matches those by other scholars who
have observed the regularity with which faculty hiring practices are not led by merit-
based conditions, and instead are often directed by the desire of the hiring committee
to appoint pre-selected candidates (Bedeian et al., 2010). These trends are not limited
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to academia as similar hiring patterns have been observed in the finance industry. Within
Standard & Poor’s 500 index of firms, when hiring new staff, applicants with network con-
nections (whether they be personal or professional instances of having pre-existing
relationships with members on the hiring panel) were observed to have an advantage in
attaining the position over their only merit-based counterparts (Hadani et al., 2012; Wil-
liamson & Cable, 2003).

Research has also assessed the wider advantages of academics being part of a network of
scholars. Academic research and ideas are frequently driven by inspiration derived from
other scholars in publications, at conferences, but also within academic networks (Defazio
et al., 2009). These networks frequently form via the efforts of entrepreneurial academics
creating active networks, and the rewards of their labours can be many (Goel & Grimpe,
2013). The network can result in members gaining conference presentation invitations,
participation in special editions of journals, contributing book chapters, or co-editing jour-
nals or books (Faria & Goel, 2010). The circle can also make new research available to (and
of more interest due to personal connections) a wider group of people, which can increase
their citations (Hudson, 2007) and further increase the individual’s scholarly profile
(Malcolm & Zukas, 2009). These benefits to the researcher also assist their affiliate insti-
tution by associating a greater network of potentially prestigious academics and publi-
cations to the university (Goel & Grimpe, 2013).

Despite the literature highlighting the benefits academic groups can have for individ-
uals and universities (Flap & Völker, 2004), for decades, research has also explored the
negative results of networks (Ibarra, 1992). For individuals, the primary issue of
network hiring (that is, potential employees being successful in their applications primar-
ily because of their relationship with member/s of the hiring panel) is that faculties
employing staff based on network connections rather than merit ensures that top
merit-based candidates may be passed over – a scenario with differing consequences
depending on whether the potential candidate is part of a network within member/s of
the hiring committee (Heffernan, 2018; Heffernan & Heffernan, 2019; Oravec, 2017; Wil-
liamson & Cable, 2003). The practice of network hiring can also have an impact on uni-
versities as network-based hires can result in employees that do not perform as expected,
never gain tenure, and impede on the university benefitting from the research, publication
quality or volume that may have originated from a merit-based hire (Hadani et al., 2012).

In a paper concerning academics’ views on the role of networking in academic careers,
it must also be noted that the literature has discussed the inequalities that can exist in net-
works including those based on race, age, gender (Brink & Benschop, 2014; McGuire,
2012), and social class (Ibarra et al., 2005; Reagans, 2011). In this study, the researcher
did not ask participants to identify their age, ethnicity, race, or social class, but participants
were asked to identify a gender. In terms of gender differences in academic networks,
research accumulated over the last three decades suggests men have access to higher
status and more strategic networks (Burt, 1998; Ibarra, 1993). Some women can be
limited in their networking abilities, often due to time constraints resulting from family
responsibilities (Forret & Dougherty, 2004; Linehan, 2001), which can lead to reluctance
to engage in network activities (Tonge, 2008). Some research has also found that women
are more likely to use academic networks for social support while men tend to use net-
works as a method of self-promotion aimed at career enhancement (Brink & Benschop,
2014; Forret & Dougherty, 2004; Ibarra, 1992).
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Methodology

Networking

The idea of networks and networking are broad terms, but their structures, measurements,
and outcomes for the purpose of management science have each been studied by research-
ers (Brink & Benschop, 2014; Kilduff & Brass, 2010). This breadth of foci and definitions
makes studies such as this article feasible as it relies on the surveyed academics’ own beliefs
around what constitutes an academic network. The article’s aim is subsequently not to
compare or contrast different network methods or examine the positives and negatives
of a single networking method. For example, the article includes the views of participants
who look to their social media contacts as the base of their network, and analyses this data
in the same way as participants who define their network as being colleagues they have
worked with at different institutions in which they have been employed. This article
thus examines participants’ views of the use and purpose of their network regardless of
what type of network they operate within.

Data collection and analysis

This article’s qualitative data collection and analysis methods have been selected as they
enable the article to, as Creswell (2013) suggests, seek to understand the human
element and lived experiences of participants relating to academic networks. As
Shulman (1988) identified, asking different research questions has implications on the
methods used, and accordingly, this article’s methods were dictated by the need to under-
stand the personal consequences of the examined topics.

After obtaining institutional ethical approval to conduct the study using the selected
participants and methodologies, the data set for this analysis was sourced from a survey
that sought to determine information relating to academics’ career histories, aspirations,
and the factors they believed shape their careers. Wolcott (1992) argued that a primary
role of the qualitative researcher included asking questions to potential participants to
watch who responded, and examine their answers, which led to Denzin and Lincoln’s
(2011) suggestion that it was the researcher’s duty to make use of the wide variety of quali-
tative methods that can be called upon to generate the required data. To enable this
article’s study, participants were thus sourced through open calls for participation via
the researcher’s social media accounts, and recruitment then relied on snowball sampling.
While the researcher acknowledges potential issues in relation to sourcing data via online
means, this method was chosen due to the fact that recruitment via social media can
provide a number and diversity of participants that would otherwise be difficult to
achieve without ample time and funds to conduct the study (Kosinski, 2015; Kosinski
et al., 2015).

The survey consisted of seven short answer demographic-based questions (e.g., What
gender do you identify with? What country is your university located in?), and thirteen
mid-length answer questions (up to approximately 300 words) that were used to source
the bulk of the data and consisted of open-ended questions such as ‘How do academic net-
works influence your career?’. The researcher acknowledges that issues can arise from
open-ended questions in relation to, for example, the participants’ understanding of the
questions being asked, and attempts to interpret what answers the researcher may be
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seeking. This method has nonetheless been used as open-ended questions are regularly
seen as the most effective method of gaining knowledge relating to lived experiences.
The questions were also formed to seek specific information relating to aspects of a dedi-
cated topic, which is a noted method of more-succinctly sourcing data that describes
experiences (Punch, 2013). The data has been examined knowing that in some instances
the researcher’s concepts will be reflected in the answers due to the inevitable word selec-
tion of the questions. However, these issues were considered in the study’s formation and
is why Miles et al. (2013) emphasise the complexity of qualitative data design and suggest
that these intricacies should not be visible in the apparent simplicity of qualitative research
questions.

The use of snowball sampling and mid-length answer surveys resulted in 186 people
participating in the survey throughout one month of data collection. One hundred and
nine surveys met the researcher’s requirements which included such necessities as being
a currently employed academic (to remove variables such as length of time retired,
being currently unemployed, or having moved on to a different career) and ensure rel-
evance of information regarding networks. These methods allowed the researcher to
gain perspectives from academics in Australia, New Zealand, North America, Great
Britain and Ireland (see Table 1), and across disciplines (Table 2). However, this data is
provided only as supplementary information as the article seeks to understand the
thought processes and understanding of individual academics, and is not concerned
with location or disciplinary comparisons. Additionally, it should be noted that while
this article examines the lived experiences of academics across numerous locations and
disciplinary fields, a limitation of this approach is that employment and promotional pro-
cesses differ across these areas; for example, the North American ‘tenure’ system compared
to the notion of ‘full-time and continuing’ positions in Australia, Great Britain, Ireland,
and New Zealand. The surveys resulted in over 82,000 words of raw data. The responses
quoted in the forthcoming analysis have been selected to represent the average responses
(when several participants may have offered similar views) to a given topic of discussion
unless otherwise stated.

The 109 participants included a mix of genders with 69 identifying as female, 35 iden-
tifying as male, and five identifying as another gender or not wishing to identify their
gender (see Table 3).

Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) multi-stage thematic analysis. The
researcher chose this method as, when analysing qualitative data, multi-stage thematic
analysis is a method by which patterns and statistical information relating to participant’s
experiences and perspectives can be sourced (Clarke & Braun, 2017). The researcher began
by scanning the responses to the questions pertaining to academic networks and searching
for words or phrases that would allow the data to be coded. The coding began by identify-
ing participants’ views of academic networks being unhelpful, neutral, or beneficial to their

Table 1. Participant locations.
Location Number

Australia 38
United States 29
Great Britain & Ireland 28
New Zealand 14
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careers. During further rounds of reading and coding, the codes were then subdivided as
more nuanced trends and patterns appeared. The following analysis examines the final
themes that were generated through analysis of the data.

Theoretical framework

This article observes the data through a theoretical lens that primarily focuses on Bour-
dieu’s notions of capital, field, and doxa. The study examines participants’ views that
follow the trends in the literature that state that academics in a majority of cases know
networks exist, know they are beneficial (or have a negative consequence) depending
on the individual’s network; yet, for some, an underlying belief that academic success is
based on merit persists. This article is not intending to make a theoretical contribution
by applying Bourdieu’s work in new ways. Bourdieu has been selected because, as
Thomson (2017) points out, theory should only be applied when it helps make sense of
the data. As the article is not intended to provide a deep theoretical analysis and is
instead aimed at highlighting the personal consequences of academic networks to
higher education policy makers and administrators, a brief overview of the key theories
as they relate to this article’s topics is necessary for those not familiar with Bourdieu’s
works.

When Bourdieu talks about capital he is often referring to economic, social, or cultural
capital. Regardless of type, he is referring to those items (tangible or not) that an individual
can possess, or be a part of, which holds a value within a group or setting; or ‘field’ to use
Bourdieu’s term (Grenfell, 2014). In Bourdieu’s primary work concerning higher edu-
cation, Homo Academicus (1984/1988), he knew that academic capital could be gained
by measures including number of publications, number of grants, academic position (lec-
turer, associate professor, professor etc.) and prestige of their affiliated institution.
However, he also knew that academic capital could be sourced in the field of higher edu-
cation via networks (1984/1988, 1996). As was outlined in the wider studies within the lit-
erature review, academic networks provide advantages to those within powerful networks,
and these advantages can include career progression.

Bourdieu in part believed this to be the case because he knew the field of education (as
with all fields) is competitive. Academics compete for employment, publications, grants,
prizes, and invitations to speaking events or contribute to special issues of journals, and
thus any action that can increase someone’s position in the field would be beneficial to

Table 2. Participant disciplinary areas.
Disciplinary area Number

Social Sciences 42
Humanities 30
Natural Sciences 37

Table 3. Participant gender identification.
Identified gender Number

Female 69
Male 35
Other (or unspecified) 5
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their career (1989). Bourdieu subsequently knew academic networks were one way an
individual’s capital, and place within a field, can be increased as they can benefit from
the collective knowledge and influence of their network (Bourdieu, 2006). Academic net-
works can accordingly attribute more capital to an individual than they may have been
able to accrue on their own but, as this article discusses, that capital can also result in
direct career advantage in terms of employment opportunities, or non-direct advantages
such as being a part of publications/projects that will nonetheless aid in promotion or
employment applications.

A final point to note is that Bourdieu believed that solely merit-based achievement in
educational success, either as a student or academic, was rarely the primary defining factor
in success and often a person’s capital can appear as merit-based success (Bourdieu & Pas-
seron, 1970/1977). This is an important observation because though the doxa, or the wider
inherent belief, around education is that merit will be rewarded (Bourdieu, 2000), that
people researching the field, or working within the field, suggest this to not be the case
is relevant to note within this article. Bourdieu, like much of the existing literature and
the participants’ views that are discussed in the following section, believed hard work
could be rewarded, but the capital someone possesses was nonetheless the surest way of
gauging their chances at being successful (Bourdieu, 1984/1988).

Findings

Actual resources: employment opportunities

The theory of social capital has a clear position alongside academic networks when they
can be used to directly gain or aid in employment or promotion via networks rather
than merit-based processes (Seidel et al., 2000). Much of the literature regarding career
and academic networks discusses employment opportunities, and some aspects of the lit-
erature were reflected in the survey answers.

The data found that 13 participants identified gaining employment via their networks
(see Table 4). Participants identified gaining full-time employment or contributing to
seeing others in their network gaining employment via methods that were not solely
merit-based. Participant #40 was employed in their third university appointment and
suggested that they had received employment offers due to the academic network they
had formed in graduate school. Participant #34 was working in their second academic
appointment – a position they believed they gained due to those in their network, and
accordingly #34 noted that ‘I will do similar for those [in my network] in the future’,
suggesting that they would also intervene where possible to enhance the prospects of
those in their network rather than assisting those based solely on their merit-based
performance.

Table 4. Participant benefits of academic network involvement.
What networks have provided Number

Direct employment 13
Career advancements 38
Nothing yet, but see what they can do 9
Publication opportunities 42
Research outside academic 7
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At 13 participants, only a small number of total respondents gained employment
directly because of their networks, but these responses originated from participants
across the survey regardless of location or discipline. However, a much larger group of
38 participants reported gaining some employment or career opportunities due to their
networks, as can be seen in Table 4. Participant #100 had worked in academia for more
than three decades and noted that their networks had been responsible for them
gaining visiting professorships in several European and US universities. Conversely, par-
ticipant #178 had only been in academia for five years but indicated that their network had
alerted them to awards and other opportunities (that they had subsequently been success-
ful in applying to), that they would not otherwise have been aware. The notion of being
alerted to opportunities through networks is also reflected in the literature (Brink &
Benschop, 2014) and in the survey data as several of the participants’ responses discussed
one of their network advantages as being alerted to opportunities.

Nine respondents also reflected on networks as a future method of career assistance
even if it had not benefitted them thus far. Participant #30 noted that they ‘feel at a dis-
advantage compared to peers that have easily found a postdoc job […] thanks to the con-
nections of their promoter’, before adding that they hoped that networks in the future
would work for them as they had for others. Similarly, participant #86 wrote that
growing their network ‘gives me hope that it is possible for me to continue in academia’.
These two examples provide indications of the advantages academics believe networks can
foster, and demonstrate a belief that it is important to grow networks for career prosperity.
The examples also demonstrate the exclusionary nature of networks as both participants
knew they were at a disadvantage from not being in a network. However, while both
respondents also saw themselves potentially finding and benefitting from a network in
the future, it cannot be ignored that the literature has identified that minority groups
(though particularly those marginalised by ethnicity or disability) are severely at odds
of breaking into the pre-existing social and professional academic networks (Brink &
Benschop, 2014; Ibarra et al., 2005; McGuire, 2012; Reagans, 2011).

Actual resources: publications and conferences

Bourdieu (1984/1988) declared that social capital, which very much included network
capital within a field such as higher education, greatly increased an individual’s chances
of career success. These notions were reflected in the literature (Burt, 2005; Goel &
Grimpe, 2013; Lai et al., 1998; Mehra et al., 2006) and discussed in the generated data
such as by participant #1 who declared that their academic network resulted in ‘Countless
opportunities to be involved in special issues, edited books, attracting contributors, and
membership of editorial boards. In short, having these networks and people knowing
my work increases opportunities’. Similarly, participant #83 had worked in academia
for only two years and stated that already ‘opportunities for being on grants and
papers’ allowed their work to be more focused because they felt more central to their
field and up to date with current trends.

Forty-two participants identified publication opportunities as a primary function of
their academic networks (see Table 4), though perhaps this is not surprising as this
article discusses those involved in the profession closely associated with the phrase
‘publish or perish’. Publication opportunities were seen as valuable to all respondents
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from early career researchers to professors as publications were a staple of performance
metrics and grant applications. Participants using their academic network for publication
opportunities were located throughout the participating locations. The survey responses
also suggest publication opportunities were a trait valued much more heavily in the
sciences where participants suggested collaboration is regular. Conversely, respondents
from the humanities indicated that as single authorship was more common, collaboration
opportunities were less valuable. However, humanities respondents appeared to value con-
ference invitations more than any other field which suggests that though different fields
prioritise varying methods of disseminating research, academic networks contour to the
needs of each research area.

Virtual resources – information and motivation

The literature indicated that academic networks allow individuals to be part of a wider
circle of like-minded researchers, and that this group can be a place to share information
that would not be accessible to those outside the circle (Goel & Grimpe, 2013). For
example, members of a network subsequently have access to data that would be delayed
in its delivery – perhaps by gaining access to research findings as they are collected or
during their analysis rather than after they are published (Hudson, 2007).

Participant #29 wrote of the importance of being part of an academic circle that ‘There
is no career in academia without networks’. While participant #11 had worked in acade-
mia for just over five years and stated that ‘They say it’s who you know, and I think that
this is especially important in a fluid sector like tertiary education’. These statements rep-
resent the overall tone put forth by the respondents and indicate the importance academic
networks can hold. However, the benefits people gained were not always regarding
employment or publication opportunities as were discussed above.

Participant #56 believed their network allowed their career to progress by ‘keeping
[them] current with developments in the field and new avenues to explore for research
and work’. Participant #103 suggested that their network ‘opens my eyes to opportunities
and possibilities’ and went on to say that ‘I now follow some freelance researchers in
higher education and think that this is a possibility for me in the future’. Thus, participant
#103 demonstrates someone using their network not to climb the traditional academic
ladder, but instead they are using their network to discover opportunities that they may
choose to pursue. Participant #103’s statement was also not the only example of academic
networks being used to motivate people away from traditional academic career
trajectories.

Seven participants indicated that their network had opened opportunities to leave aca-
demia and conduct their research in a non-university setting (see Table 4), an aspiration of
some noted in the literature (Gourlay, 2011). Participant #14 wrote that as their ‘network
extends far beyond the academy due to my area(s) of research’, they ‘have a lot of contact
with partners from industry, nfp [not-for-profit organisations], and community organis-
ations and these groups influence my future thinking’. Participant #14 thus concluded that
‘Industry is something that I had not considered previously, however, I have begun to
entertain the notion of moving into enterprise/consulting in the longer term’. Similarly,
participant #66 noted that their network had alerted them to the fact that ‘I could be
valued as well [suggesting their current institution does not value their efforts]’, by
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performing their research in a non-academic environment. Participant #14 and #66
demonstrated that their academic networks had opened avenues that might inspire
them to leave academia. Conversely though, participant #97 declared that their network
was what motivated them to remain in academia, and that ‘if I didn’t have this [their aca-
demic network] I would be more inclined to move [to a different profession]. Thus, net-
works can inspire career aspirations in different directions, not only in the ‘traditional’
career trajectory that past literature has assessed.

Gender differences

The influence of gender regarding academic networking is an area that has been assessed
in studies directly examining the issue, but it also features as a common discussion point in
wider analyses of academic networks (Brink & Benschop, 2014; Ibarra et al., 2005;
McGuire, 2012; Reagans, 2011). Thus, the information gained from this study’s generated
data can be used to provide a comparison with the literature’s suggestions. One gender
difference that emerged was that participants identifying as male had access to more pres-
tigious and strategic networks (Brink & Benschop, 2014; Burt, 1998; Ibarra, 1993).

Of the survey’s 109 participants, 69 identified as female, 35 as male, and five identified
as another gender or no response (see Table 3). Of the survey’s 13 respondents who gained
employment through their network rather than an entirely merit-based process, eight par-
ticipants were female, and five were male. Considering the cohorts of the study, this
finding indicates a close split between genders likely to gain employment via their net-
works, but it does favour male network members and does not consider the gender
balance of the faculties within which the academics worked.

The data suggests that a strong academic network can result in both male and female
academics benefiting from employment opportunities, but it cannot be ignored that these
opportunities heavily favour male participants. Of the 90 participants who identified
gaining some career benefit from their network (such as being alerted to an unadvertised
position, sessional work, or publication and conference opportunities), 51 were male, and
39 were female. This finding concurs with the notion that men are frequently part of more
strategic academic networks, and likely to engage in networks for self-promotion and
career advantage (Brink & Benschop, 2014; Burt, 1998; Ibarra, 1993).

Seven respondents (five male, two female) declared having job opportunities away from
academia that had arisen via their networks. This is a very small sample size, but it does
indicate that male academics were more likely to be involved in networks that might result
in them being employed outside of the academic sphere. The literature also found that aca-
demics (though those identifying as female in particular) can be less able to take advantage
of their networking advantages due to family responsibilities (Forret & Dougherty, 2004;
Linehan, 2001). The survey used in this article did not ask questions that would identify
the issue of family commitments, but the data nonetheless presented many circumstances
where academics (male and female) spoke of being unable to take advantage of opportu-
nities that originated from their networks due to their family circumstances. For example,
participant #167 was offered an international employment opportunity via their academic
network but was unable to accept the offer due to family responsibilities. Similarly, partici-
pant #20 wrote of their career abilities and aspirations that they were ‘dictated by family
responsibilities’, while participant #40 wrote that ‘At this stage, with a young family,
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ambition is taking a bit of a back seat while I try to be the best parent I can be’. In total, 23
participants identified family responsibilities (either to children or a partner) as being
something that has inhibited them from taking every opportunity presented to them via
their network. It cannot, however, be ignored that of this group 17 of the participants
were female.

Furthermore, the data also found that while female respondents regularly discussed
having to forego employment opportunities or not wholly dedicating themselves to pro-
spects that arose from their network due to family responsibilities, the male responses
identified having to pass on smaller opportunities. Participant #1 wrote that ‘as
someone with a young family (and mortgage) I have not attended international confer-
ences’. Additionally, only one male participant identified having to pass on a career oppor-
tunity, though they declared that they had recently moved their family interstate for the
benefit of their career and did not want to do so again in such quick succession. Thus,
family responsibilities impact differently on how male and female academics can take
advantage of networking opportunities. The data found that women face greater conse-
quences by turning down larger career opportunities derived from their networks than
their male counterparts.

Conclusion

This article set out to source academics’ views about the importance of their networks
against the backdrop of Bourdieu’s (1988) suggestions of how academic networks can
subvert meritocracy within the academy. The existing literature is frequently quantitat-
ive-based and interested in statistics rather than the opinions that shape academics’
career decisions. Thus, this article filled the voids left by previous research to assess the
human element involved in academic networking that is often missing from network
research.

Central to much of academic networking research is the suggestion that networks can
play a direct role in career success through employment, publication, and conference
opportunities. However, networks can also have less-direct impact such as by positioning
the researcher closer to burgeoning research trends which allows them to work with the
most recent data. The findings offered by the data set used within this article reflected
the literature’s findings, with the personal element of the survey also giving insights
into how networks were formed, and how academics operated within them.

The findings determined the rarely assessed issue that it is not only a case of more
senior network members helping lower network members. Rather, the data found that
all members of the network seem to help each other as regularly as possible – even if
the level of assistance the network member can provide varies due to their seniority
and subsequent ability to direct employment or publication selections. This article also
revealed in the academics’ own words how and why family and partner obligations can
shape a male or female academic career differently as gender plays a part in an academic’s
ability to capitalise on opportunities that arise through their networks. This study also
found that the consequences of gender play a larger role in taking advantage of
network opportunities than the previous analyses of gender and academic networks
would suggest.
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This article demonstrates to academics what there potentially is to gain from being
involved in active network building by assessing how others have used networks, what
they have gained from them, and what can be missed if someone is not part of a group.
It is nonetheless the notion of what is missed if one is not part of a network that must
be a foundation in future academic network research. Networks are cited in the data as
resulting in employment and career opportunities at the same time as female academics
are less likely to use their networks for career advantage. Thus, further research regarding
the implications of non-merit-based decisions in a profession that prides itself on inclu-
sivity and diversity must be conducted if equity in the academy is to be continued and
increased.
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