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Abstract
Career studies attract significant attention but most of the theories and concepts were developed and tested in Western contexts. Based on a systematic review and analysis of 95 articles published in the field of careers that focus on China in the period between 1991 and 2017, this article identifies emerging trends, and outlines a profile of the current development of careers research in the Chinese context. Using a time and space analytical framework, the review evaluates the theoretical and empirical career lenses embedded in the unique Chinese cultural, institutional and organisational contexts, and confirms that research on Chinese careers is significantly underdeveloped. Through a theoretical lens of Confucianism, we propose a need to consider context-specific factors, in particular time and space, when conducting Chinese careers research, and present implications for future research on careers in China.
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Introduction

Academic focus on careers in the modern era started with the ‘Chicago Studies’ (Hughes 1937). Most early work explored progress in organisational settings, and later evolved to encompass broader career forms, including entrepreneurship and self-employment, as well as work and non-work relationships (Baruch and Bozionelos 2011). As an important field of studies, careers have attracted extensive research in the past few decades, and we certainly know a much more about this important construct and its impact on individuals, organisations and societies. For example, there has been a significant focus on career mobility, including the traditional, hierarchical career movement (e.g. Levinson 1978; Rosenbaum 1979) across organisations (e.g. Fleisher et al. 2014) and between national boundaries (e.g. Yao 2014). Relatedly, increasing numbers of studies are appearing in the areas of career development, identities, and measurement (e.g. Guichard, Pouyaud, de Calan, and Dumora 2012; Laughland-Booÿ, Newcombe, and Skrbiš 2017; Praskova, Creed, and Hood 2015). Arguably, one of the most significant theoretical advancements in recent careers research is the so-called ‘New Careers’ frameworks (Arthur, Inkson, and Pringle 1999). These include the introduction and use of contemporary career lenses such as boundaryless careers (Arthur 2014; Defillippi and Arthur 1994), protean careers (Hall 1996), multidirectional careers (Baruch 2004), and kaleidoscope careers (Mainiero and Sullivan 2006), to name some of the prominent concepts. These theories acknowledge the specifications of context in the careers literature and the intrinsic embeddedness of the constructs of time and space in the understanding of career activities, changes, and outcomes. 
A significant limitation of the careers literature is that most (if not all) career theories were developed in Western societies. While researchers have provided some insights by using these theories to test differences between the Western and Eastern cultures, there has been little advancement in terms of developing theories that explain the characteristics of certain contexts. Fundamentally, the term ‘career’ may pose different contextual meanings as a result of cultural and language differences. Whether these theories and the utilisation of career constructs have been accurately capturing career issues in diverse occupational and social contexts remains contestable. This uni-directional ‘East meets West’ (or East learns from the West) approach is limited by missing opportunities for scholarship and practice. 
China provides a fruitful context to examine Western career theories and possibly validate their relevance to a wider context and cultural diversity (Wang, Zhu, Mayson, and Chen 2019). There is an increasing appetite for China-specific knowledge as a result of its prominent global position as the second largest global economy (Zhu 2018). China represents today’s dynamic changing world, involving closer international relations, career mobility, and technological advancement. The increasing research interests in China are reflected in the overwhelming collection of literature on human resource management (HRM) in China (e.g. Cooper, Wang, Bartram, and Cooke 2019; Shen and Jiuhua Zhu 2011; Su and Wright 2012). This increase is further represented in the growing number of reviews that examine the state of affairs in the field of Chinese business and management (e.g. Kim et al. 2010; Pun et al. 2000; Zheng and Lamond 2009). However, the Chinese careers literature, which is an important sub-field of social, management and psychology research, is yet to receive the same level of attention. Subsequently, there is a need for a thorough assessment to identify ways to improve the research quality and make Chinese research understandable, accessible, comparable, and valuable to the wider academic community. 
Following the principles of the ‘systematic literature review’ (Tranfield et al. 2003) and acknowledging the importance of a cultural lens in researching Chinese phenomena, we examine the Chinese careers literature from an interrelated time and space perspective. This follows the seminal works of Savickas (1997) which points out the relevance and significance of time and space for career studies and of Super (1980) which locates the ‘life-span, life-space’ framework at its core. We also introduce the perspective of Confucianism into the framework to identify theoretical limitations in the context of cross-cultural careers research and offer a path for expansion and integration of Western theories and a far-Eastern perspective and evidence. This allows us to consider the roles of various cultural elements in theory building in the context of contemporary career development.
We structure the paper along the following lines: after a discussion of the career review, the constructs of time and space in the related literature, and how we classify both constructs in our review as well as the potential ways of achieving ‘construct infusion’ with use of a cultural perspective of Confucianism, we introduce the methodology. Next, we identify the research themes and findings that have contributed to the discipline’s knowledge and explore how the constructs of time and space are interpreted and utilised in current research. Following a discussion of the limitations of current literature, we conclude by stating implications for progress in the discipline and directions for future research. 
Theory development in career studies over time 

How did contemporary career theories emerge and develop? The careers literature is considered fairly fragmented, as it builds on several fields, where career theory is rooted in the wider behavioural sciences and beyond (Arthur, Hall and Lawrence 1989; Lee, Felps, and Baruch 2014). For example, sociological approaches to careers pay particular attention to the impact of context and social structure. Economic cycles, social class, age, education, and gender have all influenced careers (Hermanowicz 2007). In contrast, career psychologists are more interested in careers as a set of personal and psychological issues such as career decision-making and individual well-being – for example, the relationships between careers and the psychological contract (Baruch and Rousseau 2019). The literature has investigated the construct of career as a relationship an individual may (or may not) have with an organisation and other stakeholders. While the so-called ‘New Careers’ research acknowledges the interdisciplinary nature of careers, few studies have sufficiently advanced the theoretical development in the broader careers literature. Alvesson and Sandberg (2014, p. 984) describe this lack of cross-disciplinary collaboration as ‘boxed-in’ research and call for ‘a wider view of a subject area and work with the synthesis, confrontation, concept blending or bricolage of various metaphors or empirical materials’ (cf. Inkson’s (2004) work on career metaphors). One particular example of this limitation is the lack of clarity of career concepts which impedes agreement among career researchers on the construct and operationalisation of career terms (Baruch, Szücs, and Gunz 2015). Contrary to the expectations of Baruch et al (2015), their work identified that the majority of career terms such as career satisfaction and career growth endure and been adopted and utilised by the careers research community, and some continue to gather momentum, although not all benefit from wide endorsement. 
Another notable limitation in the careers literature is that it has seriously underestimated the weight of cross-cultural differences in describing and explaining career phenomena. As a result, there is an element of over-neatness in the literature on Western career concepts and measures, particularly in those developed in the USA. The projection of US values onto career actors from other parts of the world, without considering possible differences in their definition of careers poses scholarship challenges. China’s research context has become topical (Akkermans and Kubasch 2017), but most of the related research tends to be descriptive, thus failing to make significant theoretical contributions. The current Chinese (careers) research agenda requires testing and refinement of general management theories to explain the existence of Chinese management phenomena that are uniquely Chinese (Barney and Zhang 2009). In the management literature it is difficult to find replication studies in general, and they are certainly rare in China. This may in part be due to China’s transition from a state-planned economy to a market-oriented one that has brought new opportunities, such as those for women (Cooke and Xiao 2014).
Criticism of the careers literature is part of a more general call for the continuing development of management theories. Barkema et al. (2015, p. 466) lament that management scholarship has advanced little since the 1980s, and suggest that we expand our ‘worldview’ by re-examining Western concepts in the East to facilitate new theory development. They postulate that there are three possible outcomes from such a perspective: the first, ‘construct equivalence’, is when the construct (invariably Western) is essentially the same, where both Eastern and Western contexts understand the form and function of the construct. ‘Construct salience’ occurs when one aspect of an existing construct takes on more significance in an Eastern context and hence subtle changes to the construct evolve. The third outcome is ‘construct infusion’, where a new interpretation of a known construct is realised through ‘infusing the context into the existing construct’ (Barkema et al. 2015, p. 472). The latter two outcomes prepare the ground for ‘the evolution of theories’ (Whetten 2009, p. 32). The construct of career would clearly benefit from the process of ‘construct infusion’, where a new interpretation of a known construct is obtained through ‘infusing the context into the existing construct’ (Barkema et al. 2015, p. 472), as suggested also by Gunz and Mayrhofer (2018, p.47), for example. 
The relevance of time and space in the careers literature 
Following Super (1980), Young and Collin (2004) and Savickas (2005), we take a contextual perspective that considers careers as a social process of ‘evolving sequence of a person’s work experiences over time’ (Arthur et al. 1989, p.8). In this view, both developmental and contextual aspects of careers need to be theoretically integrated and careers research emphasises ongoing changes both within the individuals and within the environment (Patton and McMchon 2014). In other words, an individual’s career development reflects the continuous interplays of person and context at multiple levels (i.e. individual, organisational, and social). 
For example, Gottfredson’s (1981) theory of career development acknowledges the importance of the constructs of time and space to career development and illustrated the integration of constructs from disciplines such as sociology and psychology. Similarly, Vondracek, Lerner and Schulenberg (1986) recognise the importance of time and space by arguing that it is essential to view the contextual (socioeconomic and cultural) influences on careers and their ever-changing nature. Collin (2000, p. 85) contends that career is ‘a means of conceptualising the individual’s location in and movement through, time and space’. Further, Dany (2014, p. 724) suggests that we ‘come back to the basics of career theory and to recognise that being located in time and space and shaped both by structures at different levels and agency, careers are by definition contextually specific and socially embedded’. Therefore, a review of the careers literature requires a contextualised framework that accounts for the complex and hugely diverse realities of careers.
Following these argumentations, we organise and analyse the extant Chinese careers literature using the contextual constructs of time and space, two contextual lenses repeatedly highlighted in the careers literature (Mayrhofer et al. 2007; Tempest and Coupland 2016) and elsewhere (Courpasson et al. 2017; Dawson and Sykes 2019). The interrelatedness of time and space impacts careers because ‘projections on time dimension have an immediate effect on how careers are viewed across the social space’ (Arthur et al. 1989, p. 13). Hence, a ‘time-space’ contextualistic framework would enable us to capture the dynamic features that are implicit in career activities. More importantly, we are interested in exploring how these relevant constructs of time and space are applied in Chinese careers research; for example, are these perspectives used to reflect ‘construct equivalence’ or ‘construct infusion’? Contextual considerations are important in culturally specific research such as career development in China as the contextual configurations not only determine the potential boundaries that career actors are required to acknowledge and cross but also the career mobility that is present between boundaries., Using these two dimensions or perspectives to understand the careers literature in China will enable us to capture both quality and quantity issues of publications, thereby identifying potential neglected areas for future research.

Both time and space are clearly depicted in Super’s (1980) life-span, life-space theory. First, Super (1980, p. 288) refers to careers as ‘a function of the amount of time’ that individuals invest in their careers according to the appropriateness of different life stages. Indeed, time is a broad construct that has different implications for career researchers; for example, some could investigate how individuals make efficient career decisions while others may assess the impact of generational differences on career choices and motives. Nevertheless, an overachieving theoretical thread within the careers literature is about individuals’ motives, experiences, and career choices at a specific life stage or across several stages. Super’s (1980) classification of career stages – including growth, exploration, establishment, maintenance, and decline – remains influential even in today’s dynamic organisational and social contexts because the theory focuses on the individual’s life course through various social roles such as work versus family. This broader understanding of career roles is clearly reflected in much careers research even though the life span theory is not explicitly used. Hence, for the purpose of this review, we define the ‘time’ perspective as the frame for the progress of career – such as biological age, career age, and individual and organisational life cycles (Li 2008). 

Second, we define the ‘space’ perspective of our contextual framework as the primary location where a career takes place, as well as the willingness to move between locations. This definition is consistent with the boundaryless career theory which emphasises both physical and psychological career mobility (Sullivan and Arthur 2006). Contemporary careers are considered increasingly boundaryless (Arthur 2014) and/or boundary-crossing (Inkson et al. 2012). Essentially, a boundaryless career (Defillippi and Arthur 1994) traverses organisations, occupations, industries, and locations (Sullivan and Arthur 2006), and boundaryless career actors are ‘mobile, self-determined […] free agents who are able to seamlessly connect with work in multiple contexts’ (Harrison 2006, p. 20), inevitably including location of work. Location is therefore a critical contextual factor for many organisational behaviour issues (Rousseau and Fried 2001). In addition to these physical spaces, boundaryless careers also involve a psychological space or the perception of the capability to make transitions as well as motivations to do so (Marler et al. 2002; Sullivan and Arthur 2006). Hence, the career actors’ receptivity to changes and their willingness to enact change is another component of boundarylessness. However, the boundaryless career theory is not without limitations. Many scholars such as Sullivan and Baruch (2009) argue that the theory is highly agentic-oriented neglecting the contextual importance such as institutional resources and social influences. Also, there is an embedded assumption in the theory that the boundaryless career implies no boundaries to career development. Individuals face clear boundaries, including professional specialisations, locational constraints, and cultural/language differences which influence career decisions. With these limitations in mind, we consider these potential boundaries (for example, personal, professional, organisational, cultural and social) as features of boundaryless careers and the motivations, abilities or efficiency to travel through these boundaries differentiate individual careers.        The nature of career space is becoming more dynamic, and boundaries may (and indubitably, should) overlap. Therefore, both physical and psychological dimensions should be seen as a continuum rather than as mutually exclusive terrains. Our goal in using a spatial perspective is to ‘map out’ the orientations and trends of career studies by identifying as many relevant spatial boundaries as possible. In doing so, we shall observe ‘the multiplicity of processes, including, for example, boundary construction, boundary acceptance, boundary celebration, boundary defence and boundary shifting that take place, along with boundary crossing, at one time or another in most careers’ (Inkson et al. 2012, p. 331).   
It is important to note that the ‘time-space’ framework is not a full-fledged theory per se. Instead, it offers an organising framework ‘to find a way of facilitating conversations about career between different disciplinary discourses’ (Gunz and Mayrhofer 2018, p.5). We therefore elected to use this framework to systematically capture the research interests related to both temporal- and spatial-contextual considerations of career studies, to identify research limitations and gaps, and subsequently to suggest ways of engaging with future research.  
Construct infusion through a Confucian perspective 

To suggest ways of expanding the research agenda of Chinese careers, and ultimately achieve ‘construct infusion’, we also consider the relevance of a cultural lens in the careers research.  National culture is ‘the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one human group from another’ (Hofstede and McCrae 2004, p. 58). It is therefore anticipated that cultural characteristics inform career decisions and choices. China’s contemporary culture is shaped by a blend of tradition and rapid modernisation that has led to a combined yet uneven development, underpinned by enduring Confucian philosophies (Warner 2010). As a powerful moral system, Confucianism focuses on wu lun – five cardinal role relations between superior-subordinate, father-son, husband-wife, elder-younger brothers, and friend-friend. All these relationships involve a set of defined roles and mutual obligations, and individuals are expected to conform to their position in the social spaces. As a philosophical dichotomy, Confucianism is used to define proper behaviour and human relationships in the Chinese and other Eastern contexts. Confucian culture tends to be more past-oriented than present- and future-oriented (Adler 2001). With 5,000 years of history, Chinese are inclined toward tradition and tend to focus on protecting face and maintaining reciprocity. 
Following researchers who have attempted to highlight key Confucius principles (e.g. Lockett 1988; Child 1994; Redding 2002; Warner 2003; Wong, Shaw, and Ng 2010), we base our analysis on the following four Confucian values: 
1) Social harmony: The emphasis on following social order and conflict-free social relations.

2) Family-oriented collectivism: The importance of family and understanding the differences between in-groups and out-groups.  
3) The importance of relationships (guanxi): The need to maintain and nurture relationship so that mutual trust ensues.
4) Respect for hierarchy: Social hierarchy and relations of subordination and superiority are considered natural and proper.
In a collectivistic culture such as China, individual actions are influenced by social factors and their career decisions are therefore characterised by attitudes that favour interdependencies, personalised relationships and harmony (Hofstede 2001). Collectivism is also reflected through the Communist Party of China (CCP)’s philosophy which emphasises equal contribution to societal and group welfare, and concern for interpersonal relationships (Lai and Lam 1986). The CCP also promotes the importance of social order and requires its citizens to obey their roles and responsibilities in a defined social space (e.g. family, community, organisation, and nation). Hence, conflicts are considered counterproductive in the Chinese society. Within the Confucian paradigm, filial submission, loyalty, decency and reciprocity are required when making career decisions (Guo et al. 2017; Wang et al. 2005). 
Guanxi refers to ‘the network of informal relationships within a social group or, at an individual level, to a particular individual’s informal relationship ties with other individuals within this social group’ (Bozionelos and Wang 2006, p. 1535). The importance of guanxi is closely linked to Chinese face (mianzi) which acts as a mechanism to protect the social system by maintaining harmonious interactions between people (Tian and Cone 2003). Chinese enhance their networks by offering favours to others who, in turn, are obliged to return these favours in order to maintain the network. People perceive it as ‘gaining face’ (gei mianzi) if they are offered favours from others. Contrarily, they ‘lose face’ (diu mianzi) if their favours are not returned or even if their offers of favours are refused. Chinese guanxi is based on informal, particularistic personal connections between two individuals who are bound by an implicit psychological contract (Chen, Chen, and Meindl 1998).
Management researchers have begun to use these Confucian values to understand Chinese individual and organisational behaviours. For example, Wong et al. (2010) argue that Confucianism tends to influence management styles, as well as employee attitudes and behaviours such as loyalty and conflict aversion (Li and Nesbit 2014). Using Confucian values as their theoretical framework, Yao et al. (2016) find the importance of maintaining guanxi and social order when Chinese corporate expatriates make decisions regarding relocation. More generally, Warner (2010) argues that Confucian culture has a strong influence on Chinese approaches to HRM, such as an emphasis on collective responsibility and harmony at work. While the use of Confucian values in these empirical studies is encouraging, we argue that one of the potentially broader values of Confucianism is to provide a theoretical lens through which to identify overlooked topics and expand the research agenda. We address this in the later part of this review paper. 
Thus, by contextualising the review of Chinese careers literature with use of the interrelated time and space organising framework and Confucian values as the theoretical lens to expand the research agenda, our research objectives are twofold.  The first objective is to develop an understanding of the current status of Chinese careers research against the importance of time and space dimensions; the second is to identify the research gaps and propose further theoretical and empirical opportunities using a Confucian perspective. More specifically, to achieve the first research objective, we seek to answer the following research question: 

RQ1. How are time and space, two contextual perspectives of the careers literature, reflected in the Chinese careers research?
RQ2. To what extent does the Chinese careers literature reflect the cultural relevance of Confucianism?  
To achieve the second research objective, we have illustrated how we can expand Chinese careers research by analysing the contextual meaning of time and space and consequentially proposing research topics that better reflect Chinese cultural features. This will enable us to answer the following research question:
RQ3. What are the areas that future career studies in China should focus on, theoretically and empirically? 
Method

The purpose of this review is to develop an understanding of the Chinese careers literature. Therefore, it is important, as far as is practically possible, to ensure good coverage of relevant publications. Consistent with other management review articles (e.g. Calabrò et al. 2019; Sweeney et al. 2019), we used a systematic literature review approach defined as
 ‘a specific methodology that locates existing studies, selects and evaluates contributions, analyses and synthesises data, and reports the evidence in such a way that allows reasonably clear conclusions to be reached about what is and is not known’ (Denyer and Tranfield 2009, p. 671). 
Specifically, we followed three consecutive steps proposed by Tranfield et al. (2003): planning, executing and reporting. 
Planning. The first stage of a systematic review is to define the scope to the review and identify the key data sources that are consistent with the research's purpose. The scope needed to strike a balance between specificity and generality, as ‘being too specific restricts the range of literature that can be covered and being too general makes it much harder to produce a high-quality review, as there is so much material available’ (Wee and Banister 2016, p. 282). We limited our target journals to peer-reviewed business and management academic journals, therefore excluding those from the fields of medicine, arts and the humanities. We included psychology journals (such as Journal of Vocational Behavior) in the scope because of the interdisciplinary nature of career studies. To ensure that the review process acts as a quality control mechanism that validates the empirical knowledge such articles afford (Ordanini et al. 2008; Calabrò et al. 2019), we only focused on empirical research papers and excluded conceptual papers, books, conference papers, book chapters, and other non-refereed publications. We deemed it logical to set 1978 as the starting year in this review because it marks a significant milestone in contemporary China that saw the country’s economy and international collaborations grow (Child 1994). However, the search conducted at the later stage yielded no result between 1978 and 1990 and the first relevant article included in this review was published in 1991. Hence, the final time parameters were set between January 1991 and December 2017. We selected two of the most comprehensive databases, Web of Science (ISI) and Scopus (Elsevier), to search and verify articles.
Executing.  First, we started with the Web of Science (ISI) database. Consistent with prior literature (e.g. Tranfield et al. 2003; Sweeney et al. 2019), we conducted title and abstract searches by using the key terms – ‘career* AND China’ and ‘career* AND Chinese’; this procedure generated 1,166 hits. We repeated this process with an alternative database Scopus (Elsevier) which generated 1,293 results. Duplicates, commonly seen in the first round of other systematic literature reviews (Bakker 2010; Calabrò et al. 2019) were removed and sequentially, the remaining search results from both databases were merged. This procedure generated 1,074 titles. We used the filter Research Domains (in Web of Science) and Subject Areas (in Scopus) to restrict the sample to 751 articles, selecting areas (e.g. business) that were consistent with our review objectives. 
After exporting all the results into the reference-manager software Endnote, we read all titles and abstracts to assess whether the search criteria of relevance were fulfilled. To qualify for inclusion, the article must follow a clearly defined review protocol which is also used in review papers on human resource management in China (e.g. Zhu et al. 2008; Zheng and Lamond 2009):

1. All selected articles must be in English. While we acknowledge the importance of publications in Mandarin, they are a different stream of research and merit a more specific examination of their foci, methods and conclusions. Similarly, Peng et al. (2001, p. 96) lament the incompatibility of articles published in Chinese language journal outlets with English outlets because of different research methodologies and intellectual approaches. Many of the Chinese publications tend to be descriptive and the explanations on the research process tend to be brief. 
2. All selected articles must be based on career theories excluding those discussing issues that make career recommendations but do not examine career theories directly (e.g. job motivation, job satisfaction, succession and employment issues). This boundary is in line with the selection approach used in other review papers on careers (e.g. Sullivan and Baruch 2009; Zacher et al. 2019).  
3. To clearly base the review in a defined Chinese context, we set the following rules. The research must be located on the mainland of the People’s Republic of China (excluding Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan). We also decided to exclude ethnicity studies (e.g. Cooke et al. 2013), the research of Chinese who work or study outside China (e.g. Yao 2014), studies that brand all Asians together (e.g. Yap et al. 2010), and studies concerning Western people in China (e.g. Makkonen 2016). However, we included studies that use a comparative approach in comparing a Chinese sample with their Western counterparts because the (Chinese) cultural perspectives are often more apparent among this type of studies (Akkermans and Kubasch 2017).   

To reduce potential bias, two of the authors independently reviewed the titles and abstracts of the 751 articles following the developed criteria above for their relevance for inclusion. This process reduced the number of articles to 231. It is important to acknowledge the broader and multi-disciplinary nature of the careers literature. Driven by the research objectives we intended to examine how specifically those researchers who explicitly used the term ‘career’ as the centre of their research develop and conduct China-related studies. While we tried to include career topics as widely as possible, we were also mindful of the practical implications of including some publications that ‘touch’ on career issues but focus more on, for example, work/family research, coaching, or education. Finally, we analysed the content of the papers to only include those articles that adopt a career perspective beyond using the word ‘career’ as a simple label. This procedure further reduced the number to 98. Each article deemed relevant was then subjected to a quality audit evaluating the clarity of the research question, the appropriateness of the methodology employed, the size of the sample selected, the specification of theoretical frameworks, and the validity of the research findings (Sweeney et al. 2019). As a result, three articles were removed from the review (one due to a lack of clarity in the research question and two due to insufficient detail regarding the sample studies). Our final sample comprises 95 articles, which span 26 years of Chinese careers research (1991 to 2017). This relative low number is indicative that the Chinese careers literature is still in infancy stage. 
Reporting. After collecting the usable data, we followed the qualitative analysis strategy proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994). We first generated a statistical summary to answer RQ1 and provide background information for further in-depth analysis. Two of the authors then read and coded each article independently using NVivo12. We followed a similar approach to that used by Schad et al.  (2016) and used a pre-determined codebook to code the main text of all included articles according to the determined classifications (both time and space), and then summarised the research findings related to each of the classifications inductively. Being consistent with the dynamic nature of career space discussed earlier, we noted each of them if we observed both physical and psychological spatial dimensions. After comparing the two coding sets divergences were highlighted and discussions took place within the team until agreement was reached. Finally, based on the emerging themes, we endeavoured to gain a deeper knowledge of time and space in the Chinese context using a Confucian perspective (RQ2) and to identify topics that can be explored in future research (RQ3). 
An overview of the Chinese careers publications 

The 38 journals in which these 95 Chinese career studies were published between 1991 and 2017 are wide-ranging, suggesting high relevance to an interest in China and/or careers research within the academic community. However, the increases in numbers of publications were more recent with noticeably abundant publications in 2014 (n=20), 2015 (21) and 2016 (10). Further, the number of articles featuring in top-ranking international journals also remains small. For example, only one recent paper made its way into the Academy of Management Journal – Li and Liang (2015). Only one paper appeared in Journal of Management – Liu et al. (2010), and three articles in Human Resource Management – Gong and Chang (2008), Cooke and Xiao (2014) and Woodhams et al. (2015). Further, to our surprise, very few articles appeared in leading journals that address Asia Pacific affairs – two in the Asia Pacific Journal of Management and only one in the Management and Organization Review. No relevant publication was found in China Quarterly, a leading journal specialising in Chinese issues. 

Among the 238 scholars identified in this review, 190 individuals had Chinese names and around 20% of scholars published in the selected journals were otherwise from the West. According to their affiliations, 60% of scholars were working in Chinese universities. This is understandable as being Chinese (and working in a Chinese university) would provide more ‘insider’ advantages such as gaining access to organisations. While the large percentage of active Chinese researchers is encouraging, this provides a further insight in relation to the ‘mainstream’ issue – the observations on Chinese careers (at least those published in the English language journals) are, in the main, being made by Chinese scholars who are trained and/or working in Chinese universities. 
In terms of the methodologies used in the literature, 80% of these papers were based on a quantitative approach and the survey was the most commonly used method; as a result, the main focus of these studies was theory testing rather than theory development. Among the 13% of total papers which used qualitative approaches, the reported methods for data collection included interviews, case studies, ethnography and secondary data. Only five papers employed a mixed-method approach. The prevalence of quantitative methods used in Chinese careers research may be due to several reasons. Many of the listed researchers in this study were trained in psychology and the survey is the common disciplinary method. The apparent preference for quantitative studies by US-based journals may be another contributing factor to this methodological imbalance. Despite the encouraging signs of qualitative papers being welcomed and published in many leading journals such as the Academy of Management Journal (Pratt 2009), there remains a ‘tradition’ among researchers to prioritise the use of quantitative methods. A small number of studies deployed both methods, including interviews with a small number of informants as a supplementary method to the survey. The majority of the studies were conducted in ‘first tier’ cities that may resemble the more developed Eastern and Northern regions (e.g. Beijing, Shanghai and Tianjin), which are categorised by their levels of economic development, populations and political influence (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2018).
The relevance of time and space among thematic topics 

To gain an in-depth knowledge of the theoretical and empirical exposure of Chinese careers research, we firstly organise the thematic topics according to both time and space perspectives with exemplary articles as guides. This step answers RQ1. Secondly, we reflect the research themes that emerged in relation to Confucian values and consequently answer RQ2 with an aim to understand the cultural relevance of the Chinese careers literature. These key findings are summarised in Table 1.  
Insert Table 1 about here

Time 

According to Super’s (1980) classification of five career stages which comprise exploration, growth, establishment, maintenance and decline, only two papers specifically and solely used children samples in the growth stage of careers, and the findings reflect the strong parental influences on children’s future career planning. Academic success (Liu et al. 2015) and the desires to do intellectually stimulating work in the future careers (France et al. 1991) are both highlighted in the literature.  Thirty-nine per cent of the reviewed papers used samples at the exploration stage of careers, which seems to dominate the Chinese careers literature. Among them, almost all studies – except Chen et al. (2016) which concerned new employees – used students as their samples. 
Similar to the research on growth stage of careers, most studies focus on future career decision-making (e.g. Li et al. 2015a; Xu et al. 2014) or the parental influence on career activities (e.g. Cheng and Yuen 2012; Hou and Leung 2011). A few studied Chinese students’ career behaviours compared with samples of students from the USA (Cheung et al. 2013) and other Asian countries (Ko and Jun 2015). Only one study looked at the career activities of returned international students in China (Lin-Stephens et al. 2015). Key findings highlighted in the research were the importance of meeting family expectations, career stability, job prestige and the ability to contribute to the society. 
The large number of studies concerning Chinese students’ career orientations, planning and inspirations was no surprise given that education is highly valued for personal and social well-being in China. In 2017, a record 8.2 million Chinese graduates joined the job market, and more than 27 million students are currently studying in Chinese universities (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China 2018). The competitiveness in the graduate job market is well reflected in the literature, and the preparedness of these graduates is often the focal point for career researchers (e.g. Hampton 2005; Jin et al. 2009). However, most of these studies tended to focus on graduates’ psychological preparedness rather than on competencies that were developed during their studies. It also emerged that Chinese students are more likely to embrace a dependent decision-making style than an intuitive one (Willner et al. 2015). In addition, the parental support plays an important role in influencing Chinese university students’ career decisions, reflecting the family-oriented collective social values (Hou and Leung 2011). For example, expressions like ‘To expect our sons to be a dragon’ (wang zi cheng long) reflected a strong theme in the exploration stage of the careers literature. 
The second largest group of studies (22%) concerned the establishment stage of Chinese careers. Compared to the career themes of Chinese students, the research themes were more diverse, ranging from managers’ career ambitions (e.g. Chng and Wang 2016) to women’s career barriers (e.g. Aaltion and Huang 2007). Most studies focused on career success and outcomes (Bu and Roy 2008; Liu et al. 2012). For example, the principal determinants of career success for Chinese workers at this stage of establishment were political skills (Wei et al. 2010), mentoring (Bozionelos and Wang 2006), and social networking (Bu and Roy 2005). Some studies focused on gender issues or women’s careers (e.g. Leung 2002; Woodhams et al. 2015; Yi et al. 2010). Compared to most Asian and many Western countries, China has one of the highest levels of female labour force participation. However, most of the participation is concentrated at lower levels of the corporate ladder and Chinese women’s share of leadership positions remains one of the lowest in the world (Peng, Ngo, Shi, and Wong 2009). For Chinese workers at this establishment stage of their careers, family benefits (e.g. Granrose 2007) and the strategic use of guanxi (e.g. Bu and Roy 2005) were both important considerations for decision-making, again reflecting the collectivistic nature of the Chinese context. 
Compared to the previous two stages, only one paper explored hierarchical career movement of people at their maintenance stage using an ethnographical approach (Lin and de Jong 2017). The abilities to identify and utilise the ‘strong ties’ from one’s social networks had a direct impact on individual career progression. No research specifically focused on career issues of those during the disengagement stage (65+). 
Among the rest of the papers, some studies used samples across different career stages to compare generational differences in career goals (Hao and Liang 2016) while others compared samples from different countries (Ko and Jun 2015). Three papers had no clear age information for their samples (Eddy 2005; Ngo et al. 2014; Xie and Altman 2015). Research findings are mostly related to the importance of political skills, social support, and subjective career satisfaction. 

Space 

A majority of studies – 56% of the 95 included papers – focused on the psychological domain of career mobility. In general, these articles were quantitative-oriented and heavily informed by individual perspectives and psychology theories. For example, career adaptability was explored in nine articles in relation to individual career competency development (Guan et al. 2016), job search outcomes (Guan et al. 2014), and turnover intention (Lu et al. 2016). Personality types were used in six articles as the predictors for career satisfaction, success, and career decision-making (e.g. Li et al. 2015b; Yang and Chau 2016). Hence, it came as no surprise to see that many of these papers were published in journals that traditionally accommodate the interests of occupational psychology such as the Journal of Vocational Behavior and the Journal of Career Assessment. Also, from the ‘space’ perspective, most of the Chinese careers publications investigated career issues at individual or micro levels. 

Some of the papers that explored the physical mobility addressed career issues predominately from a social lens highlighting the importance of the social relevance in Chinese careers. These papers often explored social and political capital, and tended to feature in top-ranking journals. For example, the only paper published in the Academy of Management Journal examined how Confucian cultural values may explain the dynamics between business success and political appointments among private-firm entrepreneurs in China (Li and Liang 2015). Perhaps not surprisingly, the Chinese Confucian values as reflected in collectivism, face and guanxi are seen as an enduring source of influence to explain the differences between the Chinese and Western career behavioural patterns and the associated dynamics of career mobility. For example, for Chinese, holding a middle-management position rather than a top-level decision-making position is related to career satisfaction because a middle-level position may provide the perfect balance of prestige and family time (Tu et al. 2006). Similarly, compared to their Western counterparts, Chinese tend to focus more on how others perceive their career achievements particularly those that directly contribute to their family’s pride and status (Guo et al. 2013).  
Nine papers specifically investigated organisational factors such as organisational support (e.g. Chen et al. 2016) on individual careers. Although a few studies discussed how political ties can influence career in governmental organisations, there seemed to be a paucity of studies that directly investigated the relations between organisational ownership types and career choices and development. This was a rather surprising result considering the diversity of Chinese organisations and the unique features of Chinese organisational hierarchies. For example, the distinctive organisational contexts of SOEs (State Owned Enterprises) or the emerging small entrepreneurial businesses were not well featured in the ‘psychical space’ dimension. The under-representation of organisational space as an analytical lens may also partly reflect the relevance of protean career orientations that emerged in the Western context, within which career is very much considered as an individual’s responsibility (instead of supported by an organisation). Most studies on protean careers were conducted in the West (Gubler, Arnold, and Coombs 2014), although validation studies were also conducted in the Far East (Baruch 2014)
To our further surprise, we only found one paper that addressed the mobility issue from a geographical perspective within China, despite the topical media attention given to the move from rural areas to cities. An exception was a comparison between the spatial and career mobility of Chinese urban and rural labour populations (Hao and Liang 2016). 
East vs. West: The relevance of Confucian values in the current studies  

Through our analysis, we observed the diverse and dynamic research findings that represented the unique Confucian values embedded in the Chinese career context. For example, Chinese elements such as guanxi (Bozionelos and Wang 2006; Wei et al. 2010), organisational culture (Chen et al. 2004) and political influences (Li and Walder 2001; Wei et al. 2010) are important and sometimes dominate individual career development. In a collectivist society like China, objective career success that comprises social reputation, recognition and status is an important component of the criterion space that has been ignored or downplayed in previous (mostly Western) studies (Heslin 2005). Such social appraisals of career success are particularly important in view of Chinese cultural characteristics. According to Yu (1996), Chinese achievement motivation includes a dynamic tendency to reach externally determined goals or standards of excellence in a socially approved way.

Similarly, Zhang et al. (2015) note that altruism is an important determinant of career calling in Chinese college students while Li and Liang (2015) find that the desire of contributing to society motivates successful Chinese entrepreneurs to engage in political appointments such as being representatives in the People’s Congress or People’s Political Consultative Conference. In order to maintain a social harmony, Confucius teachings clearly outline the relationships between individuals and the society, and the ultimate personal pride should be benefiting society (Tang 2015). 
Guanxi was often discussed in terms of teamwork, effectiveness, learning and harmonious organisations. Among the reviewed articles, Western theoretical models such as Leader-Member Exchange (Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995) and Team Member Exchange (Seers 1989) were used to discuss these career issues within Chinese organisations. The Chinese careers literature acknowledged that replicating theories in a distinctive social context may be problematic (Huang and Aaltio 2014). Attempts are, however, made to outline and explain unique characteristics of Chinese social capital and how that contributes to one’s career. Unlike Western networks which are often divided into work-related and personal-related networks, Chinese guanxi has no clear boundaries between work and personal lives. Chinese culture is fundamentally influenced by the concept of family (Lin-Stephens et al. 2015). As the smallest unit, family forms the base of the complex Chinese social structure. This is also reflected from Chinese organisational culture in which workers treat companies like their family and expect emotional belongings from their organisations. This means relationships between workers go beyond job-related networks and involve more emotional attachments and personal contributions (Pun et al. 2000). 
Cultural infusion through an inductive approach 
One major drawback in the current Chinese careers literature was its main focus on whether accepted theories (e.g. career construct theory, career calling) and findings would also hold in the Chinese context. Chinese cultural features such as Confucianism were mainly used for explanatory purposes for specific Chinese findings but not used as theoretical lenses in an inductive approach. Research interest and findings were therefore reactive to the theoretical footprints created in the Western world. For example, papers on career success (e.g. Ng et al. 2005; Spurk, Hirschi, and Dries 2019) tend to explore Western constructs, ignoring, for example, the role of face in shaping career success. This is a valuable development that could teach researchers a great deal about the validity and generalisability of the theories and models that are commonly applied in the related scholarly work (Akkermans and Kubasch 2017); however, there are limitations. The deductive approach can only go so far to reveal some of the Chinese characteristics at micro-, meso- and macro-levels. For example, Yi et al.’s (2015) comparative study shows different workplace values and attitudes between the Chinese and US samples, but advanced only limited theoretical knowledge for future researchers to build on. This disengagement among researchers seems to be a common challenge to the development of Chinese career theories calling for more authentic, in-depth explorations of the issues, opportunities and challenges that are specific to Chinese careerists. This would require researchers to incorporate the cultural root of China such as the relevant of Confucianism to open up new theoretical avenues embedded within (rather than introduced into) the Chinese context. 
Publication bias in Chinese careers literature
It is, however, important to note that the limited and somewhat polarised Chinese careers research (at least that published in international journals) may be due to a systematic bias in research that misses out on crucial elements from the Chinese situation. Publication bias is a well-known phenomenon when studies that did not reveal significant results were not published. It means that journals tend to publish significant results only (Homberg and Bui 2013). This problem is well recognised in other fields like medicine (Dickersin, Scherer, and Lefebvre 1994) and is persistent (Dwan, Gamble, Williamson, and Kirkham 2013).
It may well be that many studies conducted in China using Western career constructs did not reveal significant results, due to lack of fit to the Chinese culture. As a result of this lack of fit, there would be a lack of statistically significant results, and consequently, such studies were not published. Those published studies that we identified might be the exception, then, or not fully representative of the full range of career studies conducted in China. To rectify this possible deficiency, we explored the top 20 most cited papers published in leading Chinese management and business journals
, and identified trends in research topics. Surprisingly, Chinese careers publications encounter a similar situation of publication bias such as that faced by those used in this review. While most of the articles provided very limited information for readers to evaluate the research validity and reliability, they tended to use the theoretical frameworks that are acknowledged in the careers literature such as self-efficacy theory, career satisfaction, and boundaryless careers. The research topics tended to be on students’ career orientations (seven articles) and to a lesser extent, organisational career support for workers (six articles). While reviewing these 20 articles that merely reflect the scope and quality of careers research published in Chinese journals, the limited research foci and methods both reflected in Chinese and international publications outline a concerning situation – that is, the current theoretical approaches used by Chinese career researchers fails to provide a diverse and ongoing research agenda.       
Discussion 
‘Construct equivalence’ (Barkema et al. 2015) which concerns the same construct labels and measures in different contexts is evident among the current Chinese career studies; yet ‘construct infusion’ has not received adequate academic attention. Research using or testing existing career theories is normally viewed as a prototype for good scholarship; however, it brings significant problems in career studies as it does not tend to generate many novel and influential ideas (Alvesson and Sandberg 2014). To fill the theoretical vacuum left by the use of ‘construct equivalence’, we propose a culturally driven, inductive research strategy integrating different fields of inquiry to investigate the dynamics and interactions of contextual factors and their impacts on careers. Enriquez (1993) conceptualises this theoretical approach as ‘indigenisation from within’ referring to the derivation of career theories, concepts, and methods from within a specific culture, relying on ‘indigenous sources of information as the primary source of knowledge’. Similarly, Quer et al. (2007, p. 375) argue that Chinese management researchers need to be ‘more self-confident in exploring locally relevant research issues and in developing theories that explain Chinese phenomena’. To achieve this, we need more inductive qualitative studies to complement the relatively large volume of quantitative studies that are hypotheses-led and (Western) theory-driven with sophisticated statistical analysis, in order to understand the nuances of what is going on in the personal, organisational and social contexts of Chinese careers. 

In the international business context, Birkinshaw et al. (2011) argue that mid-range theories focus on a ‘unique set of images’ (Pinder and Moore 1979, p. 100) that characterise observable aspects of separate social phenomena, rather than the more ambitious attempt to build ‘grand theories’ that seek to explain activities and actions across all societies (Ritzer 1975). Career is a field that requires closer examination using mid-range theories due to the multi-cultural, multi-dimensional and dynamic nature of the careers field. Careers research not only investigates individual behaviours and attitudes significantly influenced by theories of psychology – most of the population develop their careers within organisational contexts but also involves theories of organisational behaviours, HRM, and strategies. Also, theories developed in the domains of sociology and philosophy help careers researchers understand career issues as a social phenomenon. 
As a first step, we suggest that Chinese careers research may benefit from broadening the language, including new metaphors embedded within the organisational, family and social contexts. While it is beyond the objectives of the current research, we believe it is timely to re-evaluate the contextual meaning of career, a construct suffering from ‘lost in translation’ when used in China. In the Chinese context, career can be interpreted in various ways including, for example, gong zuo (work and job), zhi ye (occupation), zhi chang (professional workplace), qian tu (future professional destination), shi ye (work-related activities that have both personal and social significance), and sheng ya (life that involves work and responsibilities). These interpretations overlap in their meanings but reflect different focus of context. Indeed, career is a broad construct that needed to be defined when first used in Western research. This need is particularly important when career is operationalised in a Chinese careers research context and a consistent meaning of the term needs to be employed from research design to data collection.
Time and space perspectives provide important contextual views to extend the careers research agenda while the Confucian values offer a useful perspective to investigate career roles and activities rooted in the Chinese society. However, to achieve this, a sociocultural view of careers and a broader research interest to engage with the under-researched career phenomena is required. The essence of Chinese culture concerns the relationships one has with others in the family, organisations and society. From a Confucian perspective, careers can be seen as a way to achieve social outcomes such as reputation, status, face, wealth and social harmony (Yao 2014). When an individual makes a career decision, they are not only driven by their own desires but must also conform to familial and societal expectations and hence make dependent decisions based on the collective cultural norms. 
Furthermore, there is a strong interdependency between the organisations and the social context they are in. This operates at the subjective level as well as the structural level, since national culture affects the ways in which people think, make decisions and ultimately, the ways in which they perceive, feel and act (Hofstede 1991). It thus shapes personal and professional goals, the performance of tasks, and the administering of resources to achieve them. For example, Confucian values, which are often associated with obedience, respect of authority and loyalty, are evident in Chinese organisations and have an influence on individual expectations and behaviours around career development.
Reframing time and space through a Confucian perspective
To propose a ‘construct infusion’ through the use of Confucianism and to expand the careers research topics and ultimately warrant Chinese careers as a legitimate stream of the careers literature, we discuss how time, space and Confucian values can be usefully integrated to identify potential research areas theoretically driven by the cultural perspective as the prominent lens. Both time and space need to be re-conceptualised with a clear linkage to the social and cultural roots of the Chinese context. Table 2 demonstrates our interpretations of the possible contextual meanings of time and space and what specific culture-related career features should be considered. These are now discussed in turn. 
Insert Table 2 about here

First, Confucian values point to the salience of time and timing in the context of Chinese careers. The meaning and applications of time is dynamic, and socially defined. Relating Super’s (1980) life stages to Confucianism expands the interpretations of time to include broader social roles and demands that embedded in the Chinese society. For example, the core of Confucian philosophy emphasises ‘the importance of controlling for selfish and greedy behaviours and the importance of spontaneous behaviours that are beyond the explicit role requirements but essential for the society’ (Rotundo and Xie 2008, p. 858). Therefore, Chinese career decision preferences will aim to be both personally satisfactory and socially desirable. The socially defined career ‘timing’ is vividly deliberated by Confucius in the Analects of Confucius (lun yu) as several metaphors (Ni 2007, p. 97): 

The Master said, ‘At fifteen, I had my heart-mind set on learning. At thirty, I was able to take my stand. At forty, I had no more perplexities. At fifty, I knew the mandate of heaven (tian ming 天命). At sixty, my ears were attuned. At seventy, I could follow my heart’s wishes without overstepping the boundaries’.  

In the Chinese context, age-related responsibilities are socially defined and, instead of saying ‘I am 30’, a person can say ‘I have reached the age of ‘taking my stand’’. Hence, career decisions made at different life stages such as establishment and maintenance would ideally follow the culturally expected protocols in order to maintain social harmony. For example, political propagandas such as the need to follow the communist ruling and the ‘Realisation of the Chinese Dream of National Rejuvenation’ (Garrick and Bennett 2018) are explicitly taught in Chinese schools. These ideas, to a certain extent, affect one’s career choices at a later stage of their life. 
Similarly, family-oriented collectivism and the importance of guanxi influence how individuals construct their careers at different life stages. On the one hand, individual career achievements are closely related to the collective wellbeing of the family. For example, it is both a legal responsibility
 and socially expected according to Confucian values for a Chinese child to look after their elderly parents, and these children are more likely to make career choices around this expectation. On the other hand, the ‘taken for granted’ ‘collectivism’ of the Chinese society and the strength of guanxi may be challenged. A new generation of children from the one-child Chinese policy comprises the future careerists in China. They grew up in an environment where they were very individualistic – being the main focus of the family and have no extended family – so the upcoming generations will have no uncles, aunts, or cousins. Along with other social changes including urbanisation and affluence, single-child households have contributed to the rise of individualism in China (Cai, Kwan, and Sedikides 2012). The lack of a broader family network means that much of the new guanxi is based on education and workplace networks rather than on the deep, blood-based family guanxi which, again, may shift the meaning and strength of guanxi impact on careers.
The hierarchical nature of Chinese organisations (particularly within SOEs) and society continues to play an important role in career development and advancement, despite the fast development and rapid international growth of Chinese organisations (Huang and Aaltio 2014). Seniority and organisational rankings are important for career progression. As a result, Chinese people who focus on the development of important networks rather than competencies may enjoy more career advantages (Wei et al. 2010).  

In terms of the space construct, most studies explored psychological contexts indicating a limitation of understanding careers from multiple contextual perspectives such as space, being and time (Gunz and Mayrhofer 2018, p. 46). The overwhelming numbers of studies exploring the psychological aspect of the Chinese highlight an important Confucian value of ‘where one should be’ (e.g. a perceptual space). This spatial emphasis is a central feature of Confucian values highlighting the importance of order, social harmony and control (Redding 2002). 
From the Confucian perspective, the physical space of careers concerns one’s position in the family, organisations, and societies as well as the development and maintenance of people’s interrelationships. This realisation and the deeper understanding of one’s position, as well as seeking appropriate roles within organisational and social contexts, are important to individual career development and progression. For example, Confucian principles influence individuals’ perceptions of their roles within an organisation. Chinese employees were known to be more loyal, submissive and sensitive to hierarchical order and harmonious interpersonal relationships (Bond and Hwang 1986). They focus on the mutual benefits of social exchange and avoid any direct conflict with co-workers. Consequently, Chinese employees are less likely to promote themselves to others or to speak against others. 

The implications of current (Western) career theories in the Chinese context require cautions but may also lead to a deeper understanding of theoretical features specific to context. For example, our previous discussions of the importance of guanxi could offer fresh thinking to the theory of career competencies (e.g., Blokker et al. 2019; Defillippi, and Arthur 1994; Fleisher et al 2014). Career competencies may have an embedded hierarchy as a result of organisational and cultural factors. For Chinese careerist, networking abilities may be more important than other competencies such as self-profiling. Similarly, the salience of family-oriented collectivism and social harmony may contribute to the contextual understanding of human agency in which ‘self’ and ‘action’ are both important (Guo et al 2013; Tam and Arthur 2010). While we observe both elements in our review especially of those papers concerning entrepreneurial careers (Lau et al. 2007; Ma 2015), the importance of others, the social expectations, and their constraints on human agency is apparent in a Chinese setting. 
Hence, we challenge the appropriateness of both boundaryless and protean career theories in the Chinese careers research context. We acknowledge the notion of self-fulfilment; however, we do further contend that the importance of self is influenced by the relationships one has with others and the need to be accepted by members within one’s cultural context. Individuals are guided by their cultural values to make what they perceive to be appropriate career decisions. Hence, in the Chinese context, a theoretical career model relating to career space should be closely connected to a complex and dynamic range of meanings, social relationships and interactions and themes relating to social structures. Western career theories fail to capture the collective dimension, and thus do not account fully for the range of career spaces and orientations of Chinese careerists that are captured in the taxonomy. The importance of both individual and collective action is evident. 
Future research agenda
Using Confucian values and their relatedness to both time and space constructs, we further pose a number of research questions that may contribute to our understanding of Chinese careers (as shown in Table 2). First, China’s societal factors should be better integrated into future careers research. Unique institutional factors and the relevance of state capitalism point to potential research questions related to career development in different forms of Chinese organisations. For example, one noticeable phenomenon that is worth further investigation is the careers of civil servants. In 2018, 1.6 million people were enrolled in national examinations competing for 28,000 positions (the State Administration of Civil Service 2018). In China the popular and stable career path is described as a ‘golden rice bowl’. Despite this, our knowledge of the motives and experiences of Chinese civil servants remains limited. The importance of social harmony also raises research questions regarding the diversity and underrepresentation of some groups such as women and those who have precarious careers. There are opportunities to create new work-space concepts with the increasing mass migration from the rural country to the cities (Warner 2010). The gap in the research on this geographical mobility of Chinese workers was noticeable during our review and more attention should be paid to the diverse groups of workers who may have different career experiences and decision-making patterns.
Second, acknowledging the cultural significance of family-oriented collectivism, Chinese careers research could explore how an individual’s career fits in different contexts at different stages of career development. Individual career satisfaction is important. However, we argue that in the Chinese context, how others shape, restrict or benefit from one’s career has a significant impact on individual career motivations and mobility. Research questions that usefully explore these relations could provide better knowledge of career activities in China leading to more culturally appropriate models that explain Chinese careers. Also, the changing Chinese family structure as the result of the three decades of the ‘one child policy’ may lead to different career patterns, and longitudinal career studies could provide further insight into this unique era of Chinese social development. 
Third, the salience of guanxi in the Chinese career context points to potential research agendas that could integrate findings from Chinese organisational studies that have investigated the nature of Chinese networks. Examples of research questions regarding the impact of social capital on Chinese careers could be: ‘How do Chinese people prioritise certain social capital over others?’, or ‘how do Chinese people utilise different forms of guanxi to achieve long-term career success?’

Last, the respect for age and hierarchy highlights specific career mobilities in the Chinese context. For example, studies of careers of older workers, particularly those near, at, or post retirement are missing from the literature. Also, generational differences in career motives and decisions need to be further evaluated, and career stages of Chinese people may be different not least because of the earlier official retirement age. According to the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security of the People’s Republic of China (2018), official retirement ages are 60 for men and 55 for women, which are much lower when compared with 67 and 62, respectively, in many OECD countries. Do young Chinese workers demonstrate more protean or boundaryless career orientations compared to their parents? Do Chinese careerists demonstrate different career development patterns due to the shorter working lives? These are some examples of the questions that could be investigated more closely with a theoretical linkage to the Confucian impact of time and space. 
Limitations

We recognise that our approach has limitations. First, our data-collection method used narrow search parameters of ‘career’ and ‘China.’ However, we countered this by using the two largest academic databases (Web of Science, and Scopus), which gave us access to a majority of the academic journals in the careers field, although we may have missed some relevant articles. A second limitation is that our review may not fully represent the Chinese careers literature because it is only based on work published in journals in English and recognised as high status largely through Western perspectives. We call for further reviews on Chinese careers articles published in Chinese outlets to fill this particular knowledge gap. A third limitation is the breadth of the categories we created in our data analysis using the analytical lenses of time and space which may lead to overlaps between themes and research topics. As our primary research focus was to evaluate the development of Chinese careers literature, the use of time and space offers an invaluable framework in understanding the multidimensional nature of careers research. Careers research (and theories) are contextually sensitive and require acknowledgement in discovering powerful contextual features that are embedded in a specific cultural and social setting. Hence, this review is limited to China but can be replicated in wider non-Western settings.
Conclusion
It was encouraging to see the emergence and diversity of emerging Chinese careers research. Through reviewing these papers, we have learned a great deal about the uniqueness of the Chinese context, and the attempts by scholars to reveal these rich and colourful features to the mainstream careers literature. However, we suggest that Western career theories might fail to capture the collective dimension, and thus do not fully account for the range of experience and orientations of Chinese people that are captured in the taxonomy. The current Chinese careers research which mostly uses ‘construct equivalence’ and, to a certain extent, ‘construct salience’ provides a limited theoretical understanding of the dynamic and unique contextual features of China. We call for the use of indigenous expertise and social capital to further explore this important career context, combined with stronger collaborations with international scholars and innovative approaches. To achieve ‘construct infusion’, we consider the importance of Confucianism as a cornerstone in initiating further empirical and theoretical energy into the Chinese careers literature. We hope that this will offer inspiration to future research aimed at building theories that are contextually specific. 
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Table 1. The relevance of time and space in Chinese careers research
	Perspectives 
	Exemplary articles 
	Related Confucian values 

	Time 
	
	

	Growth
	
	

	The importance of academic success to future career status
	Liu et al. (2015)
	Respect for hierarchy

	Desires to do intellectually stimulating work in the future career 

	France et al. (1991)
	Respect for hierarchy 

	Exploration 
	
	

	Chinese parents tend to see prestige as the most important factor in selecting a job (To expect our sons to be a dragon) 
	Hou and Leung (2011); Li et al. (2014) 
	Collectivism; respect for hierarchy 

	Satisfying family expectation (filial piety) as a career outcome 
	Cheung et al. (2013); Guan et al. (2015); Guo et al. (2013); Lin-Stephens et al. (2015); Zhang, Dik et al. (2015)
	Collectivism; harmony 

	Preference for job stability and objective career criteria (e.g. salary level)
	Ko and Jun (2015); Sun and Gu (2017)
	Respect for hierarchy; harmony

	Ability to make social contribution as an important career outcome
	Ko and Jun (2015); Lau et al. (2007); Lin-Stephens et al. (2015); Zhang, Herrmann et al. (2015) 


	Harmony 

	Establishment
	
	

	Contributing to the family as career goals
	Granrose (2007); Woodhams et al. (2015)
	Collectivism 

	Traditional social roles of women affect career identity 
	Aaltion and Huang (2007); Cooke and Xia (2014); Ji (2015); Woodhams et al. (2015)
	Harmony

	Political involvement as a career motive to contribute to the society 
	Li and Liang (2015)
	Collectivism; harmony 

	Gender differences in career activities (e.g. career strategies, advancement) 
	Bu and Roy (2005); Leung (2002); Yi et al. (2014)
	Harmony 

	Guanxi as career tactics 
	Bu and Roy (2005); Granrose (2007)
	Relationships 

	Maintenance
	
	

	The crucial importance of the ‘strong ties’ variety of social capital
	Lin and de Jong (2017) 
	Relationships

	Decline 
	
	

	n/a 

	
	

	Others (e.g. Multi-stage, no age information) 
	
	

	Political skills enhance career growth 
	Liu et al. (2010); Wei et al. (2010)
	Relationships 

	The importance of social support on careers 
	Zhao (2012)
	Collectivism 

	The relevance of subjective career success  
	Guan et al. (2014); Ngo and Li (2014); Pan and Zhou (2015); Zhang et al. (2014); Zhou et al. (2013)
	Harmony 

	Generational differences in career goals and advancement  
	Hao and Liang (2016); Yi et al. (2010)
	Respect for hierarchy

	East vs. West 
	Huang and Aaltio (2014); Ko and Jun (2015); Willner et al. (2015), Yi et al. (2014) 
	Collectivism 

	Space 
	
	

	Physical 
	
	

	Organisational characteristics affect career behaviours, mobility and decisions 
	Cao (2001); Guan et al. (2015); Lu et al. (2015); Russo (2014); Wang et al. (2014); Weng et al. (2010)
	Harmony 

	Institutional antecedents 
	Gong and Chang (2008); Li and Walder (2001); U (2005)
	Harmony 

	The locational factors (i.e. birthplace as rural area) affect one’s mobility and career advancement 
	Hao and Liang (2016); Zhao (2012)
	Harmony 

	International experiences and mobility  
	Guo et al. (2013); Lin-Stephens et al. (2015)
	Collectivism 

	Psychological 
	
	

	Career adaptability as an important factor for mobility, advancement or satisfaction 
	Chan and Mai (2015); Guan et al. (2015); Li et al. (2015); Yang et al. (2015)
	Collectivism 

	Personalities predict career efficacy or satisfaction  
	Cai et al. (2014); Hou et al. (2016) Li et al. (2015); Jin et al. (2008); Yang and Chau (2015)
	Harmony 

	Career inequality perceived by women 
	Cho and Ryu (2015); Ji (2015); Zheng et al. (2017)
	Harmony 

	The importance of subjective criteria including social status and reputation 
	Lau et al. (2007); Pan and Zhou (2013); Zhou et al. (2016)
	Collectivism  

	Social capital is important for career satisfaction  
	Bozionelos and Wang (2007); Zhang et al. (2010)
	Relationships 


Table 2. Expanding Chinese careers research agenda through the cultural lens of Confucianism 
	
	
	Contextual perspectives in the careers literature
	Illustrative research questions

	
	
	Time
	Space
	

	Confucian values
	Social Harmony
	All:
Perception of age is both relative and culturally constructed. (e.g. Confucian teaching of ‘at thirty, I was able to take my stand’);

the evaluation of career achievements is benchmarked with the society; 

  avoiding direct conflicts is important for career progression;

a long-term view of career development.  

Growth and exploration:

Children are expected to develop skills and capabilities according to social expectations;

the importance of contributing to the society is taught at school. 

Establishment and maintenance:  
The importance of institutional knowledge for career advancements;

the social definitions of gender roles may have an impact on career opportunities and advancement.

Decline: 

Ageism may impact on the careers of older workers;

the aging population may contribute to career pressure of younger generations and challenge social stability.  


	Physical: 

The continued rural-urban mobility affects career options;

the changing economic, institutional, technological context impact on careers and individual/collective wellbeing;  

regional differences have an impact on career decisions;

the career context (e.g. SoE, entrepreneurship, family business) must support the society’s stability.   

Psychological: 

Career decisions are bounded by ‘where I should be’ according to social expectations and protocols (scripts). 


	How do Chinese interpret a career cycle according to Confucianism?

How do Chinese perceive the institutional context for career development? 

What is the role of government in career planning and development?

What are the career barriers and opportunities people from different regions have?

How do Chinese make career decisions based on the different organisational settings?

What is the impact of social expectations (knowing-where) on career motivations?  

What are the enablers and barriers for women to develop a managerial career?   
What is the empirical evidence on precarious careers in China? 
How is sustainable career development interpreted in China? 

	
	Family-oriented Collectivism
	Growth and exploration:

Emphasis on education and academic achievements;

high parental expectations of children’s future careers;

the needs to develop career competencies earlier to improve competitiveness.   

Establishment:
The timing of career decisions is related to individual’s family roles and responsibilities and is ruled by Chinese values (e.g. when to get married); 

efficiency of career progression may be affected by family needs (e.g. looking after elderly parents) and support (e.g. children are looked after by their grandparents). 
Maintenance:

Careers are predominately for benefiting ‘significant others’.
Decline:

Caring for children and grandchildren as a new career. 


	Physical:

The location where a career takes place is impacted by family needs.
Psychological: 

The willingness of career change is affected by family members. 


	How does the familial pressure impact on children/students’ career orientation?

How do Chinese careerists understand career success with relations to self and others? 

What are the positive and negative roles of family in career decisions? 

What is the boundary between career and family?

What is the impact of the ‘one child’ family structure impact on careers? 

What are the appropriate career models explaining career development in China?   



	
	Guanxi
	All:
Guanxi is both mutually beneficial and long-term oriented (e.g. the time investment in guanxi); 

the importance of having a good command of connections (e.g. using key guanxi at the ‘right’ time);

the longevity and strength of guanxi is affected by the perceived in-groups vs. out-groups.

Growth and exploration:

Being the only child in the family may have an effect on his/her future social skills. 

Establishment:
The importance of proactively accumulating guanxi for future career benefits. 

Maintenance:

The ability of mobilising networks is important for managerial careers. 

Decline: 

Organisation-based guanxi may be lost due to retirement.

 
	Psychological: Losing face to others or making others losing face are both personally and socially destructive.
Physical: 

Identifying and maintaining key organisational and social guanxi (knowing-whom) is the career priority; 

specifications of Chinese guanxi include, for example, based on family or place of origin, or on other associations such as working together in a particular organisation in the past;

organisational contexts have an impact on the characteristics of guanxi; 

moving from one career space to another (e.g. changing organisation) may have an effect on the usefulness of guanxi.  


	What is the configuration of Chinese social capital in the context of career development (e.g. strong ties vs. weak ties)?
How do Chinese interpret knowing-whom career capital and its perceived value?

What are the boundaries and differences between personal and organisational guanxi and their impact on careers? 

How do Chinese maintain the long-term value of guanxi?  
What is the interplay between social and political capital in China? 

  

	
	Respect for hierarchy
	All:

‘Respect for age’ is important in making career choices;

Chinese careerists are concerned with temporal status within the organisation and perception of age-related status (e.g. ‘I am new to the organisation’ and ‘I am still young’);  

career competencies are reflected by the levels of individuals on the expertise hierarchy.

Establishment and maintenance:
Acceptance of one’s hierarchical position has an effect on career satisfaction;

career strategies are closely related to the efficiency of climbing up a social ladder;

social status and recognition are important career outcomes;

There is an implicit competitiveness to protect one’s hierarchical position or climb up the hierarchy.  
	Physical:

There is a watertight chain of relationships which makes clear to whom each owes respect and obedience in organisations and the society;

the nature acceptance of organisational and social hierarchy means career development focuses a more vertical, hierarchical progression.
Psychological: 

Subjective career success- the desire to climb up the social ladder and gain status and recognition.   
	How does the power distance with a Chinese organisation affect career satisfaction? 
What are the differences in career strategies for Chinese working in SOEs and POEs?

How do Chinese careerists perceive the impact of social status on career success?

What are the generational differences in career motivations, development and outcomes? 


� We searched careers publications using the Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI), a leading database index most Chinese universities use as a basis for the evaluation of academic achievements and promotion. See Zhou et al. (2010) for a more in-depth evaluation of CSSCI.  


� ‘Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of the Elderly’ was firstly introduced in 1996 and it was amended in 2018. The law specifies the maintenance of and financial support for the elderly by their children.  
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