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Academic inbreeding is a global phenomenon with significant implications for the quality and
equity of higher education. However, existing research has often been limited to individual
national contexts or has yielded contradictory findings. This study aims to address this gap by
providing a systematic comparative analysis of the patterns, causes, and consequences of
academic inbreeding across global regions, thereby elucidating how cultural and institutional
contexts shape this phenomenon.

Drawing on key theoretical frameworks, including labor market theory, Bourdieu’s theory of
capital, academic oligarchy, and institutional logics, this study employs a structured
comparative literature review to synthesize findings from more than fifty key studies conducted
across diverse contexts in North America, Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Africa.

The findings reveal that the consequences of academic inbreeding are not uniformly negative
but are highly context-dependent. Although academic inbreeding is often associated with
compromised meritocracy and reduced innovation in Western contexts, studies conducted in
countries such as Brazil and Slovenia, particularly in elite universities, indicate higher
productivity among academically inbred faculty. The phenomenon is examined through distinct
local perspectives, including the “Chair” system in Japan, “scientific schools” in Russia,
“patronage” in Turkey, and its role as a barrier to the “decolonization of knowledge” in South
Africa.

Effective management of academic inbreeding requires context-sensitive policymaking that
moves beyond one-size-fits-all solutions. Enhancing transparency in recruitment, fostering a
culture of academic mobility, and implementing merit-based assessment are key strategies for
mitigating the negative effects of academic inbreeding in higher education systems worldwide.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Universities, as pivotal centers for the production
and dissemination of knowledge, play a critical role
in societal development. To fulfill this mission,
dynamism, quality, and the ability to adapt to global
challenges are essential. However, “academic
inbreeding”—the practice of hiring a university’s
own graduates immediately after graduation—
remains one of the most persistent and controversial
challenges in higher education systems worldwide.
The prevalence of this phenomenon is significant; in
countries such as Spain and Portugal, rates exceed
70%, and in countries such as Turkey and Russia, it
has become a structural and institutionalized
challenge. raising serious concerns regarding
scientific stagnation, reduced innovation, and the
compromise of academic meritocracy.

While commonly defined as a recruitment
practice, recent analyses have expanded the concept
to include “network inbreeding” and “intellectual
inbreeding,” the latter of which refers to resistance
to new ideas. Furthermore, scholars such as Horta
emphasize the need to distinguish between “pure
inbreds” (immobile) and “silver-cord inbreds”
(those who return after gaining external experience),
as their impacts differ significantly. To analyze this
complex phenomenon, this study utilizes a multi
theoretical framework, including internal labor
market theory, Bourdieu’s theory of social and
cultural capital, academic oligarchy theory, and the
theory of conflicting institutional logics. Despite
numerous national studies, there remains a
significant gap in systematic comparative analyses
that explain the contradictory consequences of
inbreeding across diverse cultural and structural
contexts. This research aims to fill this gap by
providing a systematic comparative analysis of the
patterns, causes, and consequences of academic
inbreeding across five major global regions.

Methods

This study employs a qualitative research method
based on a “structured comparative literature
review”. The primary objective was to identify
global trends, local nuances, and the root causes of
academic inbreeding. The research process was
guided by specific questions regarding the
prevalence, structural causes, and reported
consequences  of inbreeding in  different
geographical contexts.

The data collection strategy involved systematic
searches of major international databases (Web of
Science, Scopus, and ERIC) and Iranian databases
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(including Magiran, Noormags, the Comprehensive
Portal of Humanities, and Civilica), using keywords
such as “academic inbreeding,” “faculty hiring,” and
“academic mobility.”

The screening process followed the PRISMA
framework. Of the 245 initially identified records,
57 key sources (including empirical articles,
reviews, and book chapters) were selected based on
rigorous inclusion and exclusion criteria. Data
analysis utilized a “qualitative comparative
synthesis” approach involving two stages: (1)
within-context analysis, in which findings for each
region (North America, Western Europe, Eastern
Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Africa) were
analyzed separately; and (2) cross-context analysis,
in which themes were compared to identify global
patterns and local specificities.

Results

The comparative analysis reveals that while
academic inbreeding is a nearly universal
phenomenon, its manifestations, drivers, and
impacts vary dramatically by context.

The Western Model: In North America and
Western Europe, inbreeding represents a tension
between the ideal of meritocracy and the reality of
stratified labor markets. In the United States, it is
explained by the “dual labor market” theory,
according to which inbreeding is more common in
lower-tier, precarious positions. In Western Europe,
patterns vary from high rates in the “academic
oligarchies” of Spain and Portugal to controlled rates
in Germany due to anti-inbreeding regulations.
Horta’s research in Portugal highlights that “silver-
cord inbreds” can perform as well as non-inbreds,
emphasizing the value of mobility.

Eastern and Central Europe: Here, inbreeding
is often a deeply rooted norm rather than a deviation,
stemming from the Soviet-era “Kafedra” (chair)
system and the cultural importance of “scientific
schools”. In Russia, loyalty to a mentor act as a form
of social capital. Interestingly, in Slovenia,
inbreeding in elite institutions has been linked to
higher productivity, suggesting a strategy for
retaining top talent.

The Asian Model: This region displays a
complex interplay between tradition and
globalization. In Japan, the “Koza” system and
“Gakubatsu”  (alumni  networks)  perpetuate
inbreeding. Conversely, China has drastically
reduced inbreeding in top universities through
aggressive government policies aimed at global
competitiveness. In Iran and Turkey, findings are
contradictory; while inbreeding may boost
quantitative productivity (paper counts) due to
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strong local networks, it often hampers international
collaboration and innovation.

Latin America: Inbreeding here is often a
rational survival strategy in uncertain labor markets.
In Brazil, elite universities use it to retain “symbolic
capital” and prevent brain drain, with some studies
showing higher productivity among inbred faculty.

Africa: In South Africa, the analysis transcends
conventional metrics, viewing inbreeding as a
mechanism for reproducing postcolonial power
structures and as a barrier to the “decolonization of
knowledge”.

The “productivity paradox” is a key finding.
While there is broad agreement on the negative
impact of inbreeding on innovation and diversity, its
impact on quantitative productivity is not linear.
High productivity among inbreds in contexts such as
Brazil or Iran can be explained by Bourdieu’s
theory: inbreds possess accumulated “social capital”
and institutional knowledge that facilitate faster
publication in local contexts, even if this limits their
global reach.

Conclusion

This study concludes that academic inbreeding is
a phenomenon with a dual nature: a global challenge
with profoundly local roots. One-size-fits-all
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solutions, such as total bans, are often ineffective.
Instead, policies must be context-sensitive.

For systems characterized by closed labor
markets (e.g., Southern Europe and Iran), the
priority should be to increase transparency and break
structural monopolies through the inclusion of
external reviewers on hiring committees. For
systems reliant on traditional loyalty (e.g., parts of
Asia), external measures, such as funding tied to
diversity metrics, may be effective.

Crucially, the study identifies academic mobility
as the most effective antidote. Rather than simply
prohibiting internal hiring, universities should
mandate external experience (postdoctoral positions
and sabbaticals) as a prerequisite for tenure. This
transforms “pure inbreeding” into ‘“mobility-
enhanced recruitment,” preserving institutional
memory while introducing new ideas. Ultimately,
upholding the principles of meritocracy and open
competition is essential not only for productivity but
also for the legitimacy and intellectual independence
of the higher education sector.

Keywords: Academic Inbreeding, Academic
Mobility,  Meritocracy, Comparative Analysis,
Cultural Consequences.
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Table 3. Comparison of the reported consequences of academic inbreeding
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