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Abstract

:

This paper explores the challenges early career researchers (ECRs) face in academia and the benefits of being part of a distributed peer mentoring network. The study highlights the importance of social capital and emotional and motivational support in promoting wellbeing and career development, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. Using both qualitative and quantitative methods, the paper examines the impact of a collaborative environment on individual productivity and the development of clear goals. The study reveals that the supportive network of like-minded, ambitious people across borders and hierarchies offers the opportunity to identify with others and create a sense of belonging. The paper concludes by emphasizing the need for qualitative methods of social network analysis to investigate the meaning of social structures in the career development of ECRs.
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The environment for career development in academia has undergone significant changes in recent years. Job demands now encompass conducting excellent research, teaching, demonstrating leadership and management, writing for diverse audiences, and raising funds. Consequently, the learning processes for prospective academics have become less linear and more akin to a sequential series of learning cycles [1]. The challenges of academia are particularly pertinent for early career researchers (ECRs) in the first decade of their academic or research careers [2]. Many ECRs grapple with uncertainties related to future career progression and external circumstances such as the repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic [3].



The pandemic has prompted a global re-evaluation of public life and necessitated a realignment of academic institutions and existing work and network structures. Consequently, numerous scientific conferences—critical platforms for professional exchange and relationship building—have been cancelled or transitioned to virtual formats [4,5]. The imposed pandemic restrictions have adversely affected the career development of ECRs. For these individuals, connections with the academic community are crucial, as they are key components in establishing and expanding an academic career and fostering professional development [1,6,7,8,9]. Recently, Froehlich [8] examined the concept of social capital in an in-COVID and post-COVID world, suggesting the need for more in-depth methods to comprehend the role of social connections in career outcomes. In particular, he advocated for a greater focus on the qualitative methods of social network analysis to investigate the significance of social structures and to reconsider the concept of social capital in a post-COVID world [10]. One potential strategy for creating meaningful networks in the post-COVID world is through mentoring groups. Such groups can be particularly beneficial in the early stages of an academic career, fostering learning experiences and personal growth [11,12]. Mentoring has been recognized as a pivotal mechanism to assist ECRs in making progression in personal, professional, or career development [13]. Existing research demonstrated that mentoring has beneficial outcomes for women in academia and early career academic staff such as increased research productivity, promotion success, and career satisfaction [14,15,16]. Co-authoring papers, assisting in the preparation of articles without expecting authorship credit, and group brainstorming sessions serve as examples of mentoring group activities. In this context, so-called distributed peer mentoring networks (DPMNs)—“groups where the members are not physically present and meet virtually [...], the members are equal and mentor each other, as opposed to the more traditional hierarchical mentoring structure” [17] (p. 43)—appear to be especially relevant. This is particularly relevant given the international focus of academia and the large peer group of ECRs.



This research embarks on a novel journey to delve into the role of DPMNs in the career progression of ECRs by employing a design-based research approach. We have principally aimed to unravel the following research question: What is the perceived role of a DPMN in the career advancement of ECRs? Through our investigation, we seek to unmask the inner dynamics of existing peer mentoring networks, shedding light on their potential benefits and challenges for ECRs. By doing so, we strive to extend our understanding of DPMNs and their influence on the career trajectories of ECRs. This exploration aims not only to contribute to the burgeoning scholarly discourse on ECRs’ career development but also to offer practical insights for academic institutions, policymakers, and individual researchers. It is our aspiration that this research will stimulate further conversation and inspire innovative practices in utilizing DPMNs as an integral part of ECRs’ career advancement strategies in a post-COVID academic landscape.



1. Theoretical Background


1.1. Career Development of ECRs


To ensure employability in academia, Early Career Researchers (ECRs) must navigate a wide array of tasks. These include teaching and administrative duties, research-related activities such as writing grants, reviewing manuscripts, and publishing articles, as well as supervisory duties [18,19]. Academics are also expected to undertake research stays abroad and collaborate with other research teams, necessitating changes in residence and flexibility in personal life [20]. The demand for such multifaceted expertise can cause ECRs to experience anxiety and stress, which may impact their performance, job satisfaction, wellbeing, and their likelihood of remaining in the profession [6,21,22].



Several factors contribute to a successful academic career. Browning et al. [23] (p. 372) proposed that strategies such as earning a research doctorate, receiving mentorship, attending conferences, supervising postgraduate students, being part of an active research group, receiving support in developing grant applications, and having access to financial start-up funds could all significantly enhance career prospects. Echoing Smith, academics themselves have reported that working within a “strong, collegial department” [6] (p. 1000) was particularly beneficial for their growth and development. Furthermore, factors such as nationality, culture, economy, and political environment might also play a role in career development [24].



Given the challenges ECRs face in forging a successful academic career, an important question arises: “How can ECRs be better supported in gaining a foothold in academia?” Investing in social capital may provide one avenue for creating a sense of support during their academic journey.




1.2. Career Development and Social Capital


Career development is highly individual and varies across professions [25,26,27]. As noted by Roach and Sauermann [27], academics typically exhibit higher intrinsic motivation to work than individuals in other occupations. They are often willing to accept lower salaries and more stringent working conditions in exchange for greater independence and flexibility [8]. Academics also operate in a highly competitive environment, which includes writing grant applications, publishing articles in top-tier journals, attracting highly qualified staff and students, and procuring resources [23]. To navigate their careers successfully, ECRs can greatly benefit from an effective (inter)national network, productive mentoring, and participation in collaborative research because a robust network can serve as a form of social capital [9].



In career development, it is not only professional expertise that is required but also social capital, which encompasses the formation of networks, exchange of resources, and provision of support on a human level. Lin [28] (p. 4) defined social capital as “resources embedded in one’s social networks, resources that can be accessed or mobilized through ties in the networks. Through such social relations or social networks, an actor may borrow or capture other actors’ resources (e.g., their wealth, power, or reputation)”. Social capital depends on the structure of the network, the actors involved, and the quality and quantity of the relationships. Consequently, everyone involved in this network can benefit from the circulating capital, irrespective of a direct and personal relationship with the provider of the respective resources [29]. Despite its relevance and importance, research at the intersection of social capital and career development of ECRs is currently limited [30,31,32,33,34,35,36,37].




1.3. The Role of DPMNs in the Career Development of ECRs


Mentoring in the early stages of an academic career is considered to have positive effects: these include fostering professional independence [38], networking within one’s research field, increasing self-confidence, providing advice and essential information, offering opportunities to reflect on one’s own (research) practice, improving effectiveness [39], and holding particular value for, for instance, women or individuals from marginalized communities [40]. For doctoral candidates, mentoring is about imparting knowledge and skills and encouraging discipline and emotional support throughout the dissertation writing process [41] (p. 202).



Research in the area of Distributed Peer Mentoring Networks (DPMN) is scarce, as the available work primarily relates to distributed mentoring in specific domains, such as organizational contexts/workplaces, urban high schools, isolated faculty, pre-service teachers, and fan communities [2,42,43,44,45]. Regarding socializing in the research community and supporting the development of a meaningful network for ECRs, “[evaluation] studies of mentoring programs that facilitate multiple developmental relationships in academia suggest multiple mentors are important” [1,46]. Incorporating social network theory, it is argued that a broader network with “weak ties” is more effective than focusing exclusively on a small number of “strong ties” due to the associated access to a more significant number of referrals and resources [1]. Career-related peer mentoring facilitates connectedness to one’s career choice and academic integration [47].



Distributed mentoring can be understood as networked communities in which people of all ages and experience levels interact and support each other through a complex, interwoven web of interactive, cumulatively sophisticated advice and informal instruction and is seen as a new type of mentoring. This form is characterized by “aggregation, accretion, acceleration, abundance, availability, asynchronicity, and affect” [42]. Complementing this, three essential elements of a DPMN can be identified [17]: (a) confidentiality (a supportive environment where unrestricted thoughts and concerns can be shared), (b) external support and/or validation (illustrating the value of the peer mentoring to faculty development), and (c) commitment (investing time and energy into the network to help it grow into an entity in which participants support each other). Establishing DPMNs allows ECRs to create and expand a strong network within their research field, which can benefit their entire career. For instance, a meaningful network can contribute to the job finding process or establishment of collaborations on projects, indirectly contributing to a successful academic career [48]. However, the benefits of DPMNs to the tertiary sector in general, and precisely the benefits to the career-related outcomes of ECRs, remain uncertain. In our research, we sought to address the recent call for qualitative methods of social network analysis to investigate the meaning of social structures in the career development of ECRs [9].



Examining an ECR network aims to determine the relationships between individuals within the network and their professional development. Different parameters can be considered. As the network and the relationships that ECRs build and their influence on professional development are of particular interest, social network analysis—an approach which aims “to investigate relations and social structures through the use of networks and graph theory” [49]—is applied. According to Saxena et al. (2019), who researched the social networks of students, social network analysis served as a suitable tool to examine the relationships and performances within a collaborative network. Such an analysis not only reveals the extent of benefits a member of a network enjoys but also clarifies the relevance of specific actors or groups in supporting learning processes within the learning environment.





2. Method


In alignment with a qualitatively driven, design-based research (DBR) methodology [50], this study employs a multimodal data collection approach. We aim to dive into the specific context in detail with a direct aspiration to effectuate practical implications. This strategic approach enables us to illuminate the underexplored intersection of ECRs, their social capital, and the role of Distributed Peer Mentoring Networks (DPMN).



All 15 members of an established DPMN were contacted and asked about their interest in participating in this study. In the course of this, participants indicated whether they were interested in being interviewed and completing the questionnaire, or only completing the questionnaire. Ten participants completed the questionnaire only and five were also available for an interview. The participants were either in the final phase of their doctorate, i.e., about to finalize their thesis, about to defend it, or in a post-doctoral position. Firstly, we conducted a semi-structured, problem-centered approach with the ECRs from three distinct European countries who were all part of the same DPMN. Each interview, which lasted approximately 60 min on average, was conducted in English and focused on aspects such as collaboration within the network, the nature of relationships built, and the added value the network provided for their academic careers. Our selection criteria for the interviewees necessitated that they should have been active members of the focal DPMN for a minimum period of six months and should have actively participated in at least one offered format (for example, co-working, development circle, networking). Prior to the commencement of the interviews, we ensured that all participants were fully briefed on the purpose of the study, following which informed consent was obtained. The privacy policy, outlining the anonymity and confidentiality of their responses, was also shared with the participants.



Secondly, we utilized a questionnaire with ordinal scaled questions to gather quantitative data. This instrument served to understand the extent of participation in the network over time, the networking formats in which participants engaged, satisfaction levels with the network, as well as the individual perceived benefits of participation. To encourage the voice of the participants and invite more nuanced insights, we also incorporated free text fields within the questionnaire for additional input and comments. The items were also formulated based on the pre-established thematic framework. The collected audio recordings of the interviews were stored locally on the interviewer’s work computer for the sole duration required to complete the transcriptions. Subsequently, all audio recordings were deleted. The transcripts at hand were anonymized upon completion, thereby precluding any inferences about the participants. The transcripts themselves were marked with alphanumeric combinations, designed to equally ensure the absence of any discernible conclusions. The questionnaire was administered using SoSci Survey and disseminated to participants via a hyperlink.



The collected qualitative data was meticulously analyzed using QCAmap (Association for Supporting Qualitative Research, ASQ, v.1.0.9, 2021). Employing content analysis techniques, we sought to capture both explicit and latent attitudes and opinions, following the method suggested by Mayring [51]. To execute the content analysis, the data was meticulously reviewed and systematically coded according to predefined criteria and themes (the relationships and performances within a collaborative network). This process involved breaking down the data into meaningful units of analysis, which were then assigned relevant codes that corresponded to the predefined themes. These codes were developed through a thorough process of iterative refinement, ensuring that they accurately captured the nuances and variations present in the data. Following the coding process, the codes were grouped into broader categories that reflected overarching themes and patterns. The analysis was driven by a deductive approach. Due to the scope of the research project, no intercoder reliability was established. The content analysis employed a structured and systematic approach to dissect and interpret textual data. The methodological framework facilitated the extraction of meaningful insights, patterns, and themes. The resulting analytical categories emerged organically from the data, mirroring research on students’ social networks, where the relationships and performances within a collaborative network were examined [8]. This allowed us to delve deeper into the unique dynamics of ECRs’ social capital and their participation in DPMN.



This study identified two principal categories related to the professional development of Early Career Researchers (ECRs) through the lens of their engagement within the Distributed Peer Mentoring Network (DPMN). The first category, labeled ‘Effectiveness of the Collaborative Environment,’ encapsulated the value derived from the non-hierarchical structures of the DPMN. Participants underscored the relevance of reciprocal support, the shared and participatory work ethic, productive feedback mechanisms, and the exchange of information and resources. Moreover, participants emphasized the benefit of individual work being purposefully structured and guided by clear, self-imposed goals for designated work periods. An illustrative example of this dynamic comes from the following excerpt from our first interview: “Especially during Corona, it was helpful to know there was somebody. You log in, and there are some, you know, green points [symbols showing people on-line], and they’re like, […] start at 11:00 a.m.”.



The second emergent category was denoted as ‘Academic Performance’. It centered on the implicit expectations and requisite tasks for ECRs, including external funding applications, producing publications, generating citations, and undertaking teaching roles. Additionally, the importance of administrative tasks, developing a research network, guiding students, and participating in international research projects was noted.



To underscore the influence of the DPMN on academic performance, consider the following anecdote from our third interviewee: “[If] I would like to write a paper with new co-authors, I would definitely look in the network and ask Daniel or Jasmin”. Furthermore, this testimonial by the fifth interviewee underscored the DPMN’s critical role in academic productivity: “[Participation in the network] probably saved my dissertation [...] had I not have [sic!] this system, I’m not sure I would have finished on time, and no, it was about productivity and so on [...]”.



These categories highlight the significant role the DPMN plays in fostering a conducive collaborative environment and enhancing academic performance amongst ECRs, therefore contributing to their professional development.




3. Results


The following results will be structured based on the main categories that emerged when coding the interviews.



3.1. Effectiveness of the Collaborative Environment


Concerning the efficient and productive management of their work hours, the participants acknowledged the importance of establishing distinct objectives prior to their designated work periods. Such goal-oriented conduct not only enhanced their awareness of their accomplishments and progress but also underscored the significance of their tasks. The practice of formulating and communicating clear goals to peers served as a recurrent reminder of the relevance and value of their work.



The ECRs also demonstrated cognizance of the crucial need for work-life equilibrium and personal wellbeing. The demarcation between professional duties and leisure activities can often become indistinct in the academic realm, necessitating robust intrinsic motivation and deriving pleasure from the work itself. Long-term career success hinges significantly on maintaining a healthy balance between mental and physical wellbeing. Interactions with fellow network members continually reinforced the need for a healthy work-life balance. Such exchanges emblemize the overarching aim of the network—fostering the individual development of its members. Active participation led to conscious reflection and an altered, positive perception of individual development. The platform and channels in the DPMN provided a scaffolding or toolbox [Interviewee 2]. Members could use the platform according to their available time [Interviewee 4].



Another significant aspect of the effectiveness of a collaborative environment is emotional support and motivation. Members appreciated co-working during the months of lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Above all, knowing that they were not alone was helpful. “[…] Especially during Corona, [...] you log in, and there are some, you know, green points [symbols showing people on-line], and they’re like [...] start at 11:00 a.m.” [Interviewee 1]. Mutual support emerged not only through collaborative work but also in the platform’s various communication channels. These included, for example, feedback from the entire community or sharing the results of publication efforts. Platform participants exchanged mutual insights into each other’s work and fostered motivation and support through shared experiences. The platform provided an opportunity for connection between ECRs and space to reflect and widen their scientific horizon. Participants emphasized the more accessible potential collaborations and the opportunity to ask for help, discuss and exchange ideas, or establish new collaborations.



The diversity of academic degrees and the experience of building a heterogeneous network were mentioned. Half of the survey participants rated the existing contacts within the network as “very meaningful”. Being in contact with other academics enabled interviewees not just to be able to draw from their knowledge and resources but also to improve their language skills. The connection to other young academics led to higher confidence in getting in touch with other researchers and was assessed as “the most impact on my professional development [...]” [Interviewee 2]. As a result, the established and maintained contacts between ECRs increase individual outreach, which is seen as parallel to the usual conference experience. Meeting at a conference would be simplified and could change the entire conference experience.



In contrast, conferences with the parallel running of various presentations and workshops make it challenging to create new valuable contacts. Participants saw participation in a DPMN as positive and beneficial [Interviewee 4]. Interviewees stated they enjoyed exchanging a more personal nature with others before or between work sessions. One respondent rated the impact lower than that of the local faculty peer group. The difference was attributed to greater proximity and time spent with the local group. Participants could experience each other’s work ethos, leading to reciprocal motivation [Interviewee 3]. Overall, the effectiveness of the working environment was described as motivating and inspiring.




3.2. Academic Performance


The interviewees described various opportunities that arose as they used the platform. They often highlighted access to the network and thus to possible collaborators: “[...] I would like to write a paper with new co-authors; I would definitely look in the network and ask Daniel or Jasmin.” [Interviewee 3]. Informal exchanges on a personal and professional level broaden the spectrum of people with whom possible collaborations may arise, for example, the participation in another research group or guest lectures [Interviewee 3]. Especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, when many conferences were cancelled, the members felt the platform provided a good opportunity to make new professional contacts. As one interviewee put it: “[...] all the outlined opportunities would not or could not have happened outside the network for me (because I didn’t know the people, for instance)” [Interviewee 5]. Experiences within the network contributed to their professional development and reputation in the scientific community. Multiple interviewees mentioned that the network provided opportunities for the exchange of research ideas. This was coupled with the possibility of expanding the network with people from other institutions that may prove useful at later points in an individual’s career.



The participants expressed that their involvement in the DPMN was highly satisfactory, impactful, and influential. They used phrases such as “really, really great”, “had the most impact”, or “significant impact” to describe their experience. For example, “I think the DPMN [...] impact for me was great, I would say, because it was exactly the time when I needed to write my [PhD] thesis. Moreover, it was quite nice to log in and have someone working simultaneously. So, I think it had it had a high impact.” [Interviewee 3]. It is essential to take into account that interviewees define “professional development” differently and individually, depending on their self-identified weaknesses or goals. However, the consensus was further development in order to achieve the self-set goals regarding professional development [Interviewees 2 and 3].



Overall, these results indicate a highly positive impact of the DPMN and showed its usefulness to participants. Obtaining feedback is essential for reflection and continuous improvement of research and teaching performance, especially when entering academia. However, the time-consuming aspect of obtaining feedback was emphasized. Participation in the network enabled immediate feedback on the work produced and was evaluated by the participants as cheerful and helpful. At the same time, the exchange of feedback allowed them to practice the art of giving feedback by assessing the work of others and, at the same time, obtain insights into peers’ work.



The participants demonstrated a positive impact of the network on individual productivity. One interviewee mentioned the supportive and motivating effect of the network which “[…] probably saved my dissertation [...] had I not have [sic!] this system, I’m not sure I would have finished on time, and no, it was about productivity and so on [...]” [Interviewee 5]. Some felt less distracted and used their time more effectively [Interviewee 4].



Thus, the accelerated progress in the individual writing process also accommodated the high productivity requirements in academia.





4. Discussion


4.1. General Discussion


The crux of our study lies in dissecting the influence a DPMN imparts on the professional trajectory of ECRs, accomplished through a design-based research methodology. In line with previous research on the positive impact of mentoring on academic career success [14,15,16], our analytical process unveiled the advantages participants gained from their inclusion in this peer mentoring network, such as honing in on defined objectives, introspecting on personal productivity and career evolution, and acknowledging the centrality of wellbeing to a successful career. Moreover, our findings indicate the integral supportive role of the peer mentoring network, presenting a gamut of opportunities like idea sharing in research and the identification of potential collaborators.



Apart from career progression, participants underscored the necessity of maintaining wellbeing and achieving a work-life balance for ECRs. The multifaceted challenges ECRs encounter include juggling teaching, research, administrative, and/or supervisory duties in a highly competitive milieu. Personal hurdles, including self-management, motivation, self-efficacy, or coping with additional family and financial responsibilities can compound stress during doctoral studies [52]. Further exacerbating these pressures is the potential inadequacy of writing skills—an essential component of doctoral research—which can induce significant anxiety for numerous ECRs [53]. Consequently, high stress levels, emotional burnout, and anxiety may plague ECRs [54,55], possibly leading to an exodus from the academic field [56].



Yet, engaging in dialogues with fellow members of the DPMN served as recurring reminders of the importance of striking a healthy work-life balance. Practices like peer mentoring, writing circles, and co-working foster a sense of psychosocial safety, provide platforms for resource and experience sharing, bolster successful outcomes of the academic journey, and crucially, ameliorate mental health and wellbeing. By perceiving themselves as acknowledged and accepted members of the scientific community, ECRs tend to evaluate their environment more favorably, fostering a sense of belonging—one of the fundamental human needs [53,54,55,56]. The ensuing text sheds light on the trials faced by ECRs in managing their workload, formulating individual strategies and objectives to effectively deal with academic demands, the significance of setting clear objectives for concentrated work phases, aligning minor milestones with significant ones, and the instrumental role of mentorship in supporting ECRs. The influence of the focal DPMN on the career advancement of ECRs is also explored, concentrating on how the network assisted ECRs in concentrating on their objectives and augmenting their productivity. Additionally, the text underscores the importance of peer networking, emotional, and motivational support in enhancing the wellbeing of ECRs, particularly amid the COVID-19 pandemic.




4.2. Awareness and Planning of Professional Development


As previously noted, ECRs encounter a vast array of academic expectations [18,20] which demand tailored knowledge and comprehension. These expectations necessitate that ECRs devise personalized strategies and targets to manage these demands optimally. A noteworthy revelation from the interviews was the enhanced comprehension participants developed concerning precise objectives for concentrated work sessions through collective learning within the group. The rich tapestry of academic backgrounds and experiences within the group members facilitated mutual learning, underscoring the importance of setting defined goals to augment productivity, self-awareness, and introspection. The lack of hierarchical dynamics within the group nurtured a cooperative environment based on parity, aligning with the concept of mentorship as a relationship where novices are guided by their more seasoned peers and deriving benefits from their experiential wisdom [6,24].



For effective workload management, ECRs need to establish objectives for individual work sessions and overarching research projects. This includes aligning minor milestones and interim stages with substantial milestones. The study at hand comprised a diverse range of participants at varying stages of their academic careers, hailing from a multitude of European universities. It is crucial to evaluate the doctoral programs in the context of the Bologna reforms, inherent curricula, requirements, and their compatibility against the present research landscape. This need is emphasized by the stringent demands placed on ECRs and the skill deficit that needs to be addressed through suitable training during their academic pursuits [23].



To reiterate, ECRs face multifarious academic requirements [18,20] that call for specific knowledge and cognizance. ECRs must formulate individualized structures and objectives to proficiently handle these demands. An intriguing insight from the interviews was participants’ improved understanding of explicit objectives for dedicated work periods through communal learning within the group. The wide variety of academic backgrounds and experiences among group members fostered reciprocal learning, underlining the need to delineate clear goals to bolster productivity, self-awareness, and self-reflection. The absence of rigid hierarchical structures within the group encouraged collaboration on an equal footing, resonating with the notion of mentoring where less experienced individuals gain guidance from their more experienced counterparts, reaping benefits from their socialization experiences [6,24].




4.3. Wellbeing


During the challenging times of the COVID-19 pandemic, when engaging networking opportunities were curtailed and the exchange of research ideas restricted, the network under investigation provided a platform to interact with peers from other institutions, replicating the networking usually facilitated by conferences. Given the escalating demands confronting ECRs—demands for which they may only be partially prepared—there is potential for increased anxiety and stress levels to impact their performance [21,22,47,57]. The environment in which an aspiring academic immerses themselves can significantly influence their wellbeing and performance, underlining the role of peer interactions for both knowledge sharing and emotional and motivational reinforcement.



The favorable working atmosphere characterized by a diverse mix of personalities, disciplines, and perspectives, as reported by interviewees, beneficially impacted their emotional and motivational states. They appreciated the collaborative setting for working and exchanging ideas. A pivotal point repeatedly mentioned was the lack of any compulsion to participate, coupled with the ease with which they could temporarily disconnect from the network. The interviewees reported an increase in their perceived productivity, not only due to the collective presence of other members but also due to the optimal infrastructure and customized communication channels, like a dedicated feedback channel. In essence, this meets the criteria for meaningful connections, aligning with the concept of social capital as defined by Lin [28] (p. 4).



A supportive network consisting of ambitious, like-minded individuals, focused on productivity beyond geographic and hierarchical boundaries, offers a platform to find peers for identification and thereby cultivate a sense of belonging. The value of such connections is amplified as collaborations in diverse teams are known to advance academic careers. This facet aligns with the criteria proposed by Cox et al. [17] as participants felt invested in the network and contributed to its expansion.




4.4. Individual Productivity


Our investigation centered around the role of the focal DPMN in aiding ECRs to maintain focus on their objectives and boost their productivity. Through the interviews, participants brought to light the numerous advantages of the DPMN’s non-hierarchical structure, favorable work ethics, and the capacity to offer swift feedback from a variety of perspectives and backgrounds. The emphasis the network placed on productivity and learning opportunities was considered by participants as crucial to the network’s effectiveness in enhancing individual productivity. For a network to optimally contribute to ECRs’ professional development, it must offer the necessary support. Interestingly, our study discovered that even a few hours of active involvement in the network resulted in a significant positive impact on productivity. Given the various academic demands faced by ECRs [18,20], the DPMN served as a supportive foundation to address challenges in a high-stakes environment.



Our study disclosed that previous research primarily focused on generalized mentoring relationships and only a handful of studies ventured into understanding the impact of distributed peer-mentoring networks on individual productivity. As such, there is a pressing need for additional research to delve into the specific form of mentoring offered by the DPMN and assess its impact on the professional development of ECRs within the realm of academic careers.




4.5. Reflection and Development


Engaging in a mentorship relationship, even within a digital framework, can present a valuable conduit for ECRs to remain aligned with their professional evolution. The DPMN that was the case study of this study serves as a nexus facilitating connections with contemporaries across various academic disciplines and levels, fostering the exchange of ideas, and preserving a sense of community and academic integration independent of temporal and spatial constraints. Isolation can precipitate a decline in productivity and emotional distress, with distributed peer mentoring networks offering a countermeasure to these adverse implications [17,48].



ECRs assign a spectrum of relevance and utility to the influence exerted by the DPMN. The network provides a toolkit for support and interaction, although the active and self-directed utilization of these resources is contingent upon individual members. The commitment and anticipations of members shape the eventual perception of outcomes.



Regular interaction with a diverse group fosters ECRs’ professional and social evolution, a feature inherent in the network through its combination of structured and spontaneous collaborations. However, contingent on the network’s size, striking a balance between a vast network and meaningful contacts can pose a challenge [17,19].



Although members underscore the necessity to expand the network’s reach, vital opportunities have already been forged for their professional growth. Collaborative efforts, symposiums, research visits, and other professional interactions are highly prized. Establishing a network at an early career stage is pivotal, with a network encompassing varied academic degrees, nationalities, and personalities working collectively to leverage resources, information, and assistance. Active participation in a network facilitates the construction of social capital, with ECRs reaping substantial benefits from broad networks that consist of diverse research focuses and institutions, thereby molding their perspective of the research landscape [58].



Participation in the DPMN eased the negotiation and initiation of collaborations, including research stays, co-authorships, and guest lectures, irrespective of the interviewees’ individual locations. Assertions that network participation facilitated the timely completion of dissertations imply that a robust network can yield benefits for ECRs’ careers, as the absence of peer support can culminate in significant emotional and motivational stress [48].




4.6. Limitations and Implications for Future Research


Several restrictions should be recognized in interpreting the presented data. Firstly, the interviews were remotely administered via distinct Zoom rooms, and an observed decline in participants’ attention, accompanied by heightened fatigue, suggests potential “Zoom fatigue” likely induced by the ongoing pandemic and its shift towards remote work and online activities. This fatigue may have compromised the quality of the interviews [59]. Secondly, participant selection bias may have influenced the results, given that participants voluntarily engaged in the study, which may imply a predisposition towards those who find more utility in the DPMN opting to participate. Also, we only researched one DPMN—taking a more general approach to sampling would not only make the findings more generalizable but would also allow analysis at different units of analysis [60]. Lastly, the study does not expound on the longevity of the peer mentoring network’s benefits, raising the possibility that the short-term gains may not endure over extended periods, or potentially yield unforeseen ramifications.



The limitations, but also the findings, hint at potentially fruitful avenues for further investigation. Firstly, they call for the examination of long-term benefits and risks for the members of DPMNs. Specifically, future research should delve into the durability of benefits and investigate potential long-term disadvantages or unintended consequences. It is critical to understand if the enhanced productivity, clarity in goal setting, and improved mental health persist over time or if there are diminishing returns.



Second, this study followed the argumentation by Froehlich [9], which assumes a changed nature of social capital (and its consequences) due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the higher prevalence of digital communication. Given the digital nature of the DPMN and the probable “Zoom fatigue” experienced by participants, it would be valuable for subsequent research to compare the experiences, advantages, and drawbacks of virtual mentoring networks with their traditional, in-person counterparts.



Lastly, future research may focus on more specific career outcomes, such as employability [61]. While the present study explored this in general terms, future studies might focus on specific career outcomes, such as research productivity (number of publications, citations, etc.), career advancement (time to promotion, job satisfaction, etc.), and the development of professional skills. Such research could help quantify the benefits of peer mentoring networks in concrete career-related metrics.




4.7. Implications for Practice


The study also has implications for academic practice. The study’s findings underline the need for academic institutions to recognize and promote the benefits of peer mentoring networks. Such networks could be formally integrated into academic programs, thus ensuring that ECRs receive structured, consistent support throughout their professional development journey.



Furthermore, given that the format is relatively new, institutions could provide training to ECRs on how to effectively engage with and benefit from peer mentoring networks. Such training could include guidance on setting clear goals, making meaningful connections, and leveraging diverse perspectives within the network.



Importantly, the apparent benefits of peer mentoring networks on ECRs’ career development suggest that participation in such networks could be considered in performance and career progression evaluations. By recognizing and rewarding engagement in mentoring, institutions can encourage a supportive, collaborative academic culture.
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