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How Excessive Competition Occurs: Generation Mechanism and
Alleviation Strategies of Academic Involution Among Undergraduates

WANG Yashuang', LIANG Yan®, YUAN Yuting’
(1. School of Education, Nanjing University, Nanjing 210023, China;
2. Linping No.3 Middle School, Hangzhou 311199, China;
3. Graduate School of Education, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract; The phenomenon of academic involution among undergraduates has been intensifying across
higher education institutions, emerging as a critical issue that has attracted growing attention. Existing studies
have largely focused on the explicit manifestations of academic involution and have tended to interpret its
causes from structural perspectives, while overlooking the internal psychological mechanisms and meaning-
making processes of students themselves. Based on rational choice theory and bounded rationality theory, a
qualitative research method was adopted to conduct semistructured interviews with 21 senior students from
“Double First-Class” universities, and the thematic analysis method was used to encode and analyze the
interview data to explore the generation mechanism and alleviation strategies of academic involution among
undergraduates. The study shows that the generation of academic involution is shaped, on the one hand, by
external environmental factors at the macro—societal, meso-institutional, and micro-relational levels; on the
other hand, it is also driven by individual agency, encompassing rational pursuits of “active involution”
while also manifesting irrational tendencies of being “passively involved”. Simultaneously, the holding and
control of time capital, human capital and culture capital contribute to the generation of academic involution
among undergraduates. Further research finds that the internal involution among college students is the result
of the interaction among the external environment, resource control, and individual choices. The external
environment defines the competitive boundaries through resource allocation, while individuals try to break
through these boundaries through resource control. However, due to the selfreinforcement of competition
and the collective spread of irrational behavior, the internal involution cycle is further exacerbated. Overall,
the generation mechanism of academic involution among undergraduates is a process from structural
discipline to individual agency, presenting a complex picture of the intertwining of initiative and passivity, as
well as rationality and irrationality. It is recommended that the society create a benign public opinion
environment and build a sustainable social value ecosystem; colleges and universities optimize student
evaluation methods and improve a comprehensive education system; undergraduates are supposed to plan
their own development paths rationally thereby breaking free from the dilemma of blind and ineffective
academic involution.

Key words: undergraduates; academic involution; excessive competition; thematic analysis method;

generation mechanism
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