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Background: In China, involution, which means pressure to out-compete
other group members, has attracted public attention on Weibo. The new
online connotation of involution empowered group cohesion among youth.
Dissimilar to other crises, this crise also closely relates to group cohesion
concept. However, few previous group cohesion-related studies focus on
this critical concept. This study explains why and how youth created group
cohesion online when facing involution. First, by examining the relationship
between involution and group cohesion. Second, by examining whether
youth are united in the online discussion of involution by investigating the
generational gap. Following this, this study analyzes the different opinions to
identify why this group cohesion occurs, how youth think about involution,
and why they regard “older adults” as others. Lastly, this study analyzes how
youth use hashtags to attract more youth to voice their opinions, consequently
leading to greater group cohesion.

Methods: By combining frontier computational methods with causation and axial
coding, this study proposes a new way to in-depth analyze group cohesion on
social media.

Results: The results indicate that involution triggers poor online group cohesion,
and online involution-related hot issues trigger identity-based group cohesion.
Additionally, youth are significantly more negative than older adults, and their
expressions are full of identity-based construction. By stressing the social roots
and blaming the “other” (older adult group), youth united together online. These
findings indicated that a generation gap does indeed exist and that youth unite
on social media by posting related hashtags via “revealing social identity” and
“positioning and becoming” strategies.

Conclusion: The findings stress that involution is related to poor group cohesion
and that social media offers a new way to face the involution crisis. Youth will
use hashtags to unite and blame imagined enemies, such as older adults and the
upper class. These findings might assist in understanding interventions that lead
to more group cohesion.

generation gap, group cohesion, involution, public opinion online, STM, BERT, hashtag,
social identity
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1. Introduction

At the end of 2020, a picture attracted public attention: a
Tsinghua University student rode a bike while holding a
laptop and staring at it. Other students explained that “Wasting
time on things like riding a bike becomes unacceptable due to the
intense pressure of graduating top of the class” Chinese citizens
started to discuss a new buzzword on Weibo: “neijuan”
(involution).

Involution was introduced as a social concept by American
sociologist Clifford Geertz to describe a process of self-circulation
and stagnation of development where the same behavior is
repeated over a long time and maintained at a certain level
without any changes or promotions (Liu and Qiu, 2004).
Later, this concept was adopted by more and more scholars
in different areas to describe social phenomena (Kang and Jin,
2020).
being

Duara (1988) used the term “involution” to describe
stuck in the old

quantitative changes.

system, which only caused

The word has been discussed widely by the public since the
end of 2020, and its new connotation, as vigorous as a kind of
self-generated concept by social media, has been used as
attribution to endless fierce in-group competition, which may
bring personal and social stagnancy (Wang and Ge, 2020). This
endless fierce in-group competition appeared in several countries
as a social phenomenon (Lindquist and Xiang, 2019). For example,
research conducted in the United States indicated that four in ten
millennials aged 25-37 have a bachelor’s degree or above but earn
less than the previous generation of the same education level.
Industrialized East Asian countries such as Japan and South
Korea, where an aging population compounds economic
stagnation, have seen some of the worst involutions for some time.
In 2020, by discussing “involution,” Chinese individuals discussed
whether endless fierce competition for youth groups could make
their lives better since they were facing the fact that opportunities
for youth were decreasing.

In fierce competition games, youth have bad relationships
with peers. According to a survey released by the Center for
Mental Health of the Chinese Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, 35% of mental health disorders are related to a
“comparative crisis” in which individuals “find themselves inferior
to others.” Youth start to voice their opinions on social media, for
example, using hashtags, to search for resonance and fight
against involution.

Dissimilar to other crises, involution means irrational
competition ingroup, which also relates to group cohesion. To the
best of our knowledge, few group cohesion-related studies focus
on this critical concept. This study attempted to explain how
youth recreated group cohesion online when facing involution,
the offline fierce peer competition game. This study first examined
the relationship between involution and group cohesion.
Following this, this study examined whether youth were united in
the online involution discussion by detecting possible generational
gaps. Additionally, different opinions were analyzed to determine
why this group cohesion exists, how youth think about involution,
and why they regard “older adults” as others. Lastly, this study
analyzed how youth used hashtags to attract more group members
to voice their opinions.
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2. Literature review
2.1. Involution and group cohesion online

The term “involution” describes a culture that cannot (or does
not) adapt and or expand its economy but continues to develop in the
direction of internal complexity and inefficiency (Hui, 2009). Geertz
(1963) used this term to describe the decline of agriculture in Java.
Further, “involution” is used to describe sociopolitical problems in
opposition to “evolution” (Santosa et al., 2013).

Some scholars believe that involution should be seen as an
administrative setback, dwarfing autonomous regions with the
intention of power-sharing. The parent region is considered uncaring
toward grassroots welfare, is discriminatory, and creates development
gaps (Smail, 1965). Accelerated development of parent regions must
be dwarfed, and power-sharing requires grassroots approval by
consolidating identity (Haboddin, 2012). Duara (1988) used the term
“involution” to describe being stuck in the old system, which only
caused quantitative changes. In his book, Duara believed that
involution is not limited to agriculture and the economy and can
further foreground other areas such as sociology and psychology.
He stated that involution refers to growth without improving efficiency
and actual development; it depends on the regeneration and survival
of the old ways.

These implications suggested that meaningless in-group
competition should be critical in the “involution” concept. In 2020,
“involution” became one of the most popular words online, describing
the meaningless competition in all aspects of individuals’ daily lives,
including career development, students’ performance improvement,
etc. Its new connotation, as vigorous as a kind of self-generated
concept by social media, has been used as attribution to any peer
competition pressures causing either personal or social stagnancy.

Kang and Jin (2020) believed that the concept can serve as an
essential indicator for behavioral studies at individual and group
levels. They stated that involution has a significant impact on personal
growth and can be understood by higher and lower needs from
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs perspective. Involution is helpful to
indicate whether our lives are in such an inefficient in-group
competition cycle.

It is inevitable to consider group cohesion when discussing
involution. Festinger (1950) defined group cohesion as the result of all
the forces acting on the members to remain in the group (p. 274).
Sargent and Sue-Chan (2001) measured group cohesion from four

»

dimensions: “T liked my group,” “I got along with members of my
group,” “I am friends with the members of my group,” and “I feel a
sense of belongingness to my group” As the concept refers to the
extent of connectedness and solidarity among groups in society
(Kawachi and Berkman, 2000), group cohesion is related to in-group
competition (e.g., Forsyth and Kolenda, 1966; Lyles et al., 2018;
Newson et al., 2022), and thus connected to involution. According to
Lyles etal. (2018), friendly competition and cooperation are consistent
strong predictors of cohesion. That is to say, the prevalence of
involution, which refers to fierce and endless in-group competition,
might lead to poor group cohesion.

Traditionally, the psychological literature on intergroup conflict
was strongly influenced by social identity, which emphasizes the
relationship between in-group favoritism and out-group derogation
(Tajfel et al,, 1979). Individuals who share the same social categories
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such as sex, country, occupation, and age may share their attitudes
online. Group cohesion has also been linked to various dimensions of
well-being (Cramm et al, 2013; Yu et al, 2019). Additionally,
according to self-categorization theory (Turner and Reynolds, 1987),
increased group cohesion can directly result from a specific collective
identity being activated by contextual changes such as particular hot
issues driven by intergroup conflict. Intergroup conflict highlights
self-categorizations in terms of ‘us versus them, and hot issues
underpinned by such conflict can provide the group with more
explicit goals, a shared vision, and clear guidelines for behaviors in
alignment with group norms (Bliuc et al., 2015). The specific
conditions created by intergroup conflict may help opposing groups
identify their respective group’s enemy more clearly and thus provide
a concrete basis for identity formation, increased identification
in-group (Schmid and Muldoon, 2015; Stott et al., 2017).

In ICT times, social media makes it easier for individuals to
strengthen their group cohesion (Bliuc et al., 2020). Compared to
small groups, larger groups, related to the same social categories in
different places, unite to share the same views and show their support
to each other. For example, women stay together and voice for each
other online when facing harassment offline (Portwood-Stacer and
Berridge, 2014). Group cohesion is formulated, and their voices might
differ from men due to different sex cultures and experiences.
Communication researchers proved that having a large number of
user-generated social data available is an excellent opportunity to
investigate the communicative behaviors emerging in the context of
debates and to shed light on how communities of users with different
roles in society and different sentiments interact (Lai et al., 2015).
Thus, it is plausible that if group cohesion appears online, a gap can
be found between different socially categorized groups. Although the
opinion gap between different social groups reveals social-identity-
related group cohesion, only a few studies (e.g., Zhu et al., 2022)
examined it from a group cohesion perspective. Thus, the polarized
opinions between larger social-identity-based groups may reflect a
union of group members online, and the way group members attract
voices from other group members strengthens group cohesion online
and offline.

However, the discussion of involution on Weibo is unique because
it discusses in-group competition and the poor group cohesion
situation, and individuals are debating online with more and more
polarized opinions. For example, some felt desperate about fierce
in-group competition, while some were more positive and encouraged
to join the competition. If the polarized opinions about involution
online are based on social categories, the public opinion and the way
they unite together are both valuable to understanding the
strengthened group cohesion.

2.2. Generation gap in involution-related
discussion online

This section discusses why this study predicts that group cohesion
would appear among generational groups when discussing involution.

Several studies have illuminated the nature and extent of
continuity or differences between age groups, which refers to the
“generation gap” (Bengtson, 1970). According to Kupperschmidt
(2000), a generation is an identifiable group that shares birth, years,
age, and significant life events at critical developmental stages (p. 66).
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A generation of employees consists of individuals born approximately
within the same period of one to two decades (Kupperschmidt, 2000).

Scholars have specifically concentrated on the generation gap in
perception and expectation toward work. The American Water Works
Association reported that multiple generations are arguing together
(Wood, 2005). This has resulted in a level of generational conflict that
is so pervasive, it influences how employees are treated (competition
rules in workplace), how career goals are met. Additionally, studies
indicated that conflicts between age groups toward work can be a
social problem in most Western industrialized countries (see
Neugarten, 1970).

Previous studies have discussed the reason why the generation gap
in perception and expectation toward competition in workplace exists.
Scholars believe that when individuals from the same generation share
similar historical, economic, and social experiences, they have similar
work values, attitudes, and behaviors (Zemlke et al., 2000; Smola and
Sutton, 2002). Gursoy et al. (2008, p. 450) stressed that members of
generations who come of age during lean times or war years tend to
think and act differently than those born in peace and abundance.
Therefore, the significant life experiences of individuals belonging to
each generational group tend to shape their unique characteristics,
aspirations, and expectations (Cennamo and Gardner, 2008). Scholars
also consider social change, life pathways, and individual development
as modes of behavioral continuity and change, consequently believing
that different age groups may have different opinions about
competition in the workplace (Yang et al., 2008; Eber et al,, 2021).
Regarding students, involution is one of the most popular words
related to competition in recent studies. Parents and students may also
share different opinions due to their various situations when facing
involution (Ghiocanu, 2016).

Compared to older adults, only young people get involved in the
fierce in-group competition game, involution, in China. Starting from
school, they must keep taking exams to compete with their peers. After
starting work, they need job promotions to make more money. Young
Chinese individuals are also eager to buy a house, however, the high and
increasing prices forces youth to work harder to obtain more money.
Consequently, it is impossible to have an easy life and compete as before.
As mentioned above, many societies face social stagnancy, which makes
youth stuck in endless competition without actual improvement to
themselves or society. Therefore, compared to older adults, the out-group
members, who have settled down or have a high social status in China,
young individuals suffer from involution. This also provided a basis for
the different attitudes of different age groups toward involution.

Not restricted to workplace or school offline, one’s opinion can
appeal to resonance from other same generational group members
online. Studies have found that attitude is an excellent way to measure
the generation gap (Duncan, 1978), particularly toward peer
competition (Eber et al., 2021). Attitudes are a tendency to evaluate a
target object with some degree of favor or disfavor. They can
be operationalized by emotional reactions, behaviors toward, and
cognitive evaluations of the object (Netzer et al., 2018). Our paper
finds attitudes toward involution as opinions of involution and
sentiment (favor or disfavor). Whether the attitudes are varied among
different generational groups online can detect the existence of group
cohesion; the analysis of involution-related opinions reveals what
different generations think about in-group competition and group
cohesion; and how they attract same-social-category group members
to voice online explains how group cohesion is strengthened online.
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However, little research has been conducted on group cohesion using
this perspective.

Hashtag usage can also reveal how generational group cohesion is
strengthened online. Cappellini et al. (2019) stated that we are
presently witnessing groups formulating not only in communities but
among the wider public on social media, where several hashtags are
increasingly used to divide, influence, and agitate (Gillespie et al.,
2014; Pasquale, 2015; Striphas, 2015). Research into the use of
hashtags on Twitter and other social media platforms developed
rapidly following the Arab Spring and Occupy protests that
foregrounded the role of hashtags in informing the public,
coordinating campaigns, and expressing support (e.g., Papacharissi
and de Fatima Oliveira, 2012; Bruns et al., 2013). Studies explored the
phenomenon of hashtags and their significance in disseminating
news, communicating with dispersed publics during crisis events, and
in publicity efforts by celebrities, politicians, or charities (Portwood-
Stacer and Berridge, 2014). Additionally, studies examined how
hashtags raise awareness and shape public attitudes on various social
issues, events, and ideas (e.g., Rodgers and Scobie, 2015; Dragiewicz
and Burgess, 2016; Stout, 2016). Studies revealed that hashtags are not
only markers indicating a gathering of like-minded individuals (e.g.,
Sunstein, 2018) but are amplifiers, flagging crucial issues for a wider
public and making them discussable (Stout, 2016). Thus, it is a
powerful way to enlarge social groups online. Studies further indicated
that hashtags are constituted in multifarious exchanges, thus creating
complex dynamics of collaboration, solidarity, and confrontation
(Cappellini et al., 2019). Researchers suggest that viewing hashtags as
borderscapes enables a more nuanced understanding of opinion
polarization (Cappellini et al, 2019), the processes inhibiting
encounters with social-cultural others (Bump, 2016; Sunstein, 2018).

The present study aimed to examine online group cohesion via
hashtags. The hashtags used online by youth can be used to analyze

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1014331

how youth appeal to resonance to their social identity-related group
and strengthen their group cohesion. This study explored the usage of
the hashtag in denoting the contours of diverse positions on the
contested social issue involution.

This study attempted to understand how youth use social media to
unite and fight against involution (shown in Figure 1). First, the
relationship between involution and group cohesion was examined
(RQ1). Second, whether youth were united in the discussion of
involution online was examined by detecting possible generational gaps
(RQ2). Third, different opinions were analyzed to identify why group
cohesion increase among youth when discussing involution (RQ3).
Finally, how youth used hashtags to attract more group members to
voice and achieve greater group cohesion was analyzed (RQ4).

This study’s first question focused on the relationship between
involution and group cohesion:

RQ1: What did youth say about their group cohesion in real life
when discussing involution? Does the involution cause poor
group cohesion?

Starting from the literature on the generation gap in peer
competition offline, this study detected different attitudes toward
involution among different generational groups online. Thus, the
second research question was as follows:

RQ2: Do different generational groups have different attitudes
toward involution on Weibo?

The unity of identity-based groups online can be seen from several
perspectives, such as distinguishing “them” from “us,” and having
different opinions compared to other groups. If differences were
present, the differences of opinions toward involution were another
focus of the generation gap. From the differences, the relationship
between involution and group cohesion and whether the out-group
members force the youth to unite online could be understood. Thus,
the third research question was as follows:

poor peer

group
cohesion
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RQ3: What are the different opinions between youth and older
adult groups when discussing involution on Weibo?

Finally, hashtags used online by youth were analyzed to
understand how youth appeal to resonance to their social identity-
related group and strengthen their group cohesion using ICT. Thus,
the fourth research question was as follows:

RQ4: What are the hashtags youth use when discussing involution
on Weibo? How do they frame the hashtag?

3. Method

By analyzing social data related to involution collected from
October 13, 2020, to September 13, 2021, consisting of 21 thousand
Weibo posts, this study detected the sentimental divide using
Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers (BERT)
and Structural Topic Model (STM) methods.

With neural networks’ capacity for learning representation from
data, BERT performs excellently in sentence-level sentiment
classification. Thus, BERT can be used to classify the sentiments of posts
due to its limited max length. This study leveraged the approach BERT
to classify the Weibo sentiments of involution in different age groups.

This study used LDA and causation coding to identify the causal
relationship between involution and group cohesion in youth’s Weibo.

Following this, this study built a STM to discover topics and
estimate their relationship to document meta-data. Outputs of the
model can be used to conduct hypothesis testing regarding different
opinions among different generational groups. This mirrors the type of
analyses social scientists perform with content analysis in small data.

Lastly, this study analyzed the hashtags used by youth to discuss
involution and build group cohesion. The data corpus for this study’s
analysis was public Weibo posts in which the hashtags related to
involution appeared in youth posts. Data were collected and analyzed by
coding and axial coding (Saldaria, 2021) was used to study the hashtags.

3.1. Data collection

By following a consolidated strategy, all hashtags and keywords
that involved involution in collecting posts posted to a microblogging
platform (Weibo) were selected to avoid irrelevant posts. The list
contained various general involution issue-related terms: #involution
is everywhere, #what is involution, #why we start the involution,
#anti-involution, #Youth should fight against the “involution” trend,
#How does the youth live if they fight against involution, #How to
avoid involution, etc. The Weibo stream was monitored, and data was
collected using the Weibo Search application programming interface
(API); this allowed for the collection of nearly all posts containing any
search terms. The Weibo topic interface was selected to ensure that all
posts containing the involution of interest posted during the data
collection period were obtained; this precaution avoided incurring
known sampling issues related to collecting data. This procedure
yielded a data set containing 20 thousand unique tweets.

3.2. Sentiment detection
Various strategies to label social media sentiments exist (Liu et al.,

2017). With neural networks’ capacity of learning representation from
data, deep learning has become one of the most useful research models
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in this area. Based on Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM) and memory
networks, BERT rely on the attention mechanism to label the context,
which unifies these two stages, as encoding a concatenated text pair with
self-attention effectively includes bidirectional cross attention between
two sentences. BERT performs excellently in sentence-level sentiment
classification (SST-2; Devlin et al., 2018; Gao et al., 2019). Thus, BERT
can be used to classify the sentiments of posts due to its limited max
length (140 words). This study leveraged the BERT approach to classify
the Weibo sentiments of involution in different age groups.

3.3. Fine-tuning model training

This study focused on fine-tuning training and used the
pre-training model ‘hfl/chinese-roberta-wwm-ext’ trained by Yiming
Cui, who built the Chinese pre-trained language model series and
released them to the public to facilitate the research community. Fine-
tuning is straightforward since the self-attention mechanism in the
transformer allows BERT to model several downstream tasks—
whether they involve single text or text pairs—by swapping out the
appropriate inputs and outputs.

Regarding finetuning, the BERT model was first initialized with
the pre-trained parameters, and all parameters were fine-tuned using
labeled data. Sentiments of 3,000 Weibo including involution
(0-negative, 1-positive) were labeled, and the pre-trained uncased base
model of BERT2 was fine-tuned on a single NVIDIA RTX 3070Ti
GPU (16GB RAM).

BERT models were trained on multiple datasets and achieved high
detection accuracy (>90%) on cross-validation benchmarks. This
study’s reference model was selected for its best trade-off between
scalability and accuracy; the model is very precise at detecting
sentiments about involution—precision rate (PR) of 96%.

After the detection, the SIC and Age group sentiments were
calculated. Every day’s Sentiment Influence Calculation (SIC) of
discussion posts on Weibo:

The influence of Weibo’s sentiments was calculated as follows:

SIC =% (Likesij*sentimentij)

The identified negative and positive sentiments were calculated in
different age groups as follows:

Age Group Sentiments = Xj (sentimentij)

34.LDA and STM

The Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA; Blei et al., 2003) is a
generative statistical model that explains a set of observations through
unobserved groups. Each group explains why some parts of the data
are similar in natural language processing.

This study built a STM to discover topics and estimate their
relationship to document meta-data. Building off of the tradition of
probabilistic topic models, such as the Latent Dirichlet Allocation
(LDA) and other topic models that have extended these (e.g., Gerrish
and Blei, 2012; Paul and Dredze, 2015), the STM’s key innovation is
that it permits users to incorporate arbitrary metadata, defined as
information about each document, into the topic model. Outputs of
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the model can be used to conduct hypothesis testing regarding
different opinions between different age groups. This mirrors the type
of analyses that social scientists perform with content analysis.

The STM approach to estimation builds on prior work on
variational inference for topic models (Blei and Lafferty, 2007).
Researchers develop a partially collapsed variational Expectation—
Maximization algorithm that supplies estimates of the model
parameters upon convergence. Regularizing prior distributions are
used for v, k, and (optionally), which help enhance interpretation and
prevent overfitting.

Its implementation in the STM R package provides tools for
machine-assisted content analysis (Roberts et al., 2019). First, the data
is ingested and prepared for analysis. Following this, a structural topic
model is estimated. Finally, the results are evaluated and visualized.

3.5. Axial coding

The goal of Axial Coding is to strategically reassemble data that
were “split” or “fractured”” Landsheer and Boeije (2010) explained that
Axial Coding’s purpose is “to determine which [codes] in the research
are the dominant ones and which are the less important ones ... [and
to] reorganize the data set; synonyms are crossed out, redundant codes
are removed, and the best representative codes are selected” This
method “relates categories to subcategories [and] specifies the
properties and dimensions of a category” (Saldana, 2021). Properties
(i.e., characteristics or attributes) and dimensions (the location of a
property along a continuum or range) of a category refer to such
conditions, interactions, and

components as the contexts,

consequences and can indicate how youth build group cohesion online.

3.6. Causation coding

Causation coding is a way to label models of individuals’ words to
uncover “what people believe about events and their causes. ... An
attribution is an expression of the way a person thinks about the
relationship between a cause and an outcome;” and an attribution can
consist of an event, action, or characteristic (Munton et al., 1999,
pp- 5-6). Three elements are needed when analyzing causality: the
cause, the outcome, and the link between the cause and the outcome
(Saldana, 2021), and the results can show how involution influences
cohesion offline.

3.7. Ethics statement

Only publicly available data were used for the analysis (according
to Weibo's specification settings). Thus, data from users with privacy
restrictions were not included in the dataset.

Further, the domains from which the data were downloaded are
public Weibo entities and can be accessed by anyone.

4. Results

Figure 2A charts the number of daily discussion posts on Weibo,
indicating a clear trend. Figure 2B illustrates the number of daily
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negative posts on involution on Weibo. As can be seen from this
figure, the involution began to erupt on Weibo in April 2021,
increasing in May and June 2021, and decreasing over time.
Throughout this period, the involution garnered significant negative
discussions. From the user profile, many youths voiced their
experiences and opinions at that time. However, positive Weibo had
notably fewer posts than negative ones, and voices on the platform
were relatively late to the negative Weibo (shown in Figure 2C).

4.1. Sentiments detection

Figure 3 presents the everyday Sentiment Influence Calculation
(SIC) of discussion posts on Weibo. From this figure, it can be inferred
that the negative posts were more influential, especially in May and
June. Youths appealed to resonance and received more likes. For
instance, a man aged 30 posted: “Generation Z starts to fight against
the involution™ and received 16 thousand likes.

China’s definitions of generations are relatively vague. Such as the
“millennials” and “Generation Z,” which are often mentioned in
China, also followed the international definitions of generations.
Moreover, several studies used the international classification method
on generations to define Chinese generations and conducted research
accordingly (e.g., Long and Wang, 2015; Ao, 2021). Consequently, this
adopted  the
classification method.

The definition of youth should also be discussed in the Chinese
social context. Zhijian Huang, a Chinese scholar, conducted a

study also same international generation

literature review on the age limits of youth. He found the lower limit
of youth age to be approximately 14 years old, and the upper limit of
youth age varies, ranging from 24 to 49 years old (Long and Wang,
2015). According to the generational group used in the present study,
individuals aged 16-40 were grouped as youth, including Generation
Y and Z.

Figure 4 presents the negative/positive sentiment ratio trend in
the different generational groups. The users aged 16-24 (Generation
Z) exhibited more negative attitudes than positive attitudes (1.73:1);
the users aged 24-39 (Generation Y) exhibited more negative attitudes
than positive attitudes (1.52:1); the users aged 40-54 (Generation X)
exhibited fewer negative attitudes than positive attitudes (0.94:1); and
the users aged over 55 (Baby Bomber) exhibited significantly fewer
negative attitudes than positive attitudes (0.70:1). This indicated that
a generational gap exists when discussing involution; younger
individuals are more negative than older adults.

4.2. Involution and group cohesion offline

To understand the relationship between involution and group
cohesion offline, only the youth’s Weibo was selected and the keywords
“friend,” “classmates,” and “colleague;” which refer to “group member”

» « »

in the involution context, and “workplace,” “company;” “schools”

1 Ahszhargdiat. (May 05, 2021).
com/1930072831/KePBw9dTj?refer_flag=1001030103_ (Accessed October
22,2021).

Retrieved from: https://weibo
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daily positive posts on involution on Weibo.
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(A) The number of daily discussion posts on involution on Weibo. (B) The number of daily negative posts on involution on Weibo. (C) The number of
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Every day's Sentiment Influence Calculation (S/C) of discussion posts on Weibo.
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which refer to “group” according to the dimension Sargent and
Sue-Chan proposed was searched for. First, the sentiments ratio was
calculated, and it was found that the ratio of positive sentiments was
relatively low. Following this, LDA was used to find the typical
opinions and analyze them. The results indicated four major
categories: (a) stop irrational competition with others; (b) how
“involution” can you become; (c) please do not start endless
competition; and (d) stop doing this to your mates. The results were
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so similar that a second step, manual coding, was required. Causation
coding was applied to analyze the relationship between involution and
group cohesion. After coding the corpus, six causal links (“I hate my
colleagues because they get me into involution,” “I hate the company

»

because it pushes me to endless competition,” “I feel no belonging to

the workplace because I cannot get involved in their involution game,”
“I would like to quit my job because of my stupid and aggressive

»

colleague,” “I would like to quit my job because of the stupid involution
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The negative/positive sentiment ratio trend in different generational groups.
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Generation X Baby Bomber

game,” and “I felt despondent about work because of the involution”)
emerged and were compared with Sargent and Sue-Chan’s (2001)
dimension in the discussion.

First, it appeared that involution made the users dislike their
workgroup. For example: “I was ‘involuted’ by a colleague the very first
time, and he used to be a good friend... damn it, it is such a bad
place” ... This is such a disgusting company, why are colleagues so
eager to work overtime...The company is horrible due to this
involution.”?

Second, users felt that they did not belong to their peer group: “All
the candidates graduated from great universities like 985, 211...and they
are looking for jobs for several months...I felt I am so out of place...” *

Third, users felt sad about work because of the involution: “..I
have many same experiences: the colleagues will not take responsibility
and blame each other, pushing others to settle things...company is full
of this kind of involution pressure. So many things are like this...It
seems that we are doing many things, but actually, we are doing
nothing. I felt really exhausted about such bad relationships...”

2 (August 21, 2021) #Retrieved from: https://weibo.com/5456542348/
KvTCklegD?refer_flag=1001030103_(Accessed October 22, 2021).

3 (April 18, 2021) #Retrieved from: https://weibo.com/6573788020/
KbvpOFb1X?refer_flag=1001030103_ (Accessed October 22, 2021).

4 (April 28, 2021) https://weibo.com/1197152795/
KcUYmzirl?refer_flag=1001030103_(Accessed October 22, 2021).

5 (August 31, 2021) #Retrieved from: https://weibo.com/7280838652/
KwikOjizE?refer_flag=1001030103_(Accessed October 22, 2021).

#Retrieved from:
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Fourth, users experienced hatred toward their colleagues because
they believed that they got them into involution: “Since I got my new
job and worked for the bigger company, I found my colleagues are all
fools. They like involution so much. Everyone is so aggressive and
fights for a low salary. I am so desperate® “The complicated
relationship between colleagues made me feel impossible to become
friends with them...and the involution is everywhere...”’

Besides, users were trying to quit their groups due to aggressive
colleagues and involution: “Do you want to quit your job at the bank?
The new colleague is so stinky and neijuan...He is so neijuan that it
kills me..*

4.3.STM

Understanding the needs of the different groups, how they think,
and how they work are keys to understanding why the generation gap
exists (Hill et al., 2003), and whether outgroup pressure pushes them
to unite. To answer RQ2 by STM, this study used age as an indicator
variable for the treatment condition and an interaction between age
group and treatment condition as covariates. The interaction term

6 (August 31, 2021) #Retrieved from: https://weibo.com/5279855993/
KvTmU7tCx?refer_flag=1001030103_(Accessed October 22, 2021).
7 (June 24, 2021) #Retrieved from: https://weibo.com/5929956521/
KIH73Ciw0?refer_flag=1001030103_(Accessed October 22, 2021).
8 (August 07, 2021) #Retrieved from: https://weibo.com/2307804947/
KsjPaELCz?refer_flag=1001030103_(Accessed October 22, 2021).
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allows for the examination of whether older adults respond differently
to the treatment condition than youths. In this particular application,
the influence of these parameters was estimated on topic proportions
(“prevalence”) within responses. To address multi-modality, this
study’s model was estimated 20 times, with 20 different starting values,
and the model selection procedure described earlier was applied. Since
these models indicated similar results regarding the topics discovered
and differences in topic proportions across treatment conditions, one
was selected based on exclusivity and semantic coherence criterion
(shown in Figure 5).

A total of 20 topics were estimated in this study’s analysis. The 17
topics most associated with the treatment and control groups are
presented as follows: Topic 1 was the “involution in the workplace”
topic; Topic 2 emphasized that working hard was a way out; Topic 4
highlighted that youths should fight against involution; Topic 5 was
the “overreaction to involution” topic; Topic 6 stressed that students
should fight against involution; Topic 7 was the “involution is not a
new phenomenon” topic; Topic 8 emphasized how to deal with
involution; Topic 9 was about “involution in the workplace”; Topic 10
emphasizes appearance anxiety; Topic 11 was the “involution spread
widely in our society” topic; Topic 12 emphasized the meaning of
involution; Topic 13 was the “overseas students aggravate involution”
topic; Topic 14 referred to the reason we should fight against
involution (because it is harmful and useless). Topic 15 is the
“education involution” topic; Topic 16 discussed how older adults do
not understand because they are not involved (in the involution youth
face); Topic 17 was the “depreciation of education level is a kind of
involution” topic; and Topic 18 emphasized that involution does not
mean making efforts (shown in Table I and Figure 6).

Following this, this study moved to differences across treatment
groups. On average, across both treatment and control groups, topics
4,6,8,10, 14, 15, 16, 17, and 18 were more likely to be discussed by

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1014331

youths, while topics 1, 2, 5, 7, 9,11, 12, and13 were discussed more by
older adults. In addition, topic 2 was discussed significantly more by
older adults than youths, which indicated that older adults encourage
individuals to work instead of questioning. Youths discussed pressure
and desperation toward involution significantly more than older
adults. The results showed that youths were worried about the
grinding work and learning culture, but there does not seem to be a
way out, while older adults, who experienced arduous old days, might
accept the competition idea to a greater extent.

4.4. Hashtags

Based on youth Weibo posts, 369 topics related to involution were
detected. Two researchers were involved in applying the initial coding
frames based on the detected hashtags. First, they manually deleted
hashtags unrelated to the real meaning of involution, such as “fruits
are involved in involution,” after which a total of 96 topics remained.
Following this, axial coding was applied to find the main categories
youth use to discuss involution. Their discussions led to a final set of
four major categories: (a) we are fighting against the involution; (b)
the involution in daily life; (c) the explanation of involution; and (d)
the strategies to fight against the involution (as shown in Table 2).

Coding was followed by thematic analysis. This phase aimed to
analyze the coding frame in the context of previous studies on the
generational gap and group cohesion. Applying these concepts meant
looking at each frame’s discursive and relational dimensions. Thus,
each frame was thematically analyzed based on what resources
contributors employed to participate in the discussion and how they
positioned themselves with ‘the others’ Each frame was analyzed
separately, and two themes (‘revealing social identity, ‘becoming and
positioning’) emerged and were compared across frames. The final
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FIGURE 5
Plot of selected Model results. Numerals represent the average for each model, and dots represent topic-specific scores.
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TABLE 1 Topical prevalence contrast.

Content (€17e]0] )
category
Topic 1 Involution in the workplace Elder
Topic 2 Working hard is a way out Elder
Topic 4 Youths should fight against involution Younger
Topic 5 Overreacting to involution Elder
Topic 6 Students should fight against involution | Younger
Topic 7 Involution is not a new phenomenon Elder
Topic 8 How to deal with involution Younger
Topic 9 Involution in the workplace Elder
Topic 10 Appearance anxiety Younger
Topic 11 Involution spread widely in our society Elder
Topic 12 The meanings of involution Elder
Topic 13 Overseas students aggravate involution Elder
Topic 14 Fight against involution because it is Younger
harmful and useless
Topic 15 Education involution Younger
Topic 16 Elders do not understand because they Younger
are not involved
Topic 17 Depreciation of education level is akind | Younger
of involution
Topic 18 Involution does not mean making efforts | Younger
Effect of elder vs. youth
1 e
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FIGURE 6
Graphical display of topical prevalence contrast.

interpretation of themes resulted from a back-and-forth between the
literature on group cohesion, individual and joined data analysis,
and interpretation.

These hashtags made youth share their experiences, support
each other, and fight against the odds as a group. These findings
showed how online group cohesion could be strengthened
through hashtags.
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TABLE 2 The axial coding of hashtags related to involution.

Main-categories Sub-categories

We refuse involution in workplace

Youth are fighting against involution

We are fighting against the Fighting against the education involution

involution Students are fighting against involution

Hope we can effectively stop involution

Upper-class elders support the involution

The involution in daily life

The aggravation of involution in daily life

The opinions toward involution in daily life

People who are parenting face involution

The involution in daily life | People who are studying face involution

The influence of involution

People who are working face involution

Females are facing fierce involution

People who are looking for a job face involution

The involution and the success

The explanation of involution

Celebrities’ opinions about involution

The explanation of S . .
Experts’ opinions about involution
involution

The reason for involution

Straight A students’ opinions about involution

Entrepreneurs’ opinions about involution

The strategies to fight against the involution

The strategies to fight

. . i The strategies to fight against the education-related
against the involution

involution

5. Discussion

Studying involution on Weibo might be a way to understand why
youth strengthen group cohesion to mitigate the crises, whether it
be fierce competition in the workplace or increased tensions in
schools, and help youth face these difficulties. First, LDA and
causation coding was used to examine whether there were causal links
between involution and group cohesion. Following this, this study’s
empirical strategy enabled the analysis of the attitudes of the age group
toward involution and examined opinion differences between youth
and older adults. Strong evidence supporting the existence of a
generation gap was found through the BERT techniques in detecting
sentiments and STM methods to analyze contents from a large-scale
discussion of involution. Harnessing the sentiment and the semantic
content of the Weibo dataset, this study identified that different age
groups had opposite stances. The results showed that youths were
more negative than older adults. After content analysis using STM, it
was found that youths were more likely to feel pressured and trapped
in endless and useless competition games and blamed their colleagues
for getting them involved in involution. In contrast, older adults were
more likely to accept the competition game. Lastly, this study explored
what hashtags youths used to gain attention, appeal to resonance, and
strengthen their identity-based cohesion.
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The results of RQ1 showed that involution caused poor group
cohesion and youth stressed their poor group cohesion due to
irrational involution. All the LDA results were similar, showing that
individuals were complaining to their colleagues and calling for the
stop of involution. The causation coding results showed a clear trend
suggesting that involution caused bad group cohesion outcomes.
According to Sargent and Sue-Chan’s dimension (2001), poor group
cohesion was shown through the users’ Weibo. First, they hated their
group due to involution. Second, they expressed their pressure and
unwillingness to work. Third, they felt exhausted due to the endless
competition and even wanted to quit their jobs. Moreover, they felt
like they did not belong to their work group because of involution.

Furthermore, they hated their group members due to the
involution, let alone building a good relationship with them.
Involution caused colleagues to be involved in an endless and useless
game at work. If youth want to ‘survive, they must outcompete others,
even their friends. This is in line with Lyles’s view (2018) that friendly
competition and cooperation were consistently strong predictors of
cohesion. Thus, involution, the endless and useless competition,
damages the friendships between colleagues and triggers poor
group cohesion.

Regarding the generation gap and identity-based group cohesion
on social media. This study found that a generation gap exists from
the results of RQ2. As stated by Hill et al. (2003), understanding the
needs of the different groups, how they think, and how they work are
keys to understanding why the generation gap exists. To answer RQ3,
this study analyzed the attitudes and opinions of different generations
to identify how they unite and why inter-group conflict exists.
Additionally, this study focused on the social identity-related words
in the different groups shown in STM, since it is crucial to group
cohesion (Lee et al., 2020). The results indicated two reasons that
explain online group cohesion.

The first reason why youth united online was due to their different
life experiences compared to older adults. The older adults, the ones
born before 1965 and known as “Baby Boomers,” had positive attitudes
toward involution. Scholars describe this generation as workaholics
who rarely job-hop (Angeline, 2011). In China, they are leaders and
authorities in several areas and experienced difficult times and
wartime when they were young (Sun and Cheng, 2018). Gen X
employees, aged 40-55, according to Gursoy et al. (2008), are efficient
problem solvers but choose not to take on additional work where
possible. Thus, their attitudes are not as positive as the older group’s
when facing endless competition. In conclusion, the polarized
opinions showed that the older adult group tended to believe that
“involution is not a new phenomenon” and that youth were
“overreacting to involution” because they were hard workers
themselves when they were young. While the youths consisted of
individuals aged 18-40, that is, most of them are generation Y and
Z. Generation Y employees, aged 24-40, are casual, expect managers
to know them by their names, understand their needs and expectations
to promote, and care for their well-being and own achievement rather
than the collective goal (Gursoy et al., 2008). As Generation Z grew
up in a competitive environment, a survey conducted by Half (2015)
indicated that approximately 80% of the members of Generation Z
expect to work harder to have a successful professional path, which is
against the useless and endless competition games that cannot create
promotion opportunities. Thus, it is plausible that their opinion is
“fight against involution because it is harmful and useless” Not
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restricted to the workplace, youth who are students discussed their
involution in school, including graduation and looking for a job. The
polarized opinions “depreciation of education level is a kind of
involution” and “overseas students aggravate involution” can explain
why youth united online and voiced their opinions. The “students
should fight against involution” opinion indicated that they support
each other and attempt to find a way out together.

When youth and older adults start to voice their opinions, they
will find each other ridiculous. A professor supports the involution
by explaining its meaning: “People are talking about involution,
which shows that society can gain opportunities to rise through
competition. Otherwise, the social stratum will be solidified, all
efforts will be in vain, and society may face great turbulence and
regression.” Thousands of youths started to leave hate comments
on this news and started to self-categorize to create group cohesion.
Thus, compared to the older group who express their opinions, the
STM results showed that youth are more likely to use identity-
related words to express their opinions (e.g., “youths should fight
against involution,” “overseas students aggravate involution”
which indicated a group cohesion trend. Labov (2010) explained
that language is a key marker in a socially constructed experience
of identity formation. Thus, youth’s identity-related expressions are
based on the development of group construction (Lee and
Toutanova, 2018) and thus facilitate group cohesion.

Second, youth try to find the root of the irrational involution from
a social structure perspective. From this perspective, youth stress their
collective identity by blaming “others” They start to blame the older
group with opinions such as “older adults do not understand because
they are not involved” Youths struggle to survive, and they find that
older adults, such as leaders and bosses, especially in the workplace,
live easy lives. Thus, they are more likely to attack older adults who
show support for involution. Once celebrities, especially successful
older celebrities, support involution, they receive endless hate speech.
The different positions refer to the unity of components, which is the
difference between “other” and “us” In addition, when young
individuals regard successful older adults as “others,” they compare
and even begin to complain, believing that the older adults are the
ones to be blamed for their continued involution and the ones who
obtain benefits from involution. For example, a youth wrote this post

2

in an online involution discussion: “..I am speechless. In the
workplace, I was passive. They (the capitalists) had high daily salaries
but were not satisfied. I worked 996° a week and they thought I was
not hard-working and lazy. It was the capitalists who tricked us”"
Through this process, young individuals began to group, and opinions
developed in an increasingly polarized direction. Regarding ICT,
youths rely heavily on social networking facilities such as Weibo and
Twitter to communicate and complain. Some older adults discuss their
confusion about involution online. Consequently, when discussing
involution online, the generation gap appears, and youth start to unite.

To conclude the results of RQ2 and RQ3, the gap regarding

competition and promotion way at work from different generations

9 "996"is a description of the fierce working schedule in China. It means that
workers go to work at 9am, get off work at 9pm, and work six days per week.
10 (May 5, 2021) https://weibo.com/6324839905

Ke3cAmTic?refer_flag=1001030103_

retrieved from:
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was identified as one of the primary sources of inter-generational
diversity understandings of involution. Youth start to stress their
in-group values and understanding of competition. Another main
reason is the different positions youth and older adults are in when
facing involution.

From the results of RQ4, the hashtags used by youth to appeal to
resonance had two main mechanisms. First, various identities were
shown in the hashtags to appeal to more identity-related group
members to join. Hashtags seen in category (b) “The involution in
daily life” included “youth who are generation Z start to get involved
in involution,” “college students are in fierce involution” and “how
could a 35-Year-old employee get out of involution” With the focus
on one identity, individuals shared their bad experiences and made
age groups directly related to involution using hashtags. Users with the
same social identities categorized themselves and joined this hashtag
trend. Since social identity arises when an individual shares interests
with his or her social group (Rousseau, 1989; Meyer et al., 2006), this
self-categorized procedure formulates group cohesion. Moreover, the
age-related hashtags appeared in category (a) “We are fighting against
the involution” Personal stories were shared on these topics and were
open-ended enough to allow users to customize their narratives
(Clark, 2016). For instance, Weibo user “X{| ]33 nei” wrote, “It is
too difficult...colleagues start to go off work at 10 pm...and others said
it is amazing to just leave at 10 pm. I could say nothing but awesome.”
with the hashtag #Youth are fighting against the involution. These
categories highlighted the centrality of victims stories for the
construction of the identity of a battered youth in this unfair game.
“I've been Singapore for three years...I've been leaving ‘neijuan’ for
such a long time and now I felt less anxious about life...” Aziz (2022)
argues, reclaim identity narratives through visibility social media are
crucial to the formation of social groupings, facilitated identity
construction. In these ways, the youth strengthen group cohesion.

“Positioning and Becoming” are mechanisms youth use to spread
the influence of hashtags. Hashtags such as “please explain the
involution from your major;” “did the involution appear in your life?”
and “how to fight against the involution in your life” appeared in
categories (c) “The explanation of involution,” and (d) “The strategies
to fight against involution” All these hashtags caused youth who did
not consider the involution to reevaluate and position themselves as
victims. For instance, Weibo user “zmxs-/)» /)N [1” wrote, “Today,
I learned that my classmates also thought a lot when they were looking
for a new job. More than one of them chose to resign one year after
graduation. This reality is different from the world we thought when
we graduated. At that time, I was full of ambition, but later I gradually
lost my way; now I realize that I became a small gear in this super
volume era. We naively believe that the only way to escape is to jump
from a small pit to a slightly larger pit, where we can beg to find a
small sky. I am starting to get confused” with the hashtag “How to
treat the involution phenomena” As Cappellini et al. (2019) claimed,
hashtags have a constitutive role; particularly when concerned with
social issues, they can be conceived as sites for articulation, adaptation,
and contestations of ideas, identities, and non/belonging. They are
“both markers of belonging and places of becoming” (Brambilla, 2015).

By attaching a hashtag to one’s content, the youth acts to make their
content more visible to others; it is an intentional act designed to create
affiliation (Foster et al, 2021). The “revealing social identity” and
“positioning and becoming” hashtag strategies helped create an online
space for youth with different experiences and memories to engage with
one another. Thus, consistent with dynamic models of social identity
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theory (Becker and Tausch, 2015; Drury et al., 2016), participating in
hashtags may serve to strengthen social identity (Rosenbaum, 2019). In
turn, this group identification process is fundamental for creating
solidarity (Meyer et al., 2006; Harlow and Benbrook, 2019). Thus, given
the established relationship based on social identity-related groups (e.g.,
Foster et al., 2021), Weibo users represent themselves as victims who
struggle to survive and unite online to find a way out from the fierce and
useless competition they face.

To conclude, when a collection of individuals perceives themselves
as a group, a construct known as entitativity (Campbell, 1958),
psychological and interpersonal changes occur (Harasty, 1996; Forsyth
and Elliott, 1999). Compared to poor group cohesion offline, they use
social media to build identity-based group cohesion to fight against
involution. Youths might hope that online group cohesion affords
structural conditions to produce collective identity and group
participation (Lee et al., 2020). These new social ties, which refer to
the emotional connection among youth online, are ways to alleviate
youth competition pressure when facing peers offline. By stressing the
structural roots, youth discuss how to combat irrational involution,
return to rational competition.

These findings should raise awareness from the government
because the processes set alarms to the crisis of social stagnancy.
Helping youth develop themselves efficiently is one method of
stopping the crisis. From a practical perspective, the Chinese
government should rethink the youth’s online group cohesion and find
ways to solve the plight of young individuals’ blocked promotion
channels and lack of job opportunities. The government has begun to
control house prices, however, much more should be done. For
instance, it is necessary to create more job opportunities. Given the
“996” fierce working schedule and “35-year-old workplace crisis”
related posts, the government should introduce more effective policies
requiring enterprises to guarantee young individuals’ spare time after
work. Additionally, the government should focus on opinion
polarization which may cause more conflicts. Furthermore, the
government and media should focus on correcting each generation’s
misperceptions of others, and leaders in the workplace and on campus
should create teams to enable youth to collaborate rather than compete
with their peers and seniors.

6. Contributions, limitations, and
future work

By employing the concept of the generational gap in involution,
this study advances the understanding of group cohesion in three
ways: first, this study discussed one of the most important crises,
involution. Dissimilar to other crises, involution means irrational
competition in a group, which also closely relates to group cohesion.
To the best of our knowledge, few previous group cohesion-related
studies focused on this critical concept. This study identified the
relationship between involution and poor group cohesion.
Additionally, how to combat irrational involution, return rational
competition to its roots, and eliminate irrational competition is a
research field that requires attention. This study explained how young
individuals voice their opinions on social media and build internal
cohesion. Second, this study indicated that online opinion polarization
between different identity-based groups can be seen as a way to
examine the existence of group cohesion. Intergroup conflict may
assist opposing groups in more clearly identifying their respective
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group’s enemy and thus provide a concrete basis for identity formation
and increased identification with the group (Turner et al., 1979).
Third, this study indicated how hashtags, regarded as bordering spaces
(Cappellini et al., 2019), can strengthen group cohesion through
mechanisms related to social identity theory when concerned with hot
issues. Specifically, this study proposed a new combined computational
method to understand group cohesion and involution.

This study has some limitations and thus facilitates future
research. First, compared to psychological groups (i.e., less aggressive
members, workaholics), this study only focused on the social-
identity-based group. This was because involution has a social
structure root, so finding the groups on Weibo might be easier,
particularly when dealing with large online datasets. Future studies
should consider different psychological groups’ opinions toward
involution with a small sample so that more information about
participants can be gained. Second, future studies should focus on
whether online identity-based group cohesion facilitates offline
social connectivity. Additionally, whether online group cohesion will
recreate a productive workforce needs to be considered. Third,
we only retrieved revolution-related posts on Weibo as the basis of
the textual analysis. However, the occurrence of social events in this
interval may cause differences in group views, leading to biased
results because of the spiral of silence. Many other methods, like
social networking, questionnaire, or in-depth interview, can
be applied for further study. Since Many Chinese hot issue studies
are based on content on Weibo, so we chose Weibo platform to
extract data. Future studies can focus on other platforms, and of
course, other countries’ social media platforms.
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