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DOES THE BELIEF IN MERITOCRACY PREDICT WELL-BEING OF LOW STATUS 

COLLEGE STUDENTS WHEN PERCEIVING DISCRIMINATION? 

XINTING ZHAO 

Dr. Roberta Scholes, Dissertation Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

Students in Chinese universities from lower social or economic classes may be at 

risk of peer discrimination with negative physical and psychological effects; they may 

experience poor academic, social and career outcomes.  Resources for supportive 

counseling are unlikely; therefore, self-coping skills are essential.  Student participant 

survey data from three Chinese universities were used to evaluate whether meritocracy 

belief, a coping mechanism deeply rooted in Chinese culture, protects the self-esteem, 

health, and school connectedness of students at risk.  Structural Equation Modeling 

(SEM) was used to examine meritocracy beliefs of students from high or low 

status.  Comparison groups of students, high socioeconomic status (SES) vs. low SES, 

urban vs. rural, and male vs. female were examined regarding factors relevant to 

discrimination.  Students with high or low levels of meritocracy belief were compared for 

differences in self-esteem, school belongings, perception of control and victim 

blame.  Overall a belief in meritocracy was found to support students’ self-esteem and 

sense of school belonging for both high- and low- status students.  Perception of control 

was a mediator.  Limitations and implications for practice and future research are 

discussed.   
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Ma’s story 
Jiajue Ma, a biology student at Yunnan University since 2000, received the death 

penalty in June, 2004 for murdering his four roommates (Jin, 2004).  In his confession, 

Ma stated that he felt isolated and ridiculed because he was poor, which contributed to 

differences in behavior and dress from his peers.  However, Ma seemed to direct his rage 

toward those in his own social group. Three of his four victims were also poor students 

from rural areas similar to Jiajue Ma. 

Ma’s case roused a greater focus on the mental health of students with financial 

stress, especially those from rural areas (Ma & Wang, 2006). The source of Ma’s tragedy 

may be due to elements of his own personality and darkness.  However, his rage against 

his feeling of discrimination was also likely a contributing factor.  Although most 

students fortunately do not react in the extreme fashion that Ma did, Chinese students 

from rural backgrounds often have difficulty fitting into university life.  According to the 

Chinese Academy of Social Science (2013), they are less prepared for the College 

Entrance Exam (CEE), have less chance of gaining college admission, and are less likely 

to fit in academically or socially.  Because more than half of the population in China 

currently live in rural areas, this problem potentially has significant negative social and 

economic impacts for the society overall.  Therefore, it is important to search for realistic 

solutions to the problem.  
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Universities have tried to implement different supports for students from poor/rural 

backgrounds.   Some colleges encourage poor/rural students to build their own student 

associations to get better social support (Sun & Zhang, 2015).  Others encourage students 

to utilize psychological consultation services (He, 2011; Qi, 2005; Zhang, 

2004).  However, the Chinese culture generally does not encourage people to seek social 

support or otherwise be open and expressive of their feelings.   Moreover, although all 

colleges have a student counseling center, their population is often more than 50,000 

students, making it difficult for the students to access individual counseling services (Wu, 

2016).   In fact, less than 4% of the college students actually utilized the services of the 

student counseling center according to the reports of Zhang and Xie (2009) and Wang 

(2011).  In addition, the magazine, Paper (2016) pointed out that even in colleges in 

Shanghai, the most developed city in China, the proportion of the population who utilized 

counseling services was only around 1%.   Recently, many colleges have begun to 

include basic psychology courses within their curriculum with an emphasis on positive 

psychology as an alternative resource. However, the outcome of this nationwide project is 

yet unknown since it has only been in effect since January 2015.    

Positive psychology may not be readily accepted, particularly by rural college 

students who may be most in need of psychological support, due to the relatively recent 

(less than fifty years) introduction of Western styled positive psychology into Chinese 

culture (Zhang & Xie,2009). Because of this, focusing on beliefs within traditional 

Chinese culture emphasizing meritocracy, the belief that everyone will get what they 

deserve by hard work, may be more useful (Wiederkehr et al., 2015).  This deep rooted, 

foundational belief in meritocracy within the Chinese culture encourages people to 
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persevere in hard work to obtain a brighter future.  Traditionally this was the view which 

motivated people to study diligently for at least 10 years in order to pass the government 

exam so they could be certified as a government officer.  Therefore, helping rural 

students to refocus on a foundational belief in meritocracy may provide them with a 

culturally appropriate method of coping in order to overcome the barriers as a poor/rural 

college student in China.  

For this purpose, this study investigated if a belief in meritocracy could be effective 

as a coping mechanism for rural college students in China to protect their well-being.  

The increase of this belief, deeply rooted in Chinese culture, which focuses on the view 

that school success is based on will and hard work may allow lower status Chinese 

college students to improve their sense of well-being via perceived control, and allow 

them to maintain more positive feelings when facing discrimination (Wiederkehr et al., 

2015).  Although it is important to understand ways to support college students from rural 

areas, all students of lower status may also benefit from a stronger belief in meritocracy.   

Lower status students are defined, for the purpose of this study by two criteria, social-

economic status (SES) and their family origin (urban vs. rural area). A third criterion, the 

gender, will also be discussed.  

I compared students with a stronger belief in meritocracy to students with lower 

belief in meritocracy to understand if this difference is related to their perception of 

discrimination.  Further, does this difference influence their level of perceived control, do 

they spend more time on their academic activities and do they feel a greater sense of 

belonging to their school, and have higher levels of self-esteem overall?   I also wanted to 

understand if students with a strong belief in meritocracy have a relatively larger 
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improvement in their academic performance as compared to their college admission 

scores. I also examined the phenomenon that victims of discrimination tend to distance 

themselves from their social group (victim blame) as Ma did when he turned his rage 

upon other students who were also from rural areas.   

Multiple group comparison methods were used to examine the group differences 

among students of perceived discrimination, perceived control, level of self-esteem, and 

belongingness to school.   Also, a structural equation model (SEM) was used to test if the 

reported belief in meritocracy would benefit lower status students for self-esteem, and 

their perception of school belongingness through the mediation of perceived control 

when controlled for  the level of discrimination. The remainder of this chapter will 

specifically discuss the purpose of the study, the research questions and provide a 

theoretical model of the research, ending with a discussion of the significance of the 

study.  

Purpose of the Study 

The main purpose of this study was to understand if the belief in meritocracy could 

help lower status students who feel they are facing discrimination.  The concept of shame 

is prominent in eastern culture; students who have experiences which make them feel 

unfairly judged may feel too ashamed to seek help or even talk about it.  In this case, 

having an internalized coping mechanism is very important when dealing with their 

experiences regarding discrimination. The belief in meritocracy has deep roots in Chinese 

culture which could make it a powerful tool to help protect student well-being.    

Understanding more about how a belief in meritocracy may protect lower status 

students who experience perceived discrimination, might provide college teachers and 
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faculties with information to better support students through meritocracy.   Staff who 

work in the area of student well-being (i.e. counseling center, student center) may be able 

to use this information to support the development of student coping strategies. 

The second purpose of this study is to more fully understand the ways in which low 

status Chinese college students perceive discrimination in order to allow universities to 

more fully support their students.  Because the attitudes of higher status Chinese college 

students may necessarily influence their lower status peers, it is important to also 

understand the effect of this interaction on both groups. Specifically, I wanted to 

understand the situation of low status college students: do they perceive discrimination in 

their daily life? If so, is this discrimination targeted more to individuals or towards the 

group?  As to the advantaged, higher status group of students, are they aware of 

discrimination felt by their disadvantaged peers? Do they contribute to the attitudes of 

prejudice without realizing it? Further, I wanted to understand the differences between 

the advantaged and disadvantaged student groups concerning their self-esteem, their 

perception of school belongingness, their perception of control and who or what they feel 

is to blame for the discrimination.   

The phenomenon of discrimination needs to raise attention to both students and 

faculty members of Chinese colleges.   This research will point out the situation of 

students experiencing discrimination and its consequences in college life and thus urge 

students and faculties to be more sensitive to discrimination and inspire future researches 

about discrimination. 

The third purpose of the study was to more fully understand the concept of 

meritocracy.  Specifically, what factors may predict a belief in meritocracy, such as 
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parent education level or occupation.  Alternately, could other role models, such as 

teachers or peers, influence meritocracy beliefs?  By understanding how a belief in 

meritocracy may influence students, teachers and faculties could be more motivated to 

focus on this belief to support their students.  Further, a more complete understanding of 

the contributing factors of a belief in meritocracy will make it easier to support students 

to deepen their belief in meritocracy. 

Research Questions 

Question 1: What level of discrimination do students who are enrolled in Chinese 

colleges perceive? 

This is an important area to understand, particularly since China is primarily a 

country with citizens of a single race, and the majority have no religion, in contrast to a 

multicultural country such as the United States where there is a wide variance of race and 

religion among its citizens.  These differences may make people who look different, such 

as with darker skin or different types of dress because of their religion, more vulnerable 

to discrimination. However, in China, it is more difficult to prejudge others by their 

appearance (other than gender). As a result, Chinese people may be more insensitive to 

discrimination in their daily life.   For example, when a work position is advertised for 

applicants, the description may include the wording “male only.” The language is not 

perceived as discriminatory by either the hiring manager or female workers. Because 

Chinese people do not tend to recognize discrimination, when a person who does feel 

offended and complains about a perceived slight, they are often seen as being overly 

sensitive.    However, the discrimination is real, and it does real harm (Pascoe & Smart 

Richman, 2009; Schmitt et al., 2014). Especially in colleges where most of the students 
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start a new life away from their parents, they need to adjust to college life and focus on 

study, so that they can graduate and be successful in the future.  If they experience 

discrimination with negative consequences, it can damage their future prospects.  

Therefore, this study sought to answer the following sub-questions for Question 1: 

1. What demographic factors predict perceptions of discrimination in Chinese 

college students? 

2. What proportion of students are aware of discrimination? 

3. Does perceived discrimination predict self-esteem, perceptions of control, belief 

in meritocracy, school belonging and victim blame? 

Question 2:  What is the level of college students’ belief in meritocracy? 

The belief in meritocracy is deeply rooted in Chinese culture yet has recently been 

challenged.  The belief in meritocracy emphasizes personal effort and thus it helps to 

focus more on academic goals and less on distractions (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 

2011).  This study aimed to learn more about the belief in meritocracy, what factors 

contribute to it and how it contributes to students’ college life.     Detailed research 

questions are: 

1. What demographic factors predict the belief in meritocracy? 

2. Does belief in meritocracy predict self-esteem, perceptions of control, and school 

belongingness while controlling for perceptions of discrimination?  

Question 3: Does belief in meritocracy predict students’ belongingness to school and 

their self-esteem via perceived control while controlling for perceived discrimination? 
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Research has demonstrated that the belief in meritocracy is beneficial (for example, 

Laurin, 2011; McCoy, etc. 2013).   But it is not clear if the benefits are consistent 

throughout Chinese society; therefore, multigroup analysis will be conducted: 

1. Students from urban areas vs from rural areas 

2. Students with high SES vs low SES, and 

3. Male vs female students 

Past research has demonstrated that by improving perceived control, belief in 

meritocracy protects lower status group members by increasing their self-esteem and 

improving their in health when experiencing perceived discrimination (McCoy et al., 

2013).  Besides the benefit to mental and physical health, a belief in meritocracy may 

also support a sense of belonging towards their college.  Because academic motivation is 

a big factor of influence for school belongingness (see Allen and Kern, 2017), the belief 

in meritocracy encourages students to put more effort into studying and thus they are 

expected to have better academic performance, which will in turn improve their academic 

motivation.   Moreover, if the student has a strong sense of academic success and future 

career attainment as their primary goals in college, he or she is less likely to be distracted 

by discrimination. The reason I do not add academic performance in the model is because 

for most of the students the academic score is self-reported, which could make the 

validity of the information questionable.  A graphic representation of this theoretical 

model is presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1.  Theoretical Model  

Significance of the Study  

The aim of this study was to raise awareness of existing discrimination among 

students on Chinese college campuses.  It is important to better understand which 

variables contribute to the problem in order to understand specific groups of students who 

perceive discrimination from other groups of students.  Unlike the mindfulness method 

which requires the student to learn and accept, or counseling therapy which requires large 

amounts of college resources that are unlikely to be available, instructing and 

encouraging the students in the belief in meritocracy may provide an internal support for 

college students.  If under certain conditions the belief in meritocracy can benefit the 

lower status college students, this could be a practical solution as it builds on supports 

(i.e. existing psychology classes) already in place. Future studies could examine relevant 

causal variables and patterns.  



 
 

   10     
 

Students who have a sense of belonging or connectedness to their school environment 

are more likely to persist to graduation and may be less likely to exhibit high risk 

behaviors and are more likely to have a healthy self-view (Karcher, 2004).  This research 

also included the sense of school belonging into the grid of discrimination research. For 

most of the students, entering college is the first time they are living away from their 

families, and having a sense of belonging is important to their mental and physical 

health.  Although a lack of school belonging may not be seen as a direct result of 

discrimination (see Allen and Kern, 2017), I argue that school belonging is affected by 

perceived discrimination and it can be supported by the belief in meritocracy.  
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Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Overview 
A successful college experience is often times difficult to achieve. This is particularly 

true for certain groups of students in China who may be disadvantaged and less prepared 

for college due to lower status factors such as living and attending school in a rural area 

and/or their family’s low economic status.   As they make the transition to college life, 

they need to adjust to living independently from their families as well as to be able to 

blend in with their peers, feel they belong to the university community and be 

academically successful. All students experience transitional issues; however, students 

from this lower status group might have an especially hard time making the adjustment 

and be vulnerable to discrimination and bullying. All of these issues may contribute to a 

higher level of mental stress as reported by Ma and Wang (2006).  

The purpose of this study was to understand more about students in lower class 

groups, as described above, who are facing discrimination in Chinese colleges. More 

importantly, the belief in meritocracy is presented as a protective coping method for 

students in lower classes to combat discrimination.    This is an important issue, because 

as a developing country, significant numbers of Chinese citizens are from rural areas or 

under financial stress, and discrimination may hinder their academic success and 

emotional well-being when they attend university. Meritocracy is a foundational belief 

system within the Chinese culture which encourages people to work hard over an 

extended period of time to achieve a better future.   
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Utilizing this belief in meritocracy as the foundation of a supportive service may 

provide an important tool for Chinese universities to support their students of lower status 

and provide a more inclusive atmosphere, which in turn, may promote a more positive 

learning environment for all students.   In this chapter, I will discuss the following six 

topics. First, I will discuss the widening urban-rural gap in China including the 

historical context, which may leave some students more vulnerable to discrimination 

(Mossakowski, 2003), with disturbing consequences depending on how students perceive 

this discrimination.  Second, I will discuss the effectiveness of coping methods for 

perceived discrimination, with a more focused discussion of those currently attempted 

by Chinese universities (Qi, 2005).  Third, I will explain the concept of meritocracy 

including theoretical foundations and the relationship to traditional Chinese culture 

(McCoy et al., 2013).  Fourth, I will review the available research regarding meritocracy, 

particularly that which investigates the advantages and disadvantages of holding 

meritocracy as a worldview relevant to a discussion of meritocracy belief in academic 

settings.  Finally, I will conclude with a discussion of school belongingness, including its 

importance to college students as a sense of security and the different factors which could 

be influenced as a result.  

Widened Urban-Rural Gap in China 

There is an ever increasing gap between the urban and rural populations in China, 

created by a difference of opportunities between urban and rural citizens.  These 

differences may contribute to an increase in financial stress. Because urban jobs provide 

higher incomes than rural jobs, some people will travel to urban areas to work, leaving 

their children in the care of grandparents.  Additionally, more rural students are dropping 
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out of high school.  Some scholars believe these changes are among the underlying cause 

of discrimination among Chinese citizens (Jin, 2004, Ma & Wang, 2006). In order to 

fully understand the changes which contribute to this widening gap, it is important to 

understand the historical context of Chinese culture.  

China existed as an agricultural country for thousands of years.   Before the twentieth 

century, in feudal society, landowners, farmers and peasants were recognized as the 

foundation of society and were highly respected.  In his book Master Guan, Zhong Guan 

(around 450 BC) discussed the prevalent social hierarchy during the era of the feudal 

dynasties.  According to Zhong Guan (around 450 BC), landowners, farmers and 

peasants were socially ranked above engineers, craftsmen, merchants and 

businessmen.  The only members of society with higher standing were 

government/military officers and the literati.  

However, as the focus of the country shifted from agriculture to industry, society’s 

perception of the value of rural agricultural workers diminished (Wang, 2012).   Farmers 

and peasants were no longer viewed as the most productive; instead workers who utilized 

newly developed machines were viewed as more productive and forward 

thinking.  Eventually those in rural farm areas were perceived in negative ways such as 

being unwilling to change or short-sighted. In addition, since peasants labored within the 

family unit, they did not live on a tight schedule.  Thus, they were mocked as lazy and 

insular. 

Industrialization has also contributed to the income difference between rural and 

urban workers, with a subsequent decrease in the standard of living among rural residents 

as compared to their urban counterparts, according to the Chinese Department of 
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Agriculture (see figure 2, Report of the fourth meeting of the Eleventh National People's 

Congress, 2007).  In 1985 urban residents earned almost twice as much as their rural 

counterparts and by 2006 this gap had further increased; the urban resident was earning 

more than 3 times as much as rural residents. This income disparity encourages yet 

another stereotypical view of rural dwellers by their urban counterparts as stingy and 

rustic, which may promote further discrimination.    

 

Figure 2. Urban-rural income ratio 1978-2006 (Report of the fourth meeting of the 

Eleventh National People's Congress, 2007).  

This widening economic imbalance between urban and rural dwellers is likely to 

impact education.  In China, the construction and operation of rural schools including 

teacher salaries are the responsibility of local governments with some financial support 

from central government (Liu & Zhou, 1995).   Therefore, schools in rural areas 

generally have lower teacher salaries and less resources for equipment, etc., often 

resulting in urban schools being able to attract more highly qualified, more experienced 

teachers.  For example, in 2003, financial resources of rural public schools amounted to 
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only 72.6% of available financial resources of their urban counterparts. Overall, it is 

difficult for rural areas to compete with urban areas to provide high quality learning 

environments often resulting in educational inequality (Qian & Smyth, 2005). 

China has a long history of Ke Ju, the system which allows ordinary citizens to apply 

for the opportunity to take certain exams and gain social status as government officers by 

their successful completion.  This may mean years of hard study to prepare for these 

exams. Ke Ju began in 746 AD and continued for almost 1200 years until 1911, the end 

of the Qing Dynasty. Therefore, the tradition of knowledge changing fate is more than a 

motto in China.  For thousands of years the Chinese people truly believed that intensive, 

focused study would result in a better life. However, the Chinese economic reform, which 

began in 1978, now offers many investment opportunities which could result in sudden 

wealth without years of hard work or education being required. One example of this is the 

sharp rise of property values; in some areas property values increased more than 10 times 

within one decade. Therefore, modern Chinese citizens might not embrace meritocracy 

ideology as strongly as their ancestors, because they may see these opportunities for 

investment as a better option than hard work.  Because of this difference, I want to 

understand if Chinese college students still hold the belief in meritocracy, and if this 

belief might support their mental well-being.   

Perceived Discrimination of Low Status Students 

This wide economic gap between rural and urban residents is likely to foster strong 

stereotypical perceptions of rural students by their urban peers.  These perceptions may 

give rise to negative attitudes toward minority groups of rural students, making them 

vulnerable to discrimination.  Researchers have found that poor/rural college Chinese 
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students reported experiencing perceived discrimination as individuals as well as a group 

(Chen, 2010; Jin, 2004; Long, 2003; Yang, 2004).   The students felt the discrimination 

was usually due to their accent, manner of dress, poverty, less participation in social 

activities, lower level of self-esteem and lower level of background knowledge in art, 

science, speech, etc. (Chen, 2010; Jin, 2004; Long, 2003; Sun & Zang, 2015; Yang, 

2004). Besides the discrimination from their peers, students also face prejudice through 

the internet (Chen, 2010; Sun & Zang, 2015).  For example, the term “phoenix guy” 

which originated on the internet, refers to a college graduate from rural areas or a very 

poor family who used up all of the family resources to complete his higher education, and 

thus he (or she) must sacrifice starting his or her own family with a spouse to “pay back” 

the original family. 

Multiple studies have sought to understand the mental health of lower status Chinese 

students in comparison to their peers.  The majority of these studies were conducted from 

2002-2005, shortly after the murder of Jiajue Ma, with a limited number of studies 

conducted more recently.   The majority of the studies utilized self-report questionnaires 

such as: The Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF; Cattell et al., 1970) and the 

Symptoms Checking List (SCL-90; Derogatis et al., 1973) and other instruments, with 

similar findings.  Overall, the findings suggested that as compared to their high status 

peers, low status students (who mainly reported difficulty due to financial stress) had 

significantly lower scores in self-esteem, higher scores in depression, anxiety, quality of 

interpersonal relationships and hostile factors (see in Chen, 2004; Chen, 2016; Chen et 

al., 2003; Han & Wu, 2018; Kong et al., 2007; Li, 2002;  Pan & Xiao, 2014; Xu, 2001; 

Zhang   ., 2011; Zheng, 2008; Zhou, 2009). In addition, within the low status group, 
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female students scored significantly lower in self-esteem and higher in depression than 

their male peers (Chen, 2016; Pan & Zhou, 2009; Zheng, 2008).   Some studies also 

indicated a higher level of self-blame (Li, 2002; Zheng, 2008) and social withdrawal 

(Chen, 2004; Zheng, 2008). There is also evidence of students feeling less supported 

socially (Chen, 2004), and they were less likely to seek needed social support (Li, 2002; 

Xiao, 2014) and overall, seemed to lack efficient coping skills (Chen, 2016; Xiao, 2014).  

Self-esteem, Perceived Control, School belongingness as Consequences of Perceived 

Discrimination 

Research indicates negative outcomes of discrimination including low self-esteem 

and a lack of psychological well-being (Major, Kaiser, & McCoy, 2003; Major & 

O’Brien, 2005; Mendes et al., 2008).  Perceived discrimination influences mental health, 

including increased psychological distress and increased symptoms of depression 

(Williams & Mohammed, 2009). Lowered self-esteem is the immediate reaction across 

different forms of rejection and discrimination (Schmader, Major & Gramzow, 2001; 

Smart Richman & Leary, 2009).  Pascoe and Smart Richman (2009) analyzed 110 studies 

concerning discrimination and concluded that individuals exposed to discrimination had 

negative mental health outcomes such as depression, psychological distress, anxiety, and 

well-being. A larger size meta-analysis analyzing 328 studies conducted by Schmitt and 

colleagues (2014), examined experiments that manipulated perceptions of discrimination 

and revealed causal relationships between perceived discrimination and negative 

psychological outcomes such as self-esteem, depression, anxiety, psychological disease 

and life satisfaction with an effect size of -.25.    



 
 

   18     
 

Chinese researchers had similar results. For example, 1006 rural-to-urban immigrants 

to Beijing, China were queried regarding perceived discrimination which was found to 

significantly lower their perceived quality of life (Zhang et al., 2009). Xue, Lu, & Liang 

(2008) examined the mental health of 1214 college students using the Symptom Checklist 

90 (SCL-90) (Derogatis, 1973) comparing the differences between students from rural 

and urban areas. The university students from rural areas scored higher in anxiety, 

depression, interpersonal sensitivity, paranoia, and compulsion than the university 

students from urban areas.  This study confirmed the results from similar studies 

conducted by He (2012), He and Zeng (2011), Qi (2005) , Xin, Zhang, & He (2012) and 

Zhang (2004).  Studies comparing impoverished college students and non-impoverished 

college students found similar results of significantly lower scores on self-esteem, higher 

in anxiety, depression and interpersonal sensitivity (see in Chen, 2004; Chen, 2016; Chen 

et al., 2003; Han & Wu, 2018; Kong et al., 2007; Li, 2002; Pan & Zhou, 2009; Xiao, 

2014; Xu, 2001; Zhang et al., 2011; Zheng, 2008).  Because self-esteem is the key 

element of psychological well-being (Schmitt et al., 2014) and a strong predictor of 

subjective well-being (Kong et al., 2007), in this study self-esteem is included as a 

dependent variable. 

Feeling less in control of their life is another consequence of perceived discrimination 

(Pascoe and Smart Richman, 2009; Schmitt et al., 2014).  Lacking control leads directly 

to poor health habits and negative psychological well-being (Pascoe and Smart Richman, 

2009). A sense of control is found to moderate the negative impact of perceived 

discrimination towards self-esteem (MaCoy et al., 2013).  There was a similar finding 

(Han & Wu, 2018) regarding Chinese college students; specifically for students with a 
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low SES, a sense of control of their future would moderate the negative relationship 

between perceived pressure and subjective well-being.  However, this effect was not 

found for Chinese students with a high SES. Students who indicated a strong sense of 

control for the future had a weaker negative correlation between perceived pressure and 

subjective well-being.  This sense of control predicted subjective well-being for 

impoverished Chinese college students but not non-impoverished students (Kong et al., 

2007). Therefore, in this study the perceived sense of control was used as a dependent 

variable as well as a mediator. 

 In the academic arena, experiencing discrimination is related to lower levels of 

academic success (Benner, Crosnoe & Eccles, 2014; Benner & Graham, 2011; Loeb & 

Hurd, 2017; Schmader, Major & Gramzow, 2001).  Adolescents who report a perception 

of discrimination also report a perception of negative and unfair school climate 

which  often leads to feelings of alienation (Benner, Crosnoe & Eccles, 2014; Benner & 

Granham, 2011). Unfortunately, in this study, the majority of universities who 

participated did not provide academic performance records for the students who were 

participating. However, I included student-reported effort and expected academic 

performance as dependent variables. In addition, I investigated school belonging as an 

outcome of perception of discrimination. 

Coping Mechanisms and Support Attempted by Universities 

Research within western cultures has suggested multiple coping mechanisms for 

perceived discrimination.  Brown-Iannuzzi et al., (2014) suggested the trait of 

mindfulness could dampen the relationship between perceived discrimination and 

depressive symptoms.  Mossakowski (2003) believed that having a sense of ethnic pride, 
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involvement in ethnic practices, and cultural commitment to one's racial/ethnic group 

may protect mental health.   

The majority of Chinese research has focused on social support when dealing with 

perceived discrimination by encouraging students to build their own associations or 

support groups and talk to their friends or instructors (Sun & Zhang, 2015).  Other 

researchers (Zhang et al., 2011) also demonstrated peer support to be a good coping 

method for students who struggle with financial stress. However, both Li (2002) and 

Xiao (2014) determined that low status college students were less likely to seek social 

support. In addition, impoverished students believed that adequate social and academic 

support was unavailable to them (Chen, 2004; Chen et al., 2003). There are studies which 

indicate students with low SES and/or from rural areas have less efficient coping skills 

(Chen, 2016; Xiao, 2014), which may negatively impact their ability to obtain the help 

they need.   

At the same time, some research appears to place the blame on an oversensitivity of 

the disadvantaged group of students (for example, see Wu, Ma, & Qi, 2012). 

Impoverished college students are more likely to blame themselves for their situation 

(Chen, 2014). These studies indicated that those who believe in a just world, particularly 

holding a view of meritocracy, often tend to be more likely to blame the victim (Correia, 

2018; Major et al., 2007).  Therefore, we need to also consider victim blame as part of the 

entire picture to better understand the coping style of Chinese college students.   

Researchers (Xu, 2001) suggested that lectures and group- and individual- counseling 

significantly impacts the mental health of low status college students in a positive 

manner. There is evidence that an increasing number of professors and staff realize the 
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psychological needs of their students and are becoming more willing to spend time 

talking with them. A survey (Wang & Deng, 2006) indicated that 36% of poor students 

said they had discussed their anxiety with their instructors on a regular basis.  However, 

as previously discussed, the counseling services in Chinese colleges are very low in 

number and generally not culturally acceptable.  With heavy teaching, research and 

funding duties, teachers and professors are generally not capable of taking care of the 

emotional or mental health needs of their students. Most of the research conducted 

around Chinese college students noted that beliefs rooted in traditional Chinese culture 

are likely to be a useful support for students who struggle with perceived discrimination. 

As mentioned previously, a belief in meritocracy is deeply rooted in Chinese culture.  

Belief in Meritocracy 

The idea of meritocracy has received much attention since British sociologist Michael 

Young first coined the term in 1958. In particular, meritocracy -- the belief that success 

or achievement is based on individual merit and hard work -- has been recognized as an 

ideology that encourages moving to better status via self-striving and thus positively 

promote the concept of the “American Dream” (Sealy, 2010).  Meritocracy has allowed 

low status group members to dream about improving their social status, economic class, 

and place in the hierarchy, implanting the ideology that everyone has a chance of 

succeeding if they cultivate the required abilities (Wiederkehr et al., 2015). The belief in 

meritocracy is a system-justifying tool that encourages people to make a sustained effort 

over time to achieve their goal (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2011).   For lower status 

group members, the belief in meritocracy promises mobility to the upper level life -- it 
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provides hope. In this same way, hope protects the mental health of impoverished college 

students in China (Pan & Zhou, 2009).    

Major and her colleagues (2007) measured meritocracy belief with two beliefs:  that 

success is linked to hard work (the Protestant Work Ethic [PWE]; Katz, & Hass, 1988), 

and any individual can get ahead regardless of group membership (the Belief in 

Individual Mobility [IMB]; Major et al., 2002).  PWE and IMB are shown to be 

moderately correlated (r=.41; Major et al., 2007). Both PWE and IMB assessments were 

developed by Levin and her colleagues in 1998.   

It has been argued that lower status groups may endorse the belief in meritocracy in a 

different way than higher status groups.  For example, when asked if the country is a 

merit-based justice system, lower status people were less likely to question or challenge 

the given state of affairs and have confidence that the system is based on fairness and is 

just with advancement due to merit likely (Jost et al., 2003).  However, Chinese 

researcher Yang and his colleges (2016) concluded that a person’s social class was 

positively correlated with system justification. Interestingly, Reynolds and Xian (2014) 

found that young, upper class Whites are most likely to see US. as a place where 

meritocratic elements rule. Older, lower class minorities, in contrast, are most likely to 

believe that non-meritocratic elements dominate.   

According to Zhang (2015), China is perhaps the first country that adopted the 

principle of meritocracy in civil service management. The practice of meritocracy can be 

traced back to the Han Dynasty about 2000 years ago (Creel, 1964).   China was also the 

first country to introduce meritocratic management to the public sector. As early as 1980, 

Deng Xiaoping instructed that the cadre corps must achieve four transformations (sihua), 
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that is, the cadres should become more revolutionary, younger, better educated, and 

professionally more competent. The latter three transformations all emphasized 

meritocracy as the target of cadre system reforms.  However, as paths to upper level 

became narrower and fewer, people that suffered most from the current status perceived 

almost no control of their life and thus viewed the system as non-meritocratic and based 

less on justice (Yang et al., 2016).  

Overall, the belief in meritocracy serves as a useful worldview of whether the system 

is fair and just.  It encourages lower status groups to work hard to seek a better future. 

However, when a person’s worldview is challenged by prejudice, there may be risk of 

physical and mental challenges.  These issues will be discussed in the next section. 

The belief in meritocracy and discrimination 

Status ideologies are related to the way people view their world.  Status ideologies, 

shared beliefs which provide an understanding for the differences between groups in 

society, help people to see their world as orderly and meaningful, with reasonable 

explanations of the world (Major et al., 2007).  Status ideologies are developed through a 

person’s experiences and understandings, but individual cultures will generally endorse 

specific ideologies. In industrialized countries such as the U.S. and China, a dominant 

status ideology is meritocracy—the belief that anyone, regardless of group membership, 

can be successful if he or she works hard enough or is talented enough (Plaut, Markus, & 

Lachman, 2002).  The stronger a population endorses the belief in meritocracy, the 

greater the system is seen as justified (Townsend et al., 2010). In the society groups 

which have greater advantage, a belief in meritocracy will tend to legitimize the existing 

status hierarchy as fair, just and well deserved (Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Major, 1994) 



 
 

   24     
 

providing benefits such as increased mental and physical well-being (Major et al., 2007; 

O’Brien & Major, 2005).  However, groups who do not receive the benefits of a society 

will be disadvantaged.  

There is research to support the idea that a belief in meritocracy is detrimental to 

disadvantaged groups of a society because it supports the idea that the lack of success of 

these group members is because they did not work hard enough or make the right 

decisions. Further, a non-belief in meritocracy sometimes acts as a protective factor of 

self-esteem for low-status groups members who perceive discrimination.  For example, 

Major, Kaiser, O'Brien, & McCoy (2007) found that when perceiving discrimination, 

Latino Americans who held meritocracy beliefs had decreased self-esteem and tended to 

blame their own group members, whereas increased self-esteem was observed for 

members of the group who rejected the idea of meritocracy. Similar results were found 

for Latina females versus white females, as well as for white females competing against 

white males.  In these groups, perceived discrimination was positively related to chronic 

stress, as indicated by resting blood pressure, among women who endorsed meritocracy, 

but was negatively, although not significantly, related to resting blood pressure for 

women who rejected meritocracy (Townsend et al., 2010). Similar observations were 

made by Foster, Sloto and Ruby (2006), whereas when personal discrimination was 

indicated, stronger beliefs that meritocracy exists predicted decreased self-esteem and 

collective action as well as increased intergroup anxiety. Overall, this research would 

support the view that holding a belief in meritocracy promotes an internalization of 

inequality, which in turn may lead to low self-esteem and depression.   
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Perceived discrimination has been found to be an important moderating factor for the 

impact of belief in meritocracy for low-status group members.  Foster and colleagues 

(2006) identified a significant interaction between meritocracy beliefs and perceived 

discrimination. When perceived discrimination is high, a belief in meritocracy was 

related to negative outcomes such as a decrease in self-esteem.  However, among those 

who reported less perceived discrimination, believing that meritocracy is present was 

shown to predict increased levels of self-esteem. In addition, women who strongly 

endorsed meritocracy demonstrated lower levels of self-esteem after reading that sexism 

is pervasive as compared to reading that it is rare. In contrast, women who strongly 

rejected meritocracy had higher levels of self-esteem after reading that sexism is 

pervasive compared to reading that it is rare (Major et al., 2007).  

Additional factors have been suggested by research to moderate the impact of 

meritocracy towards members of low status groups.  For example, O'Brien and Major 

(2005) concluded that meritocracy belief was negatively related to psychological well-

being among members of low-status groups who highly identified with their 

group.  However, a belief in meritocracy was positively related to well-being among 

members of low-status groups who did not highly identify with their ethnic group.  

An important point to understand is that an individual who holds a belief in 

meritocracy and experiences societal disadvantages may internalize this disadvantage as 

being deserved, rather than an outcome of discrimination.   In the same manner, lower 

status groups members who hold a belief in meritocracy tend to be less likely to attribute 

rejection from higher status as discrimination and they expect to be treated fairly 
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(Townsend et al., 2010). Conversely, lower status group members who do not hold a 

belief in meritocracy may perceive a higher level of discrimination in a similar situation.   

     Besides these disadvantages, researchers also found that belief in meritocracy 

benefited the members of low-status groups in some ways.  Endorsing meritocracy 

beliefs supports the view that personal life and future events are controllable. Perceived 

control is positively associated with psychological well-being (Pascoe & SmartRichman, 

2009).   People with meritocracy beliefs perceived life outcomes as fair and deserved.  In 

addition, perceptions of societal fairness encourage members of low status groups to 

work harder, persist longer, and invest in long term goals (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 

2011).   Furthermore, people with a strong belief in meritocracy were motivated to 

combat discrimination because it is counter to their idea of merit (Son Hing et al., 2002).  

A belief in meritocracy may also offer a distinct self-regulatory benefit for members of 

socially disadvantaged groups, encouraging them to maintain their pursuit of long-term 

goals (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2011).  Belief in meritocracy was found to benefit 

American women, low-SES women and women of color when facing discrimination by 

protecting their self-esteem and physical health via the mediation of perceived control 

(McCoy et al., 2013). 

As I discussed at the beginning, status ideologies are heavily shaped by previous 

experience, and by particular groups under the frame of culture.   China has a unique 

Eastern culture that differs in many ways from Western culture. Therefore, I would 

expect due to a greater acceptance of attitudes of hard work and persistence of long-term 

goals, belief in meritocracy may be beneficial within the Chinese culture even when 

facing discrimination. 
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Meritocracy in School 

Meritocracy in a school setting serves as an attribution tool to explain school success 

(Wiederkehr et al., 2015).  Although there is evidence that several factors other than 

merit may explain school success including group belonging (Wiederkehr et al., 2015), 

family wealth and background (Reynolds & Xian, 2014), a majority of western students 

accept the idea of school meritocracy (Wiederkehr et al., 2015).  

Because merit is the only path for low status students to reach upward mobility, most 

research of meritocracy beliefs in school have focused on lower status students.  As in 

other research which focuses on meritocracy, the benefit of meritocracy to students is 

controversial.  Laurin and colleagues (2011) found that only low SES undergraduates 

showed greater intentions to persist in the face of poor exam performance to the extent 

that they believed in meritocracy, as opposed to high SES undergraduates who were 

unaffected.  In addition, students were more willing to invest effort in career pursuits if 

they believed in societal justice. Ethnic minority participants, but not ethnic majority 

participants who read that societal justice was improving reported more willingness to 

invest resources in pursuit of long-term goals, relative to the control participants. 

However Darnon, Smeding and Redersdorff (2017) found that students with high levels 

of meritocracy belief had lower engagement in social events related to equalizing 

practices aimed at specially benefiting lower status students to help their own groups. 

Smith and Skrbis (2017) found that emphasizing meritocracy may compound the 

disadvantages of young people from less educated or vocational backgrounds, and those 

living in rural and regional Australia.  Darnon and colleagues (2018) had similar findings, 

in that among high school student participants, a belief in meritocracy actually increased 
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the achievement gap between students from low and high SES groups. In addition, 

among students with a low level of belief in meritocracy, students from lower SES 

groups had relatively high achievement. Conversely, among students with high 

meritocracy beliefs, the students from lower SES groups had lower levels of 

achievement. 

In summary, comparing benefits of mental and physical well-being due to 

meritocracy beliefs, high-status group members seem to receive more benefits while the 

beliefs and benefits for low-status group members are more complex.  Especially when 

facing discrimination which threatens their worldview of merit, belief in meritocracy may 

be beneficial or harmful to disadvantaged group members, impacted by such variables as 

the level of discrimination or cultural attributes.  Within school environments where 

merit is emphasized as key to academic success, there is also debate as to whether 

disadvantaged students benefit from meritocracy beliefs. As worldview and status 

ideology is heavily influenced by culture, I expect to find unique patterns among Chinese 

college students as to their reaction towards discrimination depending on their differing 

beliefs of meritocracy.   

School Belongingness 

School belongingness has been described as engaging with peers and having good 

relationships with teachers, being a part of the school community, and an important 

component of academic success (Karcher & Lee, 2002; Karcher & Sass, 2010).   Besides 

the physical and psychological issues as mentioned above, Loeb and Hurd (2017) 

contend that college students who perceive themselves as different, or inferior to their 

peers, because of differences such as social status, possessions, or perceived 
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discrimination, may disconnect from their school environment and suffer a loss of self-

efficacy.  This can lead to physical, psychological and academic problems, even leaving 

without completing their degree.  

Belonging is a fundamental human need (Allen & Kern, 2017).  For college students 

who have transitioned into a new environment and are seeking a sense of belonging or 

connection to others, having a sense of belonging to their school may fulfill strong social 

and emotional needs.  This sense of belonging may impact an individuals’ sense of 

purpose, life satisfaction, and well-being with positive outcomes such as physical health 

and psychological well-being (Allen & Kern, 2017). 

The term school belonging has similar meaning as other terms such as: school 

connectedness, school attachment and school bonding.  It is defined as “the extent to 

which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others in 

the school social environment” (Goodenow, 1993, p. 60).   Studies have illustrated the 

benefit of school belonging, including psychological well-being, good academic 

outcomes and fewer negative behaviors (Allen et al., 2016; Allen & Kern, 

2017).  Students’ belonging to universities significantly predicted their academic 

performance and academic competence. In addition, students strongly connected to their 

school reported high levels of psychological adjustment, i.e. self-worth, and low levels of 

problematic behaviors (Pittman & Richmond, 2009).  College freshmen who feel a high 

level of school belonging showed higher academic efficiency, motivation and task value 

(Freeman et al., 2007).  

According to Allen and Kern (2017), there are specific factors which influence school 

belongingness.  One area of influence includes demographic characteristics of the student 
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and school such as gender, age and race/ethnicity and school type/location.  Another 

would be individual characteristics of students such as their motivation, specific 

personality traits, and emotional and mental health.  Finally, individual and 

environmental factors are important such as the amount of support received from peers, 

teachers and parents as well as the students’ perceptions of fairness and safety.   

It is important to note that a students’ perception of fairness may interact with their 

meritocracy belief to impact how the adolescent feels about their school.  Note that a 

perception of fairness, when connected with a belief in meritocracy may impact how 

adolescents feel about their school. In addition, the social influence of peers and teachers, 

is also important.  For college students who perceive discrimination, the effects of 

teachers and peers may be positive or negative.  

Summed up, school belongingness plays an important role for college students 

through the influence on their mental and physical well-being, academic motivation and 

outcomes (Allen et al., 2016; Allen & Kern, 2017).  Previous research indicates that a 

belief in meritocracy and perceived discrimination affect school belonging, although 

school connectedness did not buffer the relationship between perceived discrimination 

and depressive symptoms or educational attainment (Pang, 2015). Including school 

belongingness in the research framework will help to better understand the impact of 

discrimination and a belief in meritocracy. 
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Chapter 3 

METHODS 

In this chapter, I will discuss the participants, procedure and measures that were used 

in the study.  I will also list the methods that were utilized for the data analysis. 

Participants and procedure 
There were 450 students from Beijing Normal University, China University of 

GeoScience, and Guangxi Normal University recruited for the study. Teaching professors 

were asked to distribute the Quick Response Code (QR code) to their students to scan 

into the online survey.  All surveys were completed via the students’ smartphones. 

Across all of the universities, there was one teacher who taught computer science, and all 

of the other teachers taught psychology courses.   A lottery of four 50 RMB gift cards 

(about $8) was offered to encourage participation. Of the 450 responses, 15 were deleted 

because of repeated invariant answers, resulting in 435 valid responses.  

The 435 student participants included 348 (80%) undergraduate students and 87 

(20%) postgraduate students. There were 155 (35.6%) male students and 280 (64.4%) 

female students with 178 (40.9%) self-identifying as urban dwellers, and 257 (59.1%) as 

rural residents.   There were 34 (7.8%) from large cities, 99 (22.8%) from middle size 

cities/towns, and 302(69.4%) from small towns. Because there is an uneven economic 

development in China, I also asked the students to identify their social economic status 

(SES) with two criteria: local and national.   Two items were used to collect this 

information; first, the students were asked to identify their financial status as compared to 

their local area. In a second question they were asked to again make this comparison in 

the context of the entire nation of China. The question for each of these was: compared to 
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(local/whole nation) my family’s financial status belongs to rich/above 

average/average/below average/poor.  Please see Table 1 below for the distribution of 

SES status.    In the analysis when comparing different SES levels, I used national SES to 

do the comparison.  Students who reported “poor” and “below average” were recognized 

as low SES, and students who reported “average”, “above average” and “rich” were 

recognized as high SES. 

 Table 1. Social Economic Status Locally and Nationally 

SES  Poor Below 

Average 

Average Above 

Average 

Rich 

Locally N 57  122  209  44  3  

 % 13.1 28.0 48.0 10.1 .7 

 Mean 2.26 4.90 9.86 30.06 80 

Nationally N 100  182  119  32  2  

 % 23.0 41.8 27.4 7.4 .5 

 Mean 3.25 6.56 15.81 23.84    92.5 

Notes.  Annual family income unit is 10 thousand RMB 

Measures 

Students responded to all survey items on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores indicating the higher end of 

the scale. Some of the instruments have been introduced in China in the past, whereas 

some of the instruments are only developed in English.   For the instruments without a 

Chinese version, a back-translation procedure (see Hambleton, 1996; Van de Vijver & 

Hambleton, 1996) was done. To complete this, a full professor whose area of expertise is 
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in psychology and who is fluent in Chinese and English, translated the Chinese version 

instruments into English and compared it with the original instrument items -- to assure 

the accuracy of the translation. Students were asked to complete the scales described in 

the following section.   

Meritocracy Belief 

The students’ belief as to meritocracy were assessed by two measures developed 

through previous research. The first four items measure the belief that success is linked to 

hard work (the Protestant Work Ethic [PWE]; Katz, & Hass, 1988; α = .60), and the 

second four items measured the belief that any individual can get ahead regardless of 

group membership (the Belief in Individual Mobility [IMB]; Major et al., 2002; α = 

.85).  PWE and IMB are shown to be moderately correlated (r=.41; Major et al., 2007).  

To adapt to Chinese society, all instances of “American” were changed to “China.” The 

measurement items are listed as below:  

1. Any people who don’t get ahead should not blame the system; they really only 

have themselves to blame.  

2. If people work hard they almost always get what they want. 

3. Even if people want to work hard, they don’t always get ahead. (reversed) 

4. In China, getting ahead doesn’t always depend on hard work. (reversed) 

5. I feel that China is an open society where all individuals can achieve a high status.  

6. Advancement in China society is possible for all individuals.  

7. Individual members in certain groups are often unable to advance in Chinese 

society (reversed).   
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8. Individual members of certain groups have difficulty achieving higher status 

(reversed).  

Perceived discrimination 

Perceptions of discrimination towards ones’ specific group was measured with two 

items (α = .87; Major et al., 2007). “My region group is discriminated against.” and 

“Students like me experience discrimination.”  I also developed 4 items to measure the 

sensitivity of college students to perceived discrimination in their daily life, e.g., “I have 

noticed some prejudicial behavior towards rural/poor students.”  These scale items are 

listed below: 

1. My region group is discriminated against. 

2. Students like me experience discrimination 

3. I have noticed some prejudicial behavior towards rural/poor/female  students 

4. People who feel that they are discriminated against are just oversensitive 

5. Professors seem to discriminate against students depending on the region they are 

from.   

6. My roommates talk as though they are prejudiced towards rural/poor/female 

people 

Belonging to school 

Students’ sense of belonging to school was measured by the Psychological 

Sense of School Membership (PSSM) scale (Goodenow, 1993) (α =.77 ~ 

.88).  The instrument has been translated into Chinese (α =.71 ~ .88; Cheung & 

Hui, 2003). In addition, the first 3 items are from the Hemingway Connected to 
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School Measurement about connecting to school/friends.  These items were also 

translated into Chinese (α = .72). 

Eight items measure an individual’s sense of belonging to his/her school.  

1. I put as little effort into my college work as I can (reversed).  

2. Many of the other students bother me (reversed).  

3. I like working on projects with the students in my classes.  

4. I feel proud of belonging to my college. 

5. I am treated with as much respect as other students. 

6. I feel very different from most other students here (reversed). 

7. The teachers here respect me. 

8. There’s at least one teacher or other adult in this school I can talk to if I have a 

problem.  

Perceived control 

Participants answered 7 questions assessing their perceived control over life outcomes 

(Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; α=.78; Chinese version α=.70). 

The items are listed below: 

1. I have little control over the things that happen to me (reversed);  

2. There is really no way I can solve some of the problems I have(reversed);  

3. There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life 

(reversed);  

4. I often feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life (reversed)  

5. Sometimes I feel that I'm being pushed around in life (reversed) 

6. What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me  
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7. I can do just about anything I really set my mind to do 

Self-esteem 

Self-esteem was assessed with the 10- item Rosenberg Global Self-Esteem Scale (α = 

.89; Rosenberg, 2015). The scale was introduced to China in 1993 by the psychology 

department of Beijing Normal University (α = .83). In addition, the 7-item Social Self-

Esteem subscale of Heatherton and Polivy (α = .88; 1991) was used. The instrument was 

introduced in Mainland China by Zhang and colleagues (α=.84; 2005). State Self-Esteem 

Scale was selected to collect more information about self-esteem.   Because both of the 

self-esteem scales are highly correlated (rs =.54 ~ .64, p <.001) and combined a highly 

reliable score (α = .93; see Major et al., 2007), they were aggregated into a composite 

measure of personal self- esteem.  A factor analysis was conducted before combining the 

items. 

Items are listed as:  

1. Overall, I am satisfied about myself 

2. At times I think I am not good at all (reversed) 

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people 

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of (reversed) 

6. I certainly feel useless at times (reversed) 

7. I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others 

8. I wish I could respect myself more (reversed) 

9. In general, I feel that I am a failure (reversed) 

10. I have a positive attitude about myself 
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11. I worry about whether others regard me as a success or failure (reversed) 

12. I feel self-conscious (reversed) 

13. I feel displeased with myself (reversed) 

14. I am worried about what other people think of me (reversed) 

15. I feel inferior to others at this moment (reversed) 

16. I am concerned about the impression I am making (reversed) 

17. I am worried about looking foolish (reversed) 

Victim blame 

Participants completed a 3-item measure of group blame.  I created these items based 

on Grubb and Turner’s work (2012).   

Scale items: 

1. It is some peasants fault that they received negative views. 

2. People from rural areas are prejudged because media exaggerated the negative 

aspect. 

3. People from urban prejudge rural residence to make them look better. 

Effort  

A meta-research indicated a lack of a generally accepted measure of effort (Naylor et 

al., 2013).  Instead, the researchers suggested measuring effort in two dimensions: time 

commitment and work intensity.  Hence, I designed four items to be used to examine 

students’ effort during college study. Items 1 and 4 measured the time commitment by 

absolute time and comparison with the classmates, and items 2 and 3 measured work 

intensity by comparing if the student believes he/she does his/her best.  

Scale item 



 
 

   38     
 

1. On average, I study ___ hours per day (besides classes). 

2. I hope I could study _____ hours per day (besides classes). 

3. I study harder compared to when I was in high school. 

4. I don’t study as hard as my classmates (reversed). 

Academic performance 

Academic performance is mainly self-reported.  Less than 17% of the students agreed 

to release their midterm scores.  Further, as they are from different departments of 

different universities, these scores are not useful. According to previous research (Cole & 

Gonyea, 2010; Kuncel & Thomas, 2005), students tend to over-report their academic 

performance scores during self-report.  Chinese researchers (Guo et al., 2018) pointed out 

that college students had over-reported by 15-21% their College Entrance Exam (CEE) 

scores. Therefore, the self-report academic performances lack validity and will not be 

used in the analysis. Rather, I am interested to know if they expect improvement to their 

scores; therefore, I asked specific questions regarding scale items 

1. For the last final exam, I rank about _____ percentile in my department. 

2. For this semester, I think I will rank about _____ percentile in my department. 

Demographic Information 

The following items were used to collect participants’ biological information 

1. I am a(an) undergraduate/graduate student. 

2. I am a male/female. 

3. I was enrolled in UNDERGRADUATE by year ________. 

4. My major is ________. 

5. My major belongs to Engineering/Literature/Art & Science. 
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6. I am from ________ province. 

7. I am from urban/rural area. 

8. My hometown is a small/medium/large town/city. 

9. Compared to LOCAL residence, my family financial status belongs to rich/above 

average/medium/below average/poor. 

10. Nationally, my family financial status belongs to rich/above average, 

medium/below average/poor. 

11. The annual income of my family is ________. 

12. I live (lived) with my  (father/mother/grandparents/siblings/others). 

13. My father’s highest education level is ___________. 

14. My mother’s highest education level is ___________. 

15. The highest education level of the people who live (lived) with me is ________. 

16. How true is this statement?  Friends and relatives about my age all go (went) to 

college.  

Miscellaneous 

1. This college/university is the one that I originally wanted to enroll in. 

2. This major is the one that I originally wanted to study. 

3. My parents/relatives are proud that I enrolled in college. 

4. I have a boyfriend/girlfriend ______(yes/no). 

5. Getting into a relationship is one of my goals in college. 

Factor Analysis 
In this study, students’ belief in meritocracy, perceived control, school belongingness, 

self-esteem and perceived discrimination were measured.  Some of the scales, such as 
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belief in meritocracy, belonging to school and self-esteem were combined by two similar 

assessments.  The meritocracy belief scale, on the other hand, didn’t have a Chinese 

version.  Therefore, factor analysis is necessary to assure validity and reliability of the 

scales.  An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to understand the structure of 

translated belief in meritocracy scale (Costello & Osborne, 2005).  Then a confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) was conducted for all of the scales to refine the number of 

measured items. As for EFA for meritocracy belief scale, a principal axis factoring (PAF) 

method was used to extract factors, and a Varimax rotation method was conducted.  Two 

factors were extracted, as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 . Exploratory Factor Analysis for Belief in Meritocracy Scale 

 Factor 

 1 2 

1. Any people who don’t get ahead should not blame the 

system; they really only have themselves to blame.  .658 

2.  If people work hard they almost always get what they 

want.  .736 

3.  Even if people want to work hard, they don’t always get 

ahead. .754  

4. In China, getting ahead doesn’t always depend on hard 

work. .777  

5. I feel that China is an open society where all individuals 

can achieve a high status.  .381 
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6. Advancement in China society is possible for all 

individuals.  .459 

7. Individual members in certain groups are often unable to 

advance in Chinese society. .618  

8. Individual members of certain groups have difficulty 

achieving higher status. .459  

With a closer look at these items, the major difference between the two factors tended 

to be determined by the way the questions were asked.  Factor 1 included all the normal 

items while factor 2 included all the reversed items.  Therefore, splitting the items into 

two factors didn’t make sense. Therefore, I chose to treat the scale as one factor. 

As for the CFA, items with insignificant or weak (<.50) indicator-factor loading were 

removed, as illustrated in Figure 4 below. IBM SPSS AMOS was used to conduct the 

analysis. At the end of the CFA analysis, all the latent variables were exported for future 

analysis. 
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Figure 3. Confirmatory factor analysis for self-esteem, meritocracy belief, perceived 

control and school belongings. 

The CFA model has an acceptable model fit (χ2 = 644.358, df = 240, CFI = .910, TLI 

= .896, RMSEA = .062, SRMR = .059).  There is no significant difference at model level 

between high and low SES levels (χ2 = 12.776, df = 20, p = .887), nor did it exist between 

males and females (χ2 = 12.131, df = 20, p = .911), or urban and rural students (χ2 = 

16.776, df = 20, p = .667). 

Self-esteem  

Eleven items remained with Cronbach’s alpha = .90, Composite Reliability (CR) = 

.897, and Maximum Reliability (MaxR(H)) = .90 

The remaining items are listed below: 



 
 

   43     
 

1. Overall, I am satisfied about myself; (𝛌 = .746) 

2. At times I think I am not good at all; (𝛌 = .624) 

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities; (𝛌 = .665) 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people; (𝛌 = .606) 

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of; (𝛌 = .607) 

6. I certainly feel useless at times; (𝛌 = .647) 

7. I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others; (𝛌 = 

.621) 

8. In general, I feel that I am a failure; (𝛌 = .741) 

9. I have a positive attitude about myself; (𝛌 = .680)  

10. I feel displeased with myself; (𝛌 = .663) 

11. I feel inferior to others at this moment. (𝛌 = .775) 

Belief in meritocracy 

Only 3 items remained for the measurement of meritocracy belief.  They have a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .784, CR = .798, MaxR(H) = .855. 

The items are listed below. 

1. Even if people want to work hard, they don’t always get ahead; (𝛌 = .840 ). 

2. In China, getting ahead doesn’t always depend on hard work; (𝛌 = .870). 

3. Individual members in certain groups are often unable to advance in Chinese 

society: (𝛌 = .524). 

School Belonging 

There were 5 items remaining for the measurement of school belonging with a 

Cronbach’s alpha = .781, CR = .776, MaxR(H) = .789.  
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The items are listed below. 

1. I like working on projects with the students in my classes; (𝛌 = .597). 

2. I feel proud of belonging to my college; (𝛌 = .583). 

3. I am treated with as much respect as other students; (𝛌 = .761). 

4. I feel very different from most other students here; (𝛌 = .602). 

5. The teachers here respect me. (𝛌 = .648). 

Perceived Control 

There were 5 items remaining for the measurement of perceived control, with 

Cronbach’s alpha = .807, CR = .800, MaxR(H) = .827.  

The items are listed below:  

1. I have little control over the things that happen to me; (𝛌 = .518). 

2. There is really no way I can solve some of the problems I have; (𝛌 = .554). 

3. There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life; (𝛌 = .7). 

4. I often feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life; (𝛌 = .802). 

5. Sometimes I feel that I'm being pushed around in life. (𝛌 = .741). 

Perceived Discrimination 

Only 2 items were used to detect perceived discrimination.  They have a Cronbach’s 

alpha = .851. I simply used their sum for analysis.  The items are:  

1. My region group is discriminated against. 

2. Students like me experience discrimination. 

Victim Blame 

There are only 2 items left to measure victim blame.  They have a Cronbach’s alpha = 

.428. Their sum was used for analysis. The items are:  
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1. People from rural areas are prejudged because media exaggerated the negative 

aspect. 

2. People from urban prejudge rural residence to make them look better. 

Analysis 

Question 1: What level of discrimination do students who are enrolled in Chinese 

colleges perceive? 

1. What demographic factors predict perceptions of discrimination in Chinese 

college students? 

A linear regression was used to determine the demographic factors that predict 

perceived discrimination. 

1. What proportion of students are aware of discrimination? 

Descriptive analysis was used to understand the proportion of students who were 

aware of discrimination.  Furthermore, a group comparison method, student t-test was 

conducted to learn if there is any difference between gender, location or SES groups. 

1. Does perceived discrimination predict self-esteem, perceptions of control, belief 

in meritocracy, school belongings and victim blame? 

An SEM path analysis was conducted to understand the relationship between 

perceived discrimination and self-esteem, perceptions of control, belief in meritocracy, 

school belonging and victim blame.  In addition, multigroup analysis was used to learn if 

the relationships differ between gender, location and SES groups. 

 

Question 2:  What is the level of college students’ belief in meritocracy? 

1. What demographic factors can predict the belief in meritocracy? 
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A linear regression analysis was used to determine the demographic factors that 

predict belief in meritocracy. 

2. Does belief in meritocracy predict self-esteem, perceptions of control, and school 

belongingness while controlling for perceptions of discrimination?  

An SEM path analysis was conducted to understand the relationship between 

meritocracy belief and self-esteem, perceptions of control, school belongings and victim 

blame while controlling for perception of discrimination.  In addition, a multigroup 

analysis was used to learn if the relationships differ between gender, location and SES 

groups. 

Question 3.  Does belief in meritocracy predict students’ sense of belongingness to 

school and self-esteem via perceived control while controlling for perceived 

discrimination? 

An SEM path analysis was conducted to understand the relationship between 

meritocracy belief and self-esteem, school belonging and victim blame with the 

mediation of perception of control while controlling for perception of discrimination.  In 

addition, multigroup analysis was used to learn if the relationships differ between gender, 

location and SES groups 
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Chapter 4 

RESULTS 

Research Question 1 
Research Question 1: What level of discrimination do students who are enrolled in 

Chinese colleges perceive? 

Table 3 illustrates the frequency of the responses of perceived discrimination 

measurement with the 2 items, with percentage in parentheses.  

1. My region group is discriminated against. 

2. Students like me experience discrimination. 

Table 3. Response of Perceived Discrimination. Percentage in Parenthesis 

Item Strongly 

Disagree 

     Strongly 

Agree 

1 128(29.4) 166(38.2) 20(4.6) 67(15.4) 40(9.2) 13(3.0) 1(0.2) 

2 128(29.4) 181(41.6) 24(5.5) 63(14.5) 29(6.7) 10(2.3) 0(0) 

 

In this study, the perceived discrimination was calculated as sum of item 1 and 2.  

Table 4 illustrated means and standard deviation (SD) for each group. 

Table 4. Means and SD of Perceived Discrimination  

  N Mean SD 

gender male 155 4.697 2.482 

 female 280 4.871 2.669 

area urban 178 4.41 2.474 

 rural 257 5.086 2.658 
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level undergraduate 348 4.739 2.610 

 graduate 87 5.092 2.568 

town size large 34 4.412 2.583 

 median 99 4.253 2.336 

 small 302 5.036 2.662 

locally SES rich 3 6.333 3.215 

 above average 44 4.432 2.405 

 average 209 4.632 2.495 

 under average 122 4.910 2.733 

 poor 57 5.456 2.759 

nationally SES rich 2 7.500 3.536 

 above average 32 4.156 2.157 

 average 119 4.294 2.355 

 under average 182 4.857 2.567 

 poor 100 5.490 2.894 

There were no reported differences among male and female students in their 

perceived discrimination (t = .67, df = 433, p = .503).  Nor did it differ between 

undergraduate and graduate students (t = 1.133, df = 433, p = .258). However, students 

from rural areas reported a significantly higher perception of discrimination than their 

urban peers (t = 2.716, df = 397.485, p = .007).  Students from small towns perceived 

greater discrimination than their middle size town/city peers (F = 3.863, df = 2, 432, p = 

.022).  Groups reporting local SES didn’t differ as to the amount of perceived 

discrimination (F = 1.668, df = 4, 430, p = .156).  However, significant difference was 
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observed among national SES groups (F = 4.04, df = 4, 430, p = .003), and SES group 

identified as poor reported a higher level of perceived discrimination than the group 

reporting as average. 

1. What demographic factors predict perceptions of discrimination in Chinese 

college students? 

Perceived discrimination was predicted by national SES and if the student lived with 

single mother or grandparents before they entered college (F = 6.461, df = 3, 341, p = 

.000). National SES explained 2.1% of the variances of perceived discrimination.  In 

addition, if the student lived with a single mother or grandparents, the variables explained 

.9% and .6% of the variance. The regression equation can be illustrated as:  

Discrimination = 2.945 + .492*nationalSES + .924*singleMom - .884*grandparents  

Students reporting a lower level of national SES perceived more discrimination.  One 

category lower in national SES status predicts on average .169 category more perceived 

discrimination.  In addition, students who lived with single mothers perceived more 

discrimination, and those who lived with grandparents perceived less discrimination. 

1. What proportion of students are aware of discrimination? 

Three items were used to detect if students were aware of discrimination. They are:   

1. I have noticed some prejudicial behavior towards rural/poor/female students. 

2. Professors seem to discriminate against students depending on the region they are 

from.   

3. My roommates talk as though they are prejudiced towards rural/poor/female 

people. 

Table 5 illustrates the frequency of the responses, with percentage in braces. 
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Table 5. Response of Awareness of Discrimination. Percentage in Parenthesis 

Item Strongly 

Disagree 

     Strongly 

Agree 

1 39(9.0) 72(16.6) 46(10.6) 90(20.7) 87(20.0) 87(19.8) 15(3.4) 

2 38(8.7) 102(23.4) 49(11.3)  94(21.6) 97(22.3) 45(10.3) 10(2.3) 

3 99(22.8) 151(34.7) 49(11.3) 73(16.8) 45(10.3) 13(3.0) 5(1.1) 

Approximately a quarter of students (23.2%) noticed prejudging behaviors towards 

lower status students.  Students who reported prejudging behavior from professors totaled 

12.6%, and 4.1% of students reported prejudging behavior from their roommates. Means 

and SD of each group are listed in table 6. 

Table 6. Means and SD of Awareness of Discrimination 

   Item1 Item2 Item3 

  N Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

gender male 155 3.768 1.716 3.310 1.565 2.684 1.476 

 female 280 4.118 1.678 3.846 1.593 2.721 1.496 

area urban 178 3.854 1.714 3.640 1.635 2.837 1.541 

 rural 257 4.089 1.683 3.665 1.583 2.619 1.445 

level undergraduate 348 3.856 1.700 3.523 1.584 2.716 1.515 

 graduate 87 4.540 1.583 4.184 1.574 2.678 1.377 

town 

size 

large 34 3.676 1.788 3.647 1.721 2.824 1.547 

median 99 3.677 1.754 3.303 1.508 2.596 1.406 

 small 302 4.132 1.655 3.772 1.607 2.732 1.509 

locally  rich 3 4.000 1.000 4.333 1.528 3.000 2.000 
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SES above average 44 3.909 1.865 3.136 1.812 2.886 1.807 

 average 209 4.105 1.649 3.775 1.579 2.761 1.503 

 under average 122 3.934 1.680 3.689 1.596 2.525 1.337 

 poor 57 3.772 1.823 3.509 1.490 2.754 1.455 

national  

SES  

rich 2 3.500 0.707 5.000 1.414 3.000 2.828 

above average 32 4.125 1.827 3.344 1.677 2.813 1.575 

 average 119 3.706 1.724 3.513 1.702 2.790 1.615 

 under average 182 4.137 1.593 3.742 1.564 2.670 1.407 

 poor 100 4.040 1.803 3.740 1.522 2.640 1.446 

Female students noticed more prejudging behaviors than their male counterparts (t = 

2.068, df = 433, p = .039).  They also noticed more prejudging behavior from professors 

(t= 3.386, df = 433, p = .001). Students from rural and urban areas did not report a 

difference in their level of discrimination awareness.  However, compared to 

undergraduate students, graduate students noticed more discriminatory behavior (t = 

3.401, df = 433, p = .001) and prejudging behavior from professors (t = 3.485, df = 433, p 

= .001).  Students from small towns tended to notice more prejudging behaviors from 

professors than their median size city/town peers (F = 3.22, df = 2, 432, p = .021). No 

difference was found among local SES or national SES groups. 

1. Does perceived discrimination predict self-esteem, perceptions of control, belief 

in meritocracy, school belongings and victim blame? 

A path analysis was conducted to understand the consequences of perceived 

discrimination, as shown in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4.  Path analysis of consequences of perceived discrimination 

The path analysis has an acceptable model fit (χ2 = 25.322, df = 5, p = .000.  CFI = 

.978, TLI = .934, RMSEA = .097, SRMR = .0585).  Perceived discrimination decreases 

students’ sense of belonging to school (β = -.401, p = .000), lowers their perceived 

control (β = -.326, p = .000) and self-esteem (β = -.299, p = .000), decreases their belief 

on meritocracy (β = -.102, p = .033), and predicts a tendency to blame the victim more (β 

= .136, p = .004). 

Male and female students did not show differences as to the consequences of 

perceived discrimination (χ2 = 9.939, df = 5, p = .077), nor did students from rural or 

urban areas (χ2 = 3.512, df = 5, p = .622).  To compare the difference among SES groups, 

I divided SES in two groups.  Students who reported rich or above average were grouped 

as high SES group, whereas students reported poor or below average were grouped into 

low SES group.  No significant differences were determined by path analysis between 

high and low SES groups both locally (χ2 = 3.413, df = 5, p = .637) or nationally (χ2 = 

7.437, df = 5, p = .190). 
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Research question 2 
Question 2:  What is the level of college students’ belief in meritocracy? 

The imputed factor score of meritocracy belief has a distribution of mean 3.79 and 

standard deviation 1.303, as shown in figure 5.  Most students did not hold very strong 

beliefs for or against meritocracy belief.  

 

Figure 5. Distribution of imputed meritocracy belief 

A path analysis was used to check group difference on meritocracy belief, as shown 

in figure 6. 

 

Figure 6. Group means analysis for belief in meritocracy 
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All the models have insignificant χ2 which indicated a good model fit.  Results 

showed no significant group mean difference between gender (β = .022, p = .665), 

rural/urban groups (β = .049, p = .341), high vs. low SES groups locally (β = .106, p = 

.139).  However, national SES high vs. low groups have a significant path loading on 

meritocracy belief (β = .154, p = .011).   

1. What demographic factors predict belief in meritocracy? 

The family annual income is the only factor that was significant in the linear 

regression model (β = .279, p = .045).  However, it is a weak predictor that explained 

5.9% of the variance. The standardized regression model can be illustrated as:  

Meritocracy belief = .279*income.  

1. Does belief in meritocracy predict self-esteem, perceptions of control, and school 

belongingness while controlling for perceptions of discrimination?  

A path analysis was used to find out the influence of meritocracy belief, as shown in 

Figure 7. 
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Figure 7. Path analysis of influence of meritocracy belief 

The model has an acceptable model fit (χ2 = 3.755, df = 3, p = .289.  CFI = .999, TLI 

= .996, RMSEA = .024, SRMR = .0229).  With the control of perceptions of 

discrimination, the belief in meritocracy has a significant positive relationship with self-

esteem (β = .309, p = .000), perceptions of control (β = .320, p = .000), belongingness to 

school (β = .182, p = .000), and a negative relationship with victim blame (β = -.098, p = 

.039). 

Research Question 3 
Question 3.   Does belief in meritocracy predict students’ belongingness to school and 

self-esteem via perceived control while controlling for perceived discrimination? 

A path analysis was conducted to learn the benefit of belief in meritocracy, as shown 

in Figure 8: 



 
 

   56     
 

 

Figure 8. Path analysis of beneficial of meritocracy belief 

The path analysis has an acceptable model fit (χ2 = 2.474, df = 2, p = .290.  CFI = 

.999, TLI = 1.011, RMSEA = .032, SRMR = .0015).  In the model, perceived control 

weakens the relationship of meritocracy towards self-esteem from .309 (p = .000) to .072 

(p=.024), and mediated relationship of meritocracy to school belongingness from .182 (p 

= .000) to .006 (p = .873). 

A multigroup path analysis was conducted to test group differences on meritocracy’s 

influence on other factors.  The results showed no difference between male and female (χ2 

= 9.535, df = 8, p = .299), rural and urban (χ2 = 3.597, df = 8, p = .892), high and low SES 

both locally (χ2 = 6.449, df = 8, p = .597) or nationally (χ2 = 7.806, df = 8, p = .453).  
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Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, I compared Chinese college students’ perception of discrimination 

according to a higher or lower belief in meritocracy. I also investigated how students’ 

self-esteem and sense of school belonging is affected by discrimination.   As a possible 

self-coping tool to defend discrimination, the belief in meritocracy was investigated for 

its benefits and predictors. In this chapter, I will draw conclusions regarding the findings, 

discuss the limitations of the study as well as directions for future research. 

Discrimination 

Students from rural areas, small towns and low SES at the national level reported 

perceiving more prejudicial behaviors.  However, there was no difference as to gender on 

the perception of discrimination. National SES level predicted perceived discrimination 

as well as which family members the student lived with before they entered 

college.  Specifically, students who lived with a single mother or relatives other than their 

parents and grandparents perceived more discrimination. Other factors, such as the 

parents’ education level, annual income, or similar education level as their peers did not 

predict perceived discrimination. 

Feeling discriminated against is harmful to students in multiple ways.  Besides 

decreased self-esteem and perceived loss of control as was found in previous studies 

(e.g., Major & O’Brien, 2005; Schmitt et al., 2014), there is new evidence of negative 

influences such as reduced sense of school belongingness and increased propensity to 

blame the victim - themselves.   Interestingly, students who had a higher level of 

perceived discrimination also demonstrated a lower level of meritocracy belief.  
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This combination of consequences not only harms college students directly, it also 

makes it more difficult for the students to seek help.   Students who reported a perception 

of discrimination also admitted that their self-esteem was low and that their feelings of 

shame often prevented them from asking for help.  Further, the students tended to feel 

less in control of their lives, and consequently, had little hope that asking for help would 

be effective or make improvements. These attitudes helped to promote feelings of 

discouragement and made them less likely to seek help from either their teachers or 

parents.  Because of these attitudes, peer support may be a more effective way to cope 

with discrimination. However, the student’s perception of discrimination also tended to 

reduce their sense of belonging - they felt less part of the school community, and 

therefore less connected with their peers. It was even worse for the peers who were 

similar to them as they were even more likely to engage in victim blame. Therefore, they 

were more likely to have negative feelings towards their peers within their own group.   

There was also an association between perceptions of discrimination and a 

weaker belief in meritocracy, the belief that hard work leads to success despite the 

background of an individual.  Therefore, a belief in meritocracy could be an effective 

self-coping tool for low status students. Overall, perceived discrimination is harmful to 

students in many ways, but it also keeps the student in a negative situation, and makes it 

more difficult for them to ask for help.    

Students reported higher levels of perceived discrimination on individual levels than 

on group levels.   Overall, less than 3% of the students reported perceived discrimination 

on either a personal or group level.  It is a positive point that such a small percentage of 

students feel they are discriminated against. However, perception of discrimination is still 
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concerning, since there are 37 million students enrolled in college in China, amounting to 

a huge number of students who may suffer from discrimination. Therefore, it is 

imperative to have a self-coping tool for these students which can help to protect against 

discrimination. 

A positive aspect of the findings is that students had a relatively high sensitivity 

towards prejudiced behavior directed towards them.  The data also indicated three times 

more perceived prejudicial behavior from the students’ professors than their peers. 

Conversely, the participants reported feeling that some of their professors were arrogant 

and insensitive.  Female and post-graduate students tended to be more sensitive to 

perceived discriminatory behaviors and reported more such behavior from their 

professors. Although students from small towns perceived more discriminatory behavior 

from their professors, there was no difference reported among students from rural and 

urban areas or students from different levels of SES.  

In summary, the information from this study helps us to better understand several 

important aspects regarding how Chinese college students perceive discrimination.  First 

of all, only a small percentage of college students perceive discrimination, both 

personally and as a group, with the primary source being either because of differences in 

rural or urban background or lower SES.  Besides lower SES, students were more likely 

to report perceived discrimination if before they attended college they had lived with a 

single mother or family member or if they lived with relatives other than their parents or 

grandparents.    

Students who felt they were discriminated against were at greater risk of mental 

health issues due to lowered self-esteem, feeling less in control, a weakened sense of 
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belongingness and lower belief in meritocracy.  They were also more likely to blame 

other students who experienced discrimination (victim blame). The students seem to be 

very sensitive regarding perceptions of discrimination. However, they felt some of their 

professors were uncaring about the problem.  In spite of these serious issues, there are 

limited resources that the students can or will access for support. 

Belief in Meritocracy as Protective Factor 

From this study, I can conclude that, yes, students’ belief in meritocracy did 

positively support their psychological well-being.  In addition, the protection effect was 

mediated by the students’ perceived control. Students who strongly endorsed the belief in 

meritocracy had higher levels of self-esteem directly and indirectly via the mediator of 

perceived control.  They also had a higher level of school belongingness fully mediated 

by perceived level of control.  

Overall, a belief in meritocracy was found to benefit students and support their self-

esteem and sense of school belongingness.  This benefit is mainly mediated by a 

perception of self-control, with only a small loading left for direct effect between 

meritocracy belief and self-esteem.  This benefit did not differ between male and female, 

rural and urban, or high and low SES groups. In other words, the belief in meritocracy 

benefited all students equally, despite whether they belonged to higher or lower status 

groups. 

It is exciting to learn the belief in meritocracy was beneficial.  In addition, the 

findings indicated that the majority of the students did not have a strong opinion 

regarding the belief in meritocracy, but tended to be more in the middle.  However, 

students from high income families tended to have a stronger belief in meritocracy. The 
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findings of this study are consistent with Yang and colleagues (2016) who hold that 

higher SES groups tend to endorse meritocracy belief more.   Further, across students 

reporting a similar level of perceived discrimination, those who indicated a deeper belief 

in meritocracy also reported higher levels of self-esteem, sense of belonging to school 

and greater perception of control. Further, they were less likely to blame the victims for 

their perceptions of discrimination.  

Findings in previous research (e.g. Foster et al., 2006; Major et al., 2007) indicated 

that discrimination interacts in the relationship between meritocracy belief and self-

esteem - when the discrimination level was high, the belief in meritocracy was negatively 

associated with self-esteem.  However when discrimination was low, meritocracy belief 

and self-esteem were positively correlated. Our finding supports this previous work, in 

that the overall discrimination level was low in Chinese colleges. However, in contrast to 

previous research, our study shows that the belief in meritocracy was negatively 

associated with victim blame (Major et al., 2007).   

In addition, the positive correlation between meritocracy belief and school 

belongingness is a new finding.   Furthermore, for students who perceived less 

discrimination (in this case, one standard deviation below the mean), the positive 

correlation between meritocracy belief and school belongingness was significant (r = 

.222, p = .025, n = 102).  For those who reported more perceived discrimination (in this 

case, one standard deviation above the mean), the positive correlation between 

meritocracy belief and school belongingness was no longer significant (r = .130, p = .207, 

n = 96).  This indicated the level of discrimination influences the relationship between the 

belief in meritocracy and school belongingness. 
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Limitations and Directions for Future Research  

As in all research studies there were limitations to this work. First, I will discuss some 

limitations in the manner of participant recruitment.  Next, much of the data were drawn 

from self-reported survey data.  Third, the data were correlational, which can show 

important relationships between variables, but cannot show causality.   

Recruitment.  To recruit participants I asked teacher professors to distribute a QR 

code (Quick Response Code) in their classes.  The code was distributed in basic 

psychology classes, with the exception of one computer science class. Since the 

psychology classes were not required for most majors in the universities, it is likely that 

the students enrolled in these classes may be more interested in psychology than the 

students in general.  Further, participation in the survey was voluntary; therefore, it may 

be that the students who responded shared the further similar characteristic of heightened 

willingness to cooperate with or please their teachers.  

Self-Reported Data. The data for this study are primarily collected through self-

report of the participants.   This is a significant limitation of the study because lower 

status students may feel embarrassed about their situation, and therefore may choose to 

give socially acceptable responses, rather than their true feelings.  Also, the wording of 

some of the questionnaire items are contrary to social norms. For example, one item 

which targets victim blame item states: “rural people get the negative stereotype because 

many of them act like that.”  Because of the social unacceptability of this statement the 

participants might choose not to express their true thoughts and feelings. Only one of the 

three universities in which students are surveyed agreed to provide academic information 
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regarding the students, therefore, academic success will be measured by student self-

reports and may be less than accurate.  

Correlational Data.  An important limitation of this research is the correlational 

data. Correlational data are valuable to show systematic relationships between different 

variables; however, it cannot demonstrate causality.   Therefore, while the results can 

suggest that a belief in meritocracy protects students from being discriminated, they were 

correlational and I cannot infer causal relationship from the data.  Similarly, results 

indicated perceived discrimination and belief in meritocracy influencing self-esteem, 

perception of control and sense of belonging.  The data only provided correlational but 

not causal relationships. 

Future studies should also consider investigating methods to provide more 

information in these important areas such as academic information which are essential to 

student well-being.   Academic success is essential for student success and is likely to 

contribute heavily to a student's self-esteem and psychological well-being.  In addition, a 

lower status student who is successful academically might perceive a lower level of 

discrimination due to his achievement, or more discrimination due to peer envy. On the 

other hand, low satisfaction with school life might lead to low academic performance. 

Therefore, the investigation of these interactions is important to future research.   

By 2009, approximately 20% of the college students were categorized as low SES, 

and 5~7% of the college students were recognized as needing financial aid.  Besides low 

SES students who may face financial stress, other low status students suffered prejudice 

from their peers and from the society. For example, based on a survey conducted by the 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) in 2013, the unemployment rate of newly 
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graduated rural college students was 30.5%, 18.2% higher than their urban peers; Wang 

(2009) pointed out that only 39.3% of newly graduated female students had job offers 

signed before graduation, whereas their male peers had a success rate of 46.9%.   Living 

under discrimination may shadow the daily life of lower status students leaving them 

vulnerable for physical and psychological disorders. Currently colleges offer limited 

amounts of financial aid and psychological counseling services. However, these aids and 

services will not cover all of the students who need help. Further, many lower status 

students feel ashamed by their situation and tend to avoid seeking help (Xie et al., 2016). 

Therefore, understanding the situation of discrimination and identifying a self-coping 

method to help support these students is extremely important.   

This study provides important information regarding the perceptions of students in 

Chinese universities who are from different backgrounds and social statuses.  If we can 

understand student perceptions, biases and fears, and therefore gather information 

regarding the issue of discrimination, more work can be done by improve the university 

environment and prevent some aspects of discrimination.  If the belief in meritocracy is 

shown to protect lower status students, colleges can be guided as to what activities to 

emphasize, how to provide role models and what subjects should be focused on when 

teachers meet individually with their students.   This may help students from all 

backgrounds to feel more comfortable at university, with a better sense of community and 

belonging, allowing them to focus more fully on their studies, and be more likely to be 

successful at university and in their future careers.    

 The variables which predicted belief in meritocracy seemed to be based on 

demographics or status.  Therefore, how to support and increase the level of student 
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meritocracy belief is an important matter for future research.  Such support or 

interventions could greatly benefit students who perceive discrimination. Further research 

might focus on the point of how to practically increase students’ belief in 

meritocracy.  Such information could provide important ways for teachers, professors and 

social workers to support their students. 

It’s concerning that 3 times more perceived prejudicial behavior were reported from 

professors than from the student’s peers. Since professors and teachers heavily influence 

students’ life in colleges, it’s important to take a deep look on why students had this 

impression of insensitivity.   

To sum up, this study indicates that belief in meritocracy helps lower status students 

in Chinese universities who perceive discrimination.  It also investigated the predictors 

and influences of the student’s belief in meritocracy. The study illustrated the damage of 

perceived discrimination and identified some of the groups of vulnerable students who 

might be discriminated against.    
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A, Survey questions (in English) 

 

Please choose the category that best describes you. 

1. I am a/an ____________________ student 

a. Undergraduate 

b. Graduate 

2. I am a ______ 

a. Male 

b. Female 

1. My major is _________________________________ 

2. My major belongs to the big category of ______________ 

a. Literature 

b. Engineer 

c. Art and Science 

1. I began college by the year of _________ 

a. 2018 

b. 2017 

c. 2016 

d. 2015 

e. 2014 

f. 2013 

g. others.  Please discribe_______________ 
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1. I came from the providence of ________ 

A 

a1. Anhui 

a2. Aomen 

 

B 

b1. Beijing 

C 

c1. Chongqing 

F 

f1. Fujian 

G 

g1. Gansu 

g2. Guangdong 

g3. Guangxi 

g4. Guizhou 

H 

h1. Hainan 

h2. Hebei 

h3. Henan 

h4. Hubei 

h5. Hunan 

h6. Heilongjiang 

J 

j1. Jilin 

j2. Jiangsu 

j3. Jiangxi 

 

L 

l1. Liaoning 

 

N 

n1. Neimenggu 

n2. Ningxia 

Q 

q1. Qinghai 

 

S 

s1. Sichuan 

s2. Shandong 

s3. Shanxi山

西 

s4. Shanxi陕

西 

s5. Shanghai 

T 

t1. Taiwan 

t2. Tianjin 

 

X 

x1. Xizang 

x2. Xianggang 

x3. Xinjiang 

Y 

y1. Yunnan 

 

Z 

z1. Zhejiang 
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2. My hometown can be considered ______ 

a. Urban 

b. Rural 

3. Relatively, my hometown is  ______ in size 

a. Large 

b. Medium 

c. Small 

4. In my hometown, my household income can be considered ______ 

a. Far above average 

b. Above average 

c. Average 

d. Under average 

e. Far under average 

5. Nationwidely, my household income can be considered ____ 

a. Far above average 

b. Above average 

c. Average 

d. Under average 

e. Far under average 

6. My annual household income is approximately ________________(in RMB) 

7. When I was at home, I lived with ___________ 

a. Both of my parents 

b. My mom only 
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c. My dad only 

d. My grandparents 

e. Other relatives 

8. My dad’s education level is _______________ 

a. Under high school 

b. High school graduate 

c. Some college 

d. College degree 

e. Higher education 

9. My mom’s education level is _______________ 

a. Under high school 

b. High school graduate 

c. Some college 

d. College degree 

e. Higher education 

10. If I live with my grandparents or other relatives, their highest education level  

is/are___ 

a. Under high school 

b. High school graduate 

c. Some college 

d. College degree 

e. Higher education 

11. In all the close relatives that about my age or older, the rate of college enrollment  



 
 

   70     
 

is ___ 

a. Almost all of them attend(ed) college 

b. Most of them attend(ed) college 

c. About half of them attend(ed) college 

d. Less than half of them attend(ed) college 

e. Very few of them attend(ed) college 

 

For the statement below, please tell us how much it is true for you. 

Likert scale,  1 -- Strangly disagree    7 -- Strongly agree 

1. It is some peasants fault that they received negative views 

2. People from rural areas are prejudged because media exaggerated the 

negative aspect. 

3. People from urban prejudge rural residence to make them look better 

4. I have noticed some prejudicial behavior towards rural/poor/female students 

5. People who feel that they are discriminated against are just oversensitive 

6. Professors seem to discriminate against students depending on the region 

they are from.   

7. My roommates talk as though they are prejudiced towards 
rural/poor/female people 

8. My region group is discriminated against. 

9. Students like me experience discrimination 

10. I study harder compared to when I was in high school 

11. I don’t study as hard as my classmates  

12. This college/university is the one that I originally wanted to enroll in 
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13. This major is the one that I originally wanted to study 

14. My parents/relatives are proud that I enrolled in college 

15. Getting into a relationship is one of my goals in college 

16. Any people who don’t get ahead should not blame the system; they really 

only have themselves to blame.  

17. If people work hard they almost always get what they want. 

18. Even if people want to work hard, they don’t always get ahead.  

19. In China, getting ahead doesn’t always depend on hard work.  

20. I feel that China is an open society where all individuals can achieve a 

high status.  

21. Advancement in China society is possible for all individuals.  

22. Individual members in certain groups are often unable to advance in 

Chinese society.   

23. Individual members of certain groups have difficulty achieving higher status.  

24. I put as little effort into my college work as I can.  

25. Many of the other students bother me.  

26. I like working on projects with the students in my classes.  

27. I feel proud of belonging to my college. 

28. I am treated with as much respect as other students. 

29. I feel very different from most other students here. 

30. The teachers here respect me. 

31. There’s at least one teacher or other adult in this school I can talk to if I have 

 a problem.  
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32. Overall, I am satisfied about myself 

33. At times I think I am not good at all  

34. I feel that I have a number of good qualities 

35. I am able to do things as well as most other people 

36. I feel I do not have much to be proud of  

37. I certainly feel useless at times  

38. I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others 

39. I wish I could respect myself more  

40. In general, I feel that I am a failure  

41. I have a positive attitude about myself 

42. I worry about whether others regard me as a success or failure  

43. I feel self-conscious  

44. I feel displeased with myself  

45. I am worried about what other people think of me  

46. I feel inferior to others at this moment  

47. I am concerned about the impression I am making  

48. I am worried about looking foolish  

49. I have little control over the things that happen to me ;  

50. There is really no way I can solve some of the problems I have;  

51. There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life ;  

52. I often feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life   

53. Sometimes I feel that I'm being pushed around in life  

54. What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me  
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55. I can do just about anything I really set my mind to do 

56. On average, I study ___ hours per day (besides classes) 

57. I hope I could study _____ hours per day (besides classes) 

58. My college entrance exam (CEE) score was ______ 

59. My GPA is ______ 

60. For the last final exam, I rank about _____ percentile in my department. 

61. For this semester, I think I will rank about _____ percentile in my department. 

62. I have a boyfriend/girlfriend ______(yes/no) 
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Appendix B, Survey questions (in Chinese)   

请选择最符合你的描述 

1. 我是 ————— 

a. 本科生 

b. 研究生 

1. 我是 

a. 男生 

b. 女生 

1. 我的专业是 —————— 

2. 我的专业属于—————— 

a. 文科 

b. 工科 

c. 理科 

1. 我的本科入学年份是——————年 

a. 2018 

b. 2017 

c. 2016 

d. 2015 

e. 2014 

f. 2013 

g. 其他，请注明—— 

1. 我来自—————— 



 
 

   75     
 

A 

a1. 安徽省 

a2. 澳门特别行

政区 

 

B 

b1. 北

京市 

C 

c1. 重庆市 

F 

f1. 福建省 

G 

g1. 甘肃省 

g2. 广东省 

g3. 广西壮

族自治区 

g4. 贵州省 

H 

h1. 海南省 

h2. 河北省 

h3. 河南省 

h4. 湖北省 

h5. 湖南省 

h6. 黑龙江省 

J 

j1. 吉林

省 

j2. 江苏

省 

j3.江西

省 

L 

l1. 辽宁省 

 

 

 

N 

n1. 内蒙古自治

区 

n2. 宁夏回族自

治区 

Q 

q1. 青海省 

 

 

 

S 

s1. 四川省 

s2. 山东省 

s3. 山西省 

s4. 陕西省 

s5. 上海市 

T 

t1. 台湾

省 

t2. 天津

市 

 

X 

x1. 西藏自治区 

x2. 香港特别行

政区 

x3. 新疆维吾尔

自治区 

Y 

y1. 云南省 

 

 

 

Z 

z1. 浙江省 
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2. 我的家乡是———— 

a. 城市 

b. 农村 

3. 相对来说，我的家乡是 ————城市(农村) 

a. 大型 

b. 中型 

c. 小型 

4. 和当地平均水平相比，我的家庭属于———— 

a. 富裕家庭 

b. 中等偏上收入家庭 

c. 平均收入水平家庭 

d. 中等偏下收入家庭 

e. 贫穷家庭 

5. 和全国平均水平相比，我的家庭属于———— 

a. 富裕家庭 

b. 中等偏上收入家庭 

c. 平均收入水平家庭 

d. 中等偏下收入家庭 

e. 贫穷家庭 

6. 我的家庭年收入大概是——————（元）  

7. 我在家的时候，跟————同住 
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a. 父母 

b. 父 

c. 母 

d. （外）祖父母 

e. 其他亲戚 

8. 我父亲的学历是—— 

a. 高中以下 

b. 高中 

c. 大专 

d. 大本 

e. 硕士及以上 

9. 我母亲的学历是——— 

a. 高中以下 

b. 高中 

c. 大专 

d. 大本 

e. 硕士及以上 

10. 如果我跟其他人同住，他（们）的最高学历是———— 

a. 高中以下 

b. 高中 

c. 大专 
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d. 大本 

e. 硕士及以上 

11. 在我比较亲近的同龄亲戚中，——————— 

a. 几乎每个都上过大学 

b. 大部分都上过大学 

c. 一半上过大学 

d. 小部分上过大学 

e. 几乎没人上大学 

指导语：这个量表是用来了解您的大学生活和学习。请仔细阅读下面的句子，

选择最符合您情况的选项。请注意，这里要回答的是您实际上认为您自己怎样，

而不是回答您认为您应该怎样。答案无正确与错误或好与坏之分，请按照您的真

实情况来描述您自己。您的回答绝对不会向外泄漏，因此您完全不必要有这方面的

顾虑。请您注意要保证每个问题都做了回答，且只选一个答案。谢谢您的合作！ 

 

选项：请从1~7之间选择一个数字来表达您的符合情况。其中 1--- 非常不

符合   7-- 非常符合 

1. 农民之所以受歧视有他们自身的原因 

2. 农村人受歧视是因为媒体过分夸大了负面信息 

3. 城里人嘲笑农村人不过是为了抬高自己 

4. 我注意到有农村/贫困/女性学生受到过歧视 

5. 觉得自己受歧视的人只不过是太敏感了 
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6. 有些老师会基于地域/性别给予学生区别对待 

7. 我从室友的言谈中感觉到他/她们对农村/贫困/女性有偏见 

8. 我觉得受到了地域歧视 

9. 像我一样的人受到了歧视 

10. 我比上高中的时候用功 

11. 我没有其他同学那么用功 

12. 我现在读的学校是我理想中的学校 

13. 我现在学的专业是我理想中的专业 

14. 我的父母亲戚都很骄傲我上了大学 

15. 交到男朋友/女朋友是我在大学要完成的事情之一 

16. 中国是个开放社会，所有人都能争取身份和地位 

17. 当今社会，所有人都能获得成功 

18. 有些阶层的人怎么努力都难以取得成功 

19. 有些人群就是无法得到身份和地位 

20. 不能出人头地不要怪大环境，主要是他们自己不努力 

21. 只要努力，就能达成目标 

22. 就算有人很努力，他们也无法成功 

23. 功成名就有的时候跟努力没关系 

24. 我在学校里完全不想努力 

25. 不少同学让我心烦 

26. 跟同学一起做项目很愉快 
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27. 很骄傲成为学校的一员 

28. 我跟同学们一样得到尊重 

29. 我觉得与他人格格不入 

30. 老师对我很好 

31. 如果我遇到麻烦，在学校里至少有一个老师或者成人可以和他/她谈谈 

32. 总括而言，我对自己感到满意 

33. 有时候我认为自己是一无是处 

34. 我觉得我有很多优点 

35. 我做事的能力和大部份人一样好 

36. 我觉得自己没有什么值得骄傲 

37. 有时候我确实觉得自己很无用 

38. 我认为自己是个有价值的人，至少基本上是与别人相等的 

39. 我希望我能够更多的尊重自己 

40. 总括来说，我觉得我是一个失败者 

41. 我对于自己是抱着肯定的态度 

42. 我在意别人认为我是成功者还是失败者 

43. 我会聚焦在我自己身上 

44. 我对自己不满意 

45. 我在意别人对我的想法 

46. 我觉得自己比别人差 

47. 我在意自己给别人的印象 
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48. 我担心自己看起来很傻 

49. 我对发生在我身上的事情没有什么控制 

50. 有些问题基本上我没办法解决 

51. 人生关键的大事上我无能为力 

52. 生活中的很多事情无法解决，让人绝望 

53. 我时常感觉到生活的恶意 

54. 我的未来我做主 

55. 只要我下定决心，没有做不成的事情 

56. 除了上课时间，我平均每天学习多少小时 ________________________ 

57. 我希望我能学习多少小时 ________________________ 

58. 我的高考分数是 ________________________ 

59. 我的GPA（学绩点）是 ________________________ 

60. 我上学期的期末成绩大概在年纪排名前百分之几？ _______________ 

61. 我估计这学期的期末成绩大概在年纪排名前百分之几？ _________ 

62. 我有男/女朋友 ○ 是○ 否 
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Appendix C, Cover letter   

Cover Letter 
 

You are being asked to take part in a research study of how college students 
perception of meritocracy affect their life and study.  Please read this form 
carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part in the 
study. 
 

What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to learn how students with 
different beliefs of meritocracy affect their self-esteem, school belongings and 
thus influence their life and study.  
 

What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to 
participant in an online survey.  The survey will include questions about your 
perception of self-esteem, belongingness to school, your belief of meritocracy, 
and your academic performance.   The survey will take about 10~15 minutes to 
complete.  
 

Risks and benefits: 
There is no any type of increased risk to you by participating this study.  All of 
your responses to the survey will be anonymous.   No one in your department or 
any of your teachers will know your answers.   There are no benefits to you. 
 

Compensation: You will have a unique code by the end of the survey to enter a 
lottery pool.  Please print screen of the code. We will draw four 50 Yuan prepaid 
cell phone card from the lottery pool.  You will be able to check the winning code 
list in 4 weeks after the survey. The confirmation code can be used to charge 
your cell phone at your convenience from taobao.com 
 

Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. In 
any sort of report we make public we will not include any information that would 
make it possible to identify you. Research records will be kept in a locked file with 
password protection; only the researchers will have access to these records.  
 

Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You 
may skip any questions that you do not want to answer. If you decide not to take 
part or to skip some of the questions, it will not affect your grade score. If you 
decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time without any penalty. 
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If you have questions: The researchers conducting this study are Xinting Zhao 
and Prof.Roberta Scholes. Please ask any questions you have now. If you have 
questions later, you may contact Xinting Zhao at xzgrb@mail.missouri.edu or at 
573-639-9145. You can reach Prof. Scholes at ScholesR@missouri.edu. If you 
have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, 
you may contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at  
 

Campus Institutional Review Board 
483 McReynolds Hall 
Columbia, MO 65211 
573-882-9585 
E-Mail:    umcresearchcirb@missouri.edu 
Website:  http://www.research.missouri.edu/cirb/index.htm 
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