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Abstract

This qualitative study explored the experiences of individuals who perceived themselves to have
failed the Gaokao, China’s national university entrance examination. Using a constructivist
grounded theory approach, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 participants to
examine their definition of Gaokao “failure” and its aftermath. Follow-up questionnaires were
used to refine emerging concepts. Data were analyzed through iterative grounded theory
processes: initial, focused, and theoretical coding. Findings indicated that perceived failure was
shaped less by exam scores than by unmet expectations within a sociocultural context
emphasizing academic achievement, collectivism, and loss of face. Participants described
interconnected pragmatic, social, cognitive, and emotional consequences, with recovery
trajectories ranging from short-term distress to prolonged psychological impact. Parental
reactions and parents’ educational and occupational backgrounds shaped the intensity and
duration of participants’ experiences. The culminating theoretical model conceptualizes
perceived Gaokao failure as a culturally embedded process of meaning-making and adaptation.

Perceived Gaokao Failure: A Grounded Theory Exploration
of Immediate and Ongoing Consequences

The Gaokao, China’s national high-stakes university entrance examination, is widely
regarded as one of the most fiercely competitive examinations globally (Cai et al., 2019), with
students often portrayed as “warriors” (Howlett, 2022). Since Gaokao scores serve as the primary
criterion for university admission, performance on the exam is commonly viewed as a key
indicator of success, with far-reaching implications for individuals’ long-term financial security,
career trajectories, and social status (Bai & Chi, 2011; Howlett, 2022). This societal emphasis
intensifies the pressure to perform well on the exam (Wang & Ross, 2010), and not performing
well could bring shame to the family and community (Triandis et al. 1990). Additionally,
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds often face greater stress due to the belief that
Gaokao success is their only way out of poverty (Liu & Helwig, 2020). The enduring emphasis
on academic achievement in Chinese society has persisted across generations (Ash, 2017;
Howlett, 2022; Muthanna & Sang, 2015). Building on this context, the present study explores the
experiences of individuals who perceived themselves as having failed the Gaokao and examines
the factors that supported their recovery from failure.

The Gaokao has attracted substantial scholarly attention, with existing research
predominantly examining its societal significance, education policy and reform, and system-level
factors such as equity and socioeconomic inequality (e.g., Hamnett et al., 2019; Howlett, 2022;
Yu, 2023). Comparatively less attention has been given to individuals’ experiences in the
aftermath of perceived failure. Building on this context, the present study addresses this gap
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using constructivist grounded theory to explore the lived experiences of individuals who consider
themselves to have failed Gaokao. Specifically, the study addresses these research questions:

1. What is the meaning of Gaokao failure?
2. What are the consequences of perceived Gaokao failure?

By developing a process-oriented model grounded in participants’ narratives, this study
contributes to empirical understanding of high-stakes academic experiences by situating
perceived failure within a culturally embedded relational context.

Theoretical Framework

Existing theoretical frameworks offer partial insight into how individuals respond to and
recover from difficult life experiences. For instance, Park (2010) proposed that people hold
deeply ingrained assumptions about the world, and when a painful experience challenges these
assumptions, individuals are driven to seek understanding and restore a sense of coherence in
their lives. However, this framework was largely constructed through research conducted in
Western, individualistic societies and does not adequately address the collective and relational
dimensions through which adversity is experienced in Chinese cultural contexts.

The philosophical foundation of this study embraces the view that what people come to know
about the world around them is not discovered as a fixed truth but emerges through participation
in shared human activity (Costantino et al., 2008). Within this orientation, the insights generated
through this inquiry reflect a dialogue between the investigator and those being studied, situated
within the culturally specific circumstances in which Gaokao-related experiences unfold.

The current study draws on Bowen’s (2006) notion of sensitizing concepts, using these
theories as points of reference to orient the theoretical direction of the study and inform what to
look for, without constraining what could emerge from the data. A constructivist grounded
theory approach was therefore adopted, allowing a theoretical understanding to emerge directly
from participants’ lived experiences rather than being constrained by an existing Western-derived
lens.

Empirical Literature Review

Relevant studies were identified through a systematic search of databases, using terms such
as “Gaokao,” “Chinese students,” ‘“academic distress,” and “Gaokao failure.” To ensure
sufficient coverage of constructs central to both research questions, the review extended beyond
Gaokao-specific literature to include studies examining academic failure, high stakes testing, test
takers’ mental health, and cultural values within collectivist contexts more broadly. Studies were
selected based on their relevance to the psychological and sociocultural dimensions of the
research questions.

2

What is the Meaning of Gaokao Failure?

In Chinese society, Gaokao outcomes carry meaning well beyond academic performance.
Because success is deeply tied to family honor and social standing, failure is rarely experienced
as a purely personal matter (Bregnbaek, 2016; Howlett, 2022). Performing well on the Gaokao is
commonly interpreted as a reflection of one’s intellectual worth rather than academic preparation
alone (Fu, 2024), meaning that falling short of expectations can threaten a student’s sense of
identity as well as their academic prospects. Notably, studies have found that approximately half
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of students report studying primarily to satisfy parental expectations, and the majority enter
higher education without a clear sense of their own interests or career direction (Liu & Liu,
2002; Sun, 2007). When students perceive themselves as having failed, retaking the Gaokao
often becomes a considered pathway, particularly for those seeking admission to higher-ranked
institutions (Cheng & Hamid, 2025). In this context, perceived failure carries implications that
extend beyond the individual, potentially straining family relationships and disrupting students’
already uncertain sense of future direction.

Based on recent data, although more than 10 million students in China take the college
entrance examination each year, only about 5% are admitted to first-tier universities (Harvard
University Press, 2025). Even those who meet the minimum score threshold may not ultimately
gain admission (Jia & Li, 2017). Nevertheless, existing literature reveals relatively little about
how students define and interpret the experience of not meeting expectations. Most studies treat
“failure” as an objective outcome and examine its downstream effects rather than exploring how
the meaning of failure is socially constructed.

What are the Consequences of Perceived Gaokao Failure?

Research consistently documents psychological difficulty among students navigating high-
stakes examination pressure in China. Wang et al. (2020) found that students who perceived
themselves as falling behind their peers reported heightened anxiety, reduced self-esteem, and
declining intrinsic motivation. Hesketh & Ding (2005) similarly identified depression and
anxiety as common outcomes when students felt unable to meet family academic expectations.

Fu (2024) added breadth to this picture, noting that stress during Gaokao preparation
commonly manifests across physical, psychological, and social dimensions. Yang et al. (2023)
raised a further concern: despite the prevalence of distress, the overwhelming majority of
Chinese youth experiencing depressive symptoms do not access professional support, leaving
most to manage on their own (Ramirez & Beilock, 2011). Given that Gaokao preparation begins
in middle school, the effects can persist well into young adulthood, shaping not only emotional
wellbeing but also how students relate to others and understand themselves (Burkhoft, 2015).

The existing literature, however, tends to focus on the preparation phase or examines Gaokao
from a broader societal perspective, with most studies relying on literature review or theoretical
approaches that offer valuable breadth but are less suited to capturing how individual students
experience and make sense of failure. Accounts of perceived failure remain largely anecdotal,
and the period following failure is relatively unexplored. These limitations point to the need for
an inductive, participant-centered inquiry, which the present study addresses.

Methods

Grounded theory methodology was used to develop an in-depth understanding of
participants’ experiences of perceived Gaokao failure. This approach emphasizes flexibility of
the research process and derives insights directly from the data, rather than imposing a
predefined framework. Researchers build their analysis by identifying patterns and concepts that
emerge naturally through empirical observations (Charmaz, 2014).

Participant Recruitment

Purposive sampling was used to recruit individuals who could provide detailed reflections on
perceived Gaokao failure. Recruitment materials and consent documents were originally
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prepared in English. A certified translator, bound by a confidentiality agreement, translated these
materials into Chinese for participants to use during interviews. Participants were recruited
through an online Qualtrics screening survey posted in Chinese social media groups.

Eligibility criteria required participants to (a) self-identify as Chinese, (b) speak Mandarin
fluently, and (c) have completed Gaokao between 2015 and 2019. Individuals who took Gaokao
during the COVID-19 pandemic were excluded due to documented educational and psychosocial
disruptions during that period (Fegert et al., 2020; Hoofman & Secord, 2021). Finally,
participants must (d) perceive their Gaokao experience as a “failure.” There was no numerical
standard for this criteria, in order to further explore general lack of consensus about what Gaokao
“failure” means regardless of actual test scores.

Sixteen participants were interviewed (10 women, six men; age range 20-27 years, M =
24.19, SD = 2.26). Three additional individuals expressed interest but did not complete
interviews. At the time of the interview, participants included students at various levels of study
(including undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral; n = 11) and working professionals in a range of
occupations. This dimension of demographic information was analytically useful because it
allowed participants to reflect retrospectively on both immediate and longer-term consequences
of perceived failure.

Participants were recruited from multiple provinces across China, representing varied
population density groups and diverse educational trajectories (see Table 1).

Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of Gaokao Participants

Location of Year of

No. Age Gender Gaokao Gaokao Current Occupation

01 20 Male Hunan 2019 Undergraduate student

02 27 Male Hebei 2015 Ph.D. student

03 26 Male Jiangsu 2015 Ph.D. student

04 26 Female Jiangsu 2015 Secondary school teacher
05 27 Male Jiangsu 2015 Ph.D. student

06 25 Female Hubei 2019 Master’s student

07 22 Male Hunan 2019 Undergraduate student

08 26 Female Guangdong 2015 Master’s student & self-employed
09 23 Female Shandong 2018 Undergraduate student

10 24 Female Shanxi 2017 Master’s student

11 24 Female Beijing 2016 Unemployed

12 26 Female Guangdong 2016 Collections assistant

13 26 Female Zhejiang 2016 Public institution staff




Perceived Gaokao Failure 30

Table 1 Continued
14 22 Male Henan 2019 Undergraduate student
15 » Female Shanxi 2019 Geperal fact(?ry worker (saving money
while preparing for Gaokao)
16 21 Female Xinjiang 2019 Undergraduate student

Note. Gaokao locations were categorized by population density: High-density regions (n = 8; Beijing, Guangdong,
Jiangsu, Shandong, Zhejiang), medium-density regions (n = 7; Hebei, Hubei, Hunan, Shanxi), and low-density
regions (n = 1; Xinjiang). (National Bureau of Statistics of China., n.d.).

Interview Procedures

After obtaining informed consent, the principal investigator (PI) conducted semi-structured
interviews via Zoom in Mandarin. All interview questions were open-ended to elicit detailed
narratives rather than fixed responses. The first set of questions, addressing Research Question 1,
were designed to capture subjective definitions of failure, expectation-outcome comparisons, and
sociocultural interpretations of failure. The second set of questions, addressing Research
Question 2, aimed to gather information about consequences of perceived Gaokao failure over
time. Follow-up open-ended questionnaires were later distributed to refine emerging categories
(e.g., parental background, family expectations, duration of distress, healing experiences). See
Table 2 for a complete set of interview and survey questions. No Likert-scale or multiple-choice
items were used in interviews.

Table 2

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol

Initial Interview

Research Question 1: Meaning of Gaokao Failure

1. Looking back on Gaokao, what comes to your mind?

2.  What does failing Gaokao mean to you?

3. Do you think your perceptions of what it means to fail Gaokao are different from other people’s
perceptions? If yes, how so?

Research Question 2: Consequences of Perceived Gaokao Failure

4. How did you feel when you first learned your Gaokao grade, and how do you feel right now talking about it?
5. How do people around you react after knowing your results?

6. How do you think your Gaokao results impact your current life?
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Table 2 Continued

Follow-Up Survey

1. Many participants talked about parents’ reactions to Gaokao scores. Do you think there is a connection
between your parents’ reactions and their past? If yes, what is it?

2. Some participants mentioned a connection between Gaokao and face of the family. What do you think about
this idea? Secondly, does this show up in your own family? If yes, how so?

3. One of the themes among research participants is that there seems to be a relationship between the
experience of Gaokao preparation and people’s perception of Gaokao. Do you think there is a connection? If
so, how so?

4. Some participants talk about how they have unrealistic expectations towards GK grades, and even though
their GK grades are within the normal zone, they still perceive a failure. I wonder if you feel resonated with
that? If yes, please elaborate.

5. The data from my study seems to suggest that there MIGHT be a relationship between (a) how long it takes
people to recover from perceived Gaokao failure and (b) their parents’ style of parenting (positive, negative,
neutral). Does this resonate with you? If so, please explain, based on your own experience only, how you
understand this connection, and please make sure to describe your parents’ style of parenting.

Data Collection and Analysis

All interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, and translated into
English by a certified third-party service under confidentiality agreement. Pseudonyms and
participant numbers were used to protect confidentiality. Using Delve, an online qualitative
analysis tool, the PI organized transcripts and documented analytic reflections.

Data analysis followed Charmaz’s (2014) constructivist grounded theory procedures and
proceeded iteratively alongside data collection. The PI began with inductive line-by-line coding,
staying close to participants’ language to identify actions, meanings, and processes. In the
current study, initial coding included the identification of action-oriented phrases, to help
emphasize the process-centered approach to ground theory. Sample initial codes included
“setting goals based on societal expectations,” “feeling supported and encouraged,” and
“avoiding talking about Gaokao.” Constant comparison within and across transcripts guided the
refinement and gradual abstraction of codes into categories. In the current study, for example,
“desiring post-failure support” emerged from the focused coding stage, which combined the
sentiments of two initial codes that were observed across multiple participants (i.e., “wishing for
more space/independence” and ‘“needing support and empathy”). Since grounded theory is
iterative, the PI frequently returned to previously analyzed transcripts to refine understanding of
how codes and themes were connected. Focused coding then narrowed attention to the most
frequent and analytically significant codes, working toward an integrated explanatory theoretical
model. Emerging patterns between theoretical constructs prompted reflections about how to
visually represent the factors and processes emerging from the data.

Memo writing accompanied the entire process, tracking analytic decisions and developing
interpretations. To synthesize findings across participants, constant comparison was used to
identify similarities and differences in response to each research question. For Research Question
1, for example, initial codes were compared across participants to identify shared and divergent
patterns in how failure was defined and interpreted. For Research Question 2, codes were
compared to identify common and varied consequences of perceived failure. This process
allowed individual narratives to be built into group-level categories that captured both shared
experiences and meaningful variation among participants.
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Aligned with grounded theory methodology, additional interview questions were developed
based on themes emerging from the coding process (see Table 2). These questions were
distributed to participants as a follow-up survey and, per grounded theory procedures, were
counted as 16 additional “samples,” totaling 32 samples (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss,
2015; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Charmaz (2014) estimates that 20-30 samples of data are
typically needed to achieve theoretical saturation, meaning additional data did not generate new
properties of categories or alter relationships in the developing model (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
For this reason, no new participants were contacted for interviews. Although not required per
grounded theory procedures, an independent auditor reviewed coding documentation to further
enhance the reliability and transparency of the analysis process as well as to check and explore
potential biases that may be overly influencing the PI’s understanding of the data.

Memo Writing

Consistent with grounded theory, memo writing was used throughout the research process to
document analytic decisions, methodological reflections, category development, emerging
theoretical relationships, and reflexive considerations (Charmaz, 2014). Memos were written
after each interview and during category refinement to record the study rationale, clarify
interview questions, reflect on participant responses, and facilitate constant comparison and
theory construction.

Researcher Bias

Ponterotto (2005) emphasizes that researchers’ worldviews and biases are inherently tied to
their work, making self-awareness essential. Charmaz (2014) also noted that grounded theorists
frequently choose topics that are associated with their lives. The principal investigator, who
personally experienced perceived Gaokao failure previously, anticipated that individuals who
“fail” the Gaokao may face long-term psychological distress. This bias was shaped by personal
experience and cultural narratives that frame Gaokao as a life-defining event. To manage these
preconceptions, the PI engaged in reflexive practices throughout the study and regularly
consulted with a third-party auditor.

Results

Constructivist grounded theory analysis generated a theoretical model explaining
participants’ experiences of perceived Gaokao failure, as illustrated in Figure 1. The model is
embedded within a broader sociocultural context characterized by academic achievement
orientation, collectivism, and fear of losing face. These factors underpin all components of the
model and shape how participants interpret failure. The model follows a sequential process
beginning with Gaokao preparation, moving to perceived Gaokao failure, and ending with its
consequences. Solid arrows indicate temporal sequence, while dotted arrows indicate influences;
for instance, parents’ education and work background influence both the preparation process and
the perception of failure. Findings addressing Research Question 1 focus on the meaning of
perceived Gaokao failure, including the sociocultural context and preparation experience that
shape how failure is interpreted. Findings addressing Research Question 2 focus on the
consequences of perceived failure, organized along two dimensions: type (external vs. internal,
encompassing pragmatic, social, cognitive, and emotional impact) and duration (immediate vs.
persistent distress and post-stress growth). The four-directional arrows in the bottom left-hand
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corner of the diagram reflect the dynamic interaction among consequence types; for example,
cognitive consequences such as avoidance may intensify social consequences such as alienation,
which in turn may worsen avoidance and deepen emotional impact. Findings are presented below
according to each research question.

Social Cultural Context
Collectivism Academic Achievement Fear of Losing Face

Gaokao Preparation R ALTION Parents’

Education
and Work

Background
Perceived Gaokao Failure

Consequences of Perceived Failure

[ EXTERNAL vs.  INTERNAL ] [ TEMPORAL ]
Pragmatic Cognitive [ Duration of Healing ]
Impact Impact
Social Emotional Immediate vs. Post-Stress
Impact Impact Persistent Distress Growth

Figure 1. Theoretical Model for Navigating Perceived Gaokao Failure

Social Culture Context of Perceived Gaokao Failure

The first research question addresses how individuals define and make sense of perceived
Gaokao failure. Results indicated that the meaning participants attributed to failure was not
constructed in isolation but was deeply embedded within a shared sociocultural framework
organized around three interconnected themes: academic achievement, collectivism, and fear of
losing face.

Academic achievement. Academic achievement emerged as a central theme across all
participants. Most interviewees emphasized the Gaokao’s importance for their future. For
example, Participant 2 remarked, “If you fail the college entrance exam, your life is over.”
Participant 15, who was saving money to retake the exam at the time of being interviewed,
further reflected the deeply internalized value placed on academic success.

Collectivism. Far more than an examination of academic knowledge, the Gaokao reflects
deeply embedded collectivist values, including collective responsibility, group achievement,
interdependence, and conformity (Ho & Chiu, 1994), which permeate every stage of the process.
The Gaokao was not solely the responsibility of the test-taker but was also understood as
involving the entire family, including both nuclear and extended members, as well as peers and
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teachers. For instance, Participant 5 explained, “My mom thinks that our family’s status will
decline if I don’t do well.” Similarly, Participant 14 reported that extended family members,
colleagues, relatives, and friends all inquired about his exam results, highlighting the lack of
privacy surrounding students’ scores. This deep social investment in Gaokao heightened pressure
and reinforced the fear of losing face, making failure not just personal but publicly embarrassing.

Fear of losing face. The final factor is the fear of losing face, which can be understood as a
loss or damage to one’s social image or reputation, resulting in a significant decline in one’s
perceived standing in the eyes of others (Ho, 1976). This perceived collective loss of face may
have intensified participants’ feelings of guilt, embarrassment, and shame following their
perceived failure. For example, Participant 2 shared the following: “If you don’t do well, you not
only ruin your life but you are also an ungrateful son. You let your parents down, your family
down—the family that loved you, cared for you, and brought you up.”

Research Question 1: Meaning of Gaokao Failure

Both Gaokao preparation and the experience of perceived Gaokao failure contribute to how
perceived Gaokao failure is understood within its sociocultural context.

Gaokao preparation. To understand how perceived Gaokao failure is experienced, it is first
necessary to examine the preparation context prior to failure. Data seemed to indicate that these
sociocultural pressures fostered an environment of extreme academic rigor. When prompted to
reflect on Gaokao, most participants recalled memories from the preparation phase. For instance,
Participant 6 described: “The most painful part was probably the entire year of high school,
where life seemed to revolve only around studying, eating, and sleeping.”

Perceived Gaokao failure. Beyond the preparation experience, participants’ accounts
revealed that perceived Gaokao failure was not a singular or uniform experience. Perceptions of
failure were influenced by more than just exam results; they were also shaped by unmet
expectations, family pressure, and comparisons with others. For example, Participant 6 reflected:

[Gaokao failure] meant that I might not be able to get into the school I wanted, and I might
have to go to a more ordinary one. But I could still guarantee that [my school choice] would be a
top-tier school, just that it might be a bit different from my expectations.

For some participants, perceived failure heightened feelings of guilt, shame, and self-doubt,
reinforcing the deeply ingrained cultural fear of losing face. This critical juncture marked the
transition from intense preparation to confronting the consequences, both external and internal,
that stemmed from the perceived failure.

Gaokao failure can be either anticipated or unanticipated, and the type of failure strongly
influences both the emotional response and how the experience is interpreted. For example,
Participant 9 anticipated failure due to uncontrollable factors, such as sustaining a broken leg
before the exam and facing distractions during the test. As a result, she accepted the outcome
quickly and, with her family’s support, did not dwell on the disappointment for long. In contrast,
most participants did not expect to fail, which led to a broader range and greater intensity of
emotions, making the failure more difficult to process.

Interestingly, some participants perceived their Gaokao performance as a failure despite
receiving scores comparable to scores received on practice tests. Although their results were not
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objectively low, they had hoped to achieve significantly above-average scores. This highlights
the high expectations participants placed on themselves.

Research Question 2: Consequences of Perceived Gaokao Failure

As illustrated in the bottom section of Figure 1, the consequences of perceived Gaokao
failure are organized along three dimensions: external, internal, and temporal.

External vs. internal consequences. Results indicated that perceived Gaokao failure
produced significant consequences across both external and internal domains, and that these
domains interacted dynamically rather than operating independently. Consequences were
categorized into two domains: external consequences, encompassing pragmatic and social
impacts, and internal consequences, including cognitive and emotional impacts.

Pragmatic impact. Within the domain of external consequences, pragmatic impact was the
first to emerge from the data. Across the sample, all participants described having to revise their
university choices, adjust their intended majors, or accept alternatives that did not align with
their original aspirations. For example, Participant 15 shared that her Gaokao score prevented her
from attending her intended university, which, in turn, affected her career prospects. Others had
to adjust their expectations regarding school choices and majors, with some reluctantly settling
for alternatives that were not aligned with their initial aspirations.

The decision of whether to retake the Gaokao emerged as a significant source of distress,
often contributing to strain within family relationships. For example, Participant 6 described
feeling as though her prior efforts were invalidated when her father insisted she retake the exam.
In contrast, Participant 15 expressed sadness over her family’s lack of support for a retake,
interpreting their attitude as a lack of belief in her potential. This tension between personal
agency and familial expectations added an additional layer of emotional distress to the already
complex experience of perceived Gaokao failure.

Social Impact. The second external consequence pertained to the social impact of perceived
Gaokao failure. Perceived failure also produced significant social consequences across
participants. The most prevalent pattern was social withdrawal due to shame or fear of judgment:
across the sample, many participants reported withdrawing from peers, teachers, and family. “I
don’t want to talk to [my classmates] because it reminds me of the exam,” Participant 5 admitted.
The reactions from parents varied based on their educational background and personal
expectations. For example, Participant 12 described how her father’s family distanced
themselves after her perceived failure. Additionally, Participant 5 expressed his fear of having
strained relationships with peers and educators:

I feel like my high school classmates will perceive me as having low performance which
makes me nervous about going to high school [to see my former teachers and classmates]. I'm
afraid that they will look down on me. Teachers may also think I dragged down [the class
average]| which makes their grade reports not so good. I think I also let my grandparents down.

Similarly, Participant 14 highlighted the lasting impact on peer relationships, stating,
“Actually, I’m still avoiding contact with my high school teachers and classmates. I don’t have
their contact information and don’t want to hang out or eat with them.”
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Cognitive impact. Cognitive impact emerged as the first of two internal consequences. At the
cognitive level, perceived Gaokao failure produced significant cognitive consequences across
participants, most notably avoidant behavior, rumination, and a decline in self-esteem. For
example, Participant 10 stated, “To be honest, I usually don’t bring up the college entrance exam
myself or share about it with others. I feel like it’s something that’s buried deep in my heart,
almost like a secret. I tend to avoid talking about it.” Some participants perceived Gaokao failure
as a traumatic experience, with a few still experiencing nightmares and intrusive thoughts about
it. For example, Participant 3 reported having Gaokao-related dreams at least three times in the
six months prior to being interviewed for the current study, despite having taken the exam more
than six years ago. Additionally, several participants indicated that their self-perception shifted
following their perceived failure, leading to a diminished sense of self-worth. For example,
Participant 14 reflected that after perceived Gaokao failure, he now considers himself a
“nobody.”

Emotional impact. Alongside cognitive impact, emotional impact represented the second
internal consequence of perceived Gaokao failure. All participants reported experiencing
negative emotions following perceived failure, with over ten distinct emotional responses
documented across the sample. The most commonly reported emotions were disappointment,
shock, hopelessness, sadness, distress, regret, embarrassment, and guilt. Some participants
described more intense emotions such as shame. For instance, Participant 16 stated, “Those
friends who scored higher than me had some exceptional performances and got much higher
scores. So, at that time, I thought, “Why did this happen to me? Why didn’t I have any luck?’ I
felt like a failure, really.” The data further suggested that social comparison can intensify
participants’ emotional distress.

Temporal consequences: duration of healing. The bottom right quadrant of Figure 1
represents the temporal dimension of consequences, reflecting the range of healing trajectories
experienced following perceived Gaokao failure. The term “healing” was used by several
participants to describe the time required to come to terms with their perceived failure. In this
study, duration of healing is conceptualized in two ways: first, from a temporal standpoint, it is
categorized as either immediate or persistent distress; and second, healing is considered in terms
of its outcomes, with some participants experiencing post-stress growth as part of their recovery
process.

Immediate vs. persistent distress. Duration of healing from perceived Gaokao failure varied
among participants. While some experienced immediate distress that resolved within weeks,
others faced persistent emotional struggles lasting several years. More than half of participants
spent over a year to process their perceived failure, and some reported continuing to struggle at
the time of the interview. Participant 15, who retook Gaokao three times, stated that it took her
three to four years to recover from failure. Many participants linked the length of their healing to
their parents’ reactions. Participant 8, who viewed her Gaokao experience as the “most pitiful”
aspect of her life, described how her parents’ authoritarian style prolonged her distress: “I never
rebelled against authority [while growing up], so I didn’t advocate for myself. Consequently, I
spent my entire undergraduate and postgraduate years trying to make up for this regret.”

Three participants reported experiencing ongoing distress years after perceived failure, often
attributing their prolonged struggles to unsupportive, critical, or dismissive parental attitudes.
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Participant 2, who reported still having nightmares about Gaokao, chose to study abroad to gain
independence from his parents. He shared, “Currently, the impact is quite significant, affecting
both my mental state and my reality. [Failing Gaokao] has instilled a sense of despair and crisis
in me.” Participant 15 described similar lasting effects of Gaokao failure: “Whether before or
after Gaokao, during my first two attempts to repeat [Gaokao], self-doubt constantly plagued me.
[Gaokao] continued to affect my life afterward.” Some participants also reported continuing to
dream and have intrusive thoughts about Gaokao, even though it has been several years since
taking the exam.

Post-stress growth. While three participants continued to experience distress related to their
perceived Gaokao failure, all other participants described a positive shift in perspective over
time. Many expressed gratitude for their Gaokao experience, emphasizing the journey rather than
the outcome and highlighting increased resilience. Several participants noted that their
experience of failure prompted them to re-evaluate their values, life priorities, and personal
aspirations. As a result, they developed a greater appreciation for their Gaokao results. For
example, Participant 13 reflected on how her Gaokao experience helped her gain clarity about
the kind of lifestyle she wanted to pursue, underscoring personal growth and self-awareness
beyond the exam’s outcome.

Parents’ Education and Work History

Shaped by the broader sociocultural context, parents’ education and work background serve
as an influential factor throughout the entire Gaokao process, affecting both the preparation
process and individuals’ perceptions of and responses to perceived failure as reflected in Figure
1. This correlation suggests that parental backgrounds influence how they provide emotional
support, ultimately shaping the impact of perceived failure on students. For example, Participant
2, reflected on this connection within the context of Chinese culture:

Neither of them attended high school, but they were both very enthusiastic about having their
children achieve the top provincial exam scores [...] It might be related to a prevalent attitude
among Chinese parents: the idea of achieving their “second life” through their children.

This perspective highlights how deeply ingrained cultural expectations surrounding academic
achievement can shape parental attitudes. Parents’ unrealistic expectations, driven by personal
regrets or unfulfilled aspirations, seemed to place immense pressure on test-takers, influencing
their experiences and responses to academic challenges. For example, Participant 17 noted that
her mother, who had attended prestigious universities, expressed greater disappointment in her
Gaokao performance compared to her father, who, despite not attending a top university, had
achieved professional success. This disparity in parental reactions highlights how parents’ own
academic and career experiences shape their perceptions of the Gaokao, ultimately influencing
how they communicate with their children about perceived failure.

Discussion

The findings both extend and refine the theoretical assumptions outlined in the Theoretical
Bases section. Park’s (2010) Meaning-Making Model proposes that individuals are driven to
restore coherence when painful experiences challenge their existing assumptions. The present
findings support this process, as participants consistently described efforts to reinterpret the
meaning of their Gaokao outcomes over time. However, this meaning-making process was rarely
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individual in nature but was deeply shaped by sociocultural factors, including parental
expectations, fear of losing face, and collectivist values, dimensions that Park’s (2010) Western-
derived framework does not adequately capture.

These findings further support the constructivist philosophical orientation of this study
(Costantino et al., 2008), demonstrating that participants’ understandings of failure were actively
constructed through social and cultural interactions rather than being fixed or objective. This
validates the decision to adopt a constructivist grounded theory approach, using sensitizing
concepts (Bowen, 2006) to allow theoretical insights to emerge organically from participants’
narratives.

The discussion below is organized around the two research questions and contextualizes the
findings within existing literature.

Strengths and Limitations

This study has several strengths. Using a constructivist grounded theory approach enabled
the development of a process-oriented model rooted in participants’ lived experiences of
perceived Gaokao failure. This study advances understanding by showing that perceived Gaokao
failure unfolds as a long-term psychological and social process rather than a one-time academic
setback. Additionally, the findings point to the multidimensional nature of perceived Gaokao
failure, where pragmatic, social, cognitive, and emotional consequences are deeply intertwined.
Rather than following a single recovery trajectory, individuals navigated failure in markedly
different ways, with parental reactions and family background emerging as particularly
influential in shaping both distress and recovery. The study also extends the conversation beyond
short-term exam stress toward the longer-term developmental implications of perceived failure.

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the
generalizability of the findings may be limited by the relatively small sample size (N = 16).
Furthermore, individuals experiencing more severe or ongoing distress may have been less likely
to participate, potentially underrepresenting prolonged or clinically significant trajectories.

Additionally, as most participants were currently enrolled in higher education or employed,
the emergent model primarily reflects the experiences of those who achieved subsequent
educational or occupational stability and may not fully capture the experiences of individuals
who did not pursue postsecondary pathways. Finally, although interviews were conducted in
Mandarin and professionally translated into English, subtle cultural meanings may not have been
fully preserved in translation. Taken together, these limitations should be considered when
interpreting the applicability and generalizability of the findings.

Research Question 1: What is the Meaning of Gaokao Failure?

Socioculturally constructed interpretation of failure. The study findings indicate that
Gaokao failure is not defined by exam score alone but by the perceived discrepancy between
expected and actual outcomes. Within the new theoretical model, this process is embedded in a
broader sociocultural context shaped by academic achievement, collectivism, and fear of losing
face. This finding resonates with previous research linking test-takers’ wellbeing to school,
family, and personal factors (Han, 2022). Participants frequently interpreted their results through
family expectations and social comparison which is consistent with prior research emphasizing
the significance of Asian cultural values, such as collectivism, filial piety, and shame-avoidance
(Kim et al., 1999). Our findings are also consistent with research demonstrating that students in
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collectivistic cultures felt distressed not only when they fell short of their own expectations, but
also when they felt they had let their families down (Wang, 2012).

The prioritization of Gaokao success. For many participants, the years spent preparing for
the Gaokao had become intertwined with their sense of self and personal worth. The model
reflects this interconnectedness, positioning preparation not merely as a preceding phase but as
the context that gives meaning to outcomes of “failure.” Results seemed to suggest a positive
correlation between (a) the extent to which a person’s identity was intertwined with the Gaokao
experience, (b) their ability to prioritize Gaokao, and (c) the degree to which “failure” was
attributed to their sense of self-worth and identity.

The presence of anxiety and academic pressure during Gaokao preparation has already been
well documented (e.g., Muthanna & Sang, 2015; Wang et al., 2020). Building on this foundation,
the present study deepens this understanding by demonstrating how the intensity of Gaokao
preparation and the degree of support during preparation shape test takers’ internalized
perceptions of failure. Theoretically, the meaning of failure therefore develops over time rather
than at the moment of Gaokao score release.

Research Question 2: What are the Consequences of Perceived Gaokao Failure?

Multidimensional consequences. The consequences of perceived Gaokao failure emerged as
multidimensional and deeply intertwined, with most participants experiencing impacts across
multiple domains to varying degrees. The model identifies four domains of consequences:
pragmatic, social, cognitive, and emotional. Participants reported changes in educational
trajectories and majors (pragmatic), strained relationships (social), persistent rumination and self-
doubt (cognitive), and distress ranging from regret to trauma (emotional).

These findings resonate with prior studies linking academic underperformance to reduced
resilience and psychological distress (Gu & Magaziner, 2016; Santor et al., 2018). However, the
current study expands empirical understanding by demonstrating how these domains interact
rather than operate independently. For example, for some participants, social criticism intensified
cognitive rumination, which in turn prolonged emotional distress. Theoretically, the model
challenges linear interpretations of academic setback and instead proposes a dynamic system in
which internal and external consequences are reciprocally reinforcing.

Duration of healing. A key contribution of the model is its temporal dimension. The present
findings expand our understanding of Gaokao by demonstrating that perceived Gaokao failure
may unfold as a long-term psychological process. The model introduces duration as a core
dimension by distinguishing between two temporal patterns of distress: immediate and persistent,
both of which may lead to post-stress growth. Theoretically, this suggests that academic failure
should be conceptualized as a developmental trajectory rather than a discrete event. Furthermore,
it can be helpful to normalize the diverse range of timelines for healing.

Post-stress growth. A hopeful outcome of the study was that, despite the emotional toll of
perceived Gaokao failure, many participants experienced post-stress growth. Some reported
heightened motivation and academic effort during college, while others turned to university
support systems to better utilize available resources. Several participants reframed the experience
as an opportunity to clarify values and career goals, interpreting failure as a catalyst for greater
self-awareness.
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Rather than representing an endpoint, perceived failure in a high-stakes exam can become a
turning point that fosters resilience and new directions. Recognizing this possibility enables
educators, families, and mental health professionals to support students with compassion,
highlighting that distress may be temporary and recovery can involve transformation.

Previous research has predominantly documented the negative psychological impact of not
meeting family expectations or falling behind peers, such as depression and anxiety (Hesketh &
Ding, 2005; Wang et al., 2020), the present study extends this understanding by demonstrating
that such distress may be time-limited, with many participants showing evidence of long-term
recovery and resilience.

The Influence of Parental Background and Style as a Potential Moderator

Finally, the model highlights parents’ education and work background as influential
contextual factors, consistent with research demonstrating that students who felt they had fallen
short of their families’ expectations were more likely to experience depression, pointing to how
deeply family relationships shape the emotional weight of academic pressure in collectivistic
societies (Wang, 2012). Theoretically, aligned with prior research linking parental control and
unrealistic expectations to anxiety (Besharat, 2003; Reitman & Asseff, 2005; Vigdal & Brennick,
2022), participants described heightened distress when expectations were rigid or critical.

Similarly, prior research indicates that parental warmth and support can buffer psychological
distress and academic pressure; however, when such support is provided by only one parent, its
protective effects tend to be more mixed (Quach et al., 2015). This pattern was also reflected in
the present findings. Notably, even one unsupportive parent could amplify the emotional impact.

Future Research Directions

Several directions for future research emerge from this study. Firstly, longitudinal designs
would allow researchers to track how perceived failure shifts over multiple years, rather than
capturing it at a single point in time. Expanding samples to include individuals who did not
pursue postsecondary education would also help clarify whether the proposed model applies
beyond those who continued along traditional academic pathways after the Gaokao.

Secondly, quantitatively examining how parental expectations and sociocultural values
interact with duration of distress could shed light on the statistically significant relational
pathways outlined in Figure 1. Finally, cross-cultural comparisons with other high-stakes
examination contexts (e.g., other Asian countries; Eastern vs. Western) would help disentangle
which features of the model are rooted in Chinese educational culture and which may reflect
more universal processes of meaning-making of academic failure.

Implications and Recommendations

Consistent with calls for more comprehensive support systems for Gaokao test-takers (Fu,
2024), the findings of the present study similarly underscore the importance of targeted support
from key stakeholders, including educators, clinicians, and families, both during the preparation
period and in the aftermath of perceived failure. The following implications are organized
accordingly.
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Educators and School Leaders

Many participants internalized rigid, outcome-oriented narratives in which their self-worth
and future prospects were closely tied to Gaokao performance. These narratives appeared to stem
from deeply embedded cultural expectations and were further reinforced by educators and school
leaders, who may inadvertently communicate that examination results are the primary measure
of a student’s worth and potential.

Moving forward, one recommendation for educators is to intervene earlier in the Gaokao
preparation process by broadening narratives of success. This may include celebrating diverse
student strengths, highlighting alternative post-examination pathways such as vocational training
or gap years, bridging mental health resources, and openly discussing a range of possible
outcomes with students. Such approaches may also reduce the risk of social withdrawal and
prolonged rumination in the aftermath of perceived failure.

Clinicians

Consistent with research documenting elevated mental health risk during the Gaokao period
(Yang et al., 2023), participants from the present study reported sustained emotional and
cognitive distress following perceived failure. Some interviewees described experiences
resembling trauma. Based on these observations, clinicians should assess rumination, shame, and
family dynamics when working with individuals processing their Gaokao experience, before and
after the exam. Prior research indicates that cognitive behavioral therapy effectively reduces
exam-related emotional and academic difficulties while helping students navigate unrealistic
parental expectations (Khurshid et al., 2025).

Additionally, in the current study, many participants consistently described considerable
distress while taking the actual examination, highlighting the importance of proactive
psychological support (e.g., coping skills for managing test anxiety) during the Gaokao
preparation period. Drawing on Fu (2024), who emphasized the value of distinguishing between
adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies among Gaokao students, clinicians and school
counselors may also consider incorporating targeted coping skills training as a preventive
intervention.

Families

Participants’ reports suggested that parental responses to perceived Gaokao failure played a
significant role in shaping recovery trajectories. Critical or dismissive reactions tended to deepen
distress, while emotional validation and a willingness to reframe the outcome as non-definitive
supported more adaptive recovery. These findings are consistent with Quach et al. (2015), who
demonstrated that warmer parental behavior weakened the association between academic
pressure and adolescent psychological difficulties. Moving forward, one suggestion for parents is
to respond to perceived failure with empathy and perspective-broadening conversations rather
than criticism, as the quality of parental response appears to play a meaningful role in mitigating
their child’s psychological distress.

Conclusion

The present study offers a culturally situated understanding of how perceived Gaokao failure
is constructed, experienced, and navigated within a uniquely Chinese sociocultural context.
Rather than treating failure as an objective outcome, the emergent model positions it as a
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dynamic and evolving process of meaning-making shaped by cultural norms, familial dynamics,
and the intense preparation culture surrounding the examination. Notably, parental reactions and
background emerged as particularly influential in determining not only the intensity of distress
but also the trajectory of recovery. These insights extend existing literature on high-stakes testing
by centering the subjective and sociocultural dimensions of failure, and offer practical
implications for educators, clinicians, and parents supporting students through this experience.

Future research might examine these processes longitudinally or across different high-stakes
examination contexts to further develop the emergent model.
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