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Abstracts: In recent years, irrational competition characterized by excessive investment, homogenized competition,
and diminishing marginal returns has become increasingly prominent in Chinese social life and is widely referred
to as “involution” in the Chinese context. However, existing research has focused primarily on the manifestations
and consequences of involution, while the mechanisms underlying the emergence of this competitive pattern—
particularly the role of uncertainty as a driving force—remain insufficiently understood. This study examined
uncertainty-based mechanisms underlying involution and developed a cross-level theoretical framework
encompassing social context uncertainty, governance uncertainty, and individual uncertainty. It proposed a model
linking uncertainty, involution, perceived stress, and probable mental disorder and conducted a preliminary empirical
examination using real-world data. We reviewed and theoretically reflected on research concerning involution and
analyzed its formation mechanisms and mental health consequences at three levels: social context uncertainty,
governance uncertainty, and individual uncertainty. Real-world cross-sectional survey data were then used for a
preliminary examination of the framework. We first developed and evaluated brief questionnaires measuring social
life involution, occupational involution, and university student academic involution, and then examined the three-
dimensional structure of uncertainty. Variables measured using five-point response scales were treated as ordinal
categorical variables. Polychoric correlation matrices and the weighted least squarcs(WLS)estimation in SAS 9.4
were used for the measurement analysis, incuding of factor structure and estimation of McDonald's w coefficiets.
Structural equation models were estimated in Mplus using the weghted least squares mean-and variance adjusted
estimator(WLSMYV).Bootstrap samples were gebereted using ASA 9.4 pro SURVEYSELECT. A serial mediation
model was examined in the community sample, whereas a simplified mediation model was examined in the
university student sample. Theoretical analysis suggested that involution may result from the combined effects of
social context uncertainty,governance uncertainty, and individual uncertainty. The McDonald’s ® coefficients were
0.948, 0.958, and 0.935 for the Social Life Involution Scale, workplace Involution Scale, and University Student
Academic Involution Scale, respectively. All three scales exhibited a unidimensional structure with generally

satisfactory factor loadings. Measurement models in the community and university student samples indicated that
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the three uncertainty dimensions adequately reflected overall uncertainty. In the community sample, the estimated
paths and serial indirect effect were consistent with the hypothesized direction; however, RMSEA = 0.128 and
SRMR = 0.112 indicated inadequate overall model fit, so these findings should be regarded as exploratory. In the
university student sample, the simplified mediation model showed broadly acceptable fit, and the indirect effect
supported the pathway from overall uncertainty to academic involution and then to probable mental disorder. This
study fills a gap in the literature by systematically investigating the mechanisms underlying involution. Uncertainty
may represent an important psychological pathway through which social structural and governance problems
enter people’s everyday experiences and are translated into involution and mental health impairment. This study
proposed a multilevel theoretical framework encompassing social context, governance and individual uncertainty
and provided preliminary empirical evidence. Interventions should address the social sources of uncertainty,
resource and opportunity allocation, institutional stability and predictability, and individuals’ capacity to cope with
uncertainty. The three context-specific scales provide brief measurement tools for future studies, although further
validation in independent samples is required.

Keywords: involution; social context; governance; uncertainty; mental stress; mental disorders; measurement
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