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Abstract 

The performance appraisal systems in Chinese universities play a crucial role in shaping the academic behavior, 

motivation, and career trajectories of young faculty members. While these systems have been successful in 

increasing research productivity, they have also contributed to rising stress, burnout, and intrinsic motivation 

suppression among early-career academics. This paper examines the influence of performance appraisal systems 

on research motivation among young faculty in Chinese universities, with a focus on the tension between 

extrinsic incentives and intrinsic academic passion. Drawing on Self-Determination Theory and Expectancy 

Theory, the study explores how performance evaluation frameworks impact motivation through mechanisms 

such as institutional incentives, fairness perceptions, and behavioral compliance. It highlights the generational 

and disciplinary variations in the experience of appraisal systems and proposes a set of reform directions aimed 

at fostering a more sustainable and supportive academic environment. Key recommendations include shifting 

from quantity-based to quality-oriented metrics, incorporating qualitative feedback, enhancing well-being 

metrics, and promoting equity across disciplines. The findings underscore the need for universities to balance 

performance pressures with a supportive, autonomy-oriented academic culture that fosters both productivity and 

long-term academic engagement. 

Keywords: performance appraisal systems, research motivation, early-career faculty, Chinese universities, 

intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation 

1. Performance Evaluation in Chinese Higher Education 

Over the past two decades, the landscape of performance evaluation in Chinese higher education has undergone 

a profound transformation, driven by the nation’s ambition to enhance global competitiveness and research 

productivity. The introduction of the Double First-Class Initiative (launched in 2015) marked a decisive shift 

from input-oriented management toward outcome-based accountability. Universities were required to 

demonstrate measurable results through key performance indicators (KPIs) such as publication quantity, citation 

metrics, research funding acquisition, and international collaboration. This managerial turn, inspired by New 

Public Management (NPM) principles, embedded a performance logic into the academic system that directly 

influences how young faculty members perceive, pursue, and evaluate their research goals. 

In most Chinese universities, performance appraisal now serves as both a governance tool and a motivational 

mechanism. Institutional evaluations are closely tied to individual rewards such as promotion, research grants, 

and contract renewal. According to the Ministry of Education’s Statistical Bulletin on the Development of 

National Education (2023), over 80% of universities in China have adopted quantitative performance-based 

appraisal frameworks for academic staff. Among these, publication in CSSCI (Chinese Social Science Citation 

Index) and SCI journals remains the dominant criterion for assessing research output, with weightings that often 

exceed those given to teaching or service. While this system aims to enhance research efficiency and 

accountability, it also creates structural pressures—particularly for early-career academics navigating short-term 
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contracts and rising performance thresholds. 

Empirical studies suggest that this evaluation culture exerts mixed effects on academic motivation. On one hand, 

performance-based incentives can enhance research engagement by providing tangible career advancement 

pathways. A survey by Zhang and Qin (2021) of 480 young faculty members across 12 Chinese universities 

found that 67% viewed performance evaluation as a “necessary motivator” for research productivity. On the 

other hand, the same study revealed that 58% experienced “high or very high stress levels” due to publication 

requirements and perceived evaluation inequities. Similarly, Liu et al. (2024) reported that performance metrics 

often lead to emotional exhaustion, particularly among young lecturers balancing heavy teaching loads with 

research expectations. These findings highlight an emerging paradox: the same mechanisms that aim to 

encourage research productivity may simultaneously undermine intrinsic motivation and academic well-being. 

The centralization of performance evaluation also reinforces hierarchical management within universities. Senior 

faculty, who typically hold administrative positions, often play decisive roles in evaluation committees, which 

may introduce subjective biases or informal power dynamics. This situation is particularly evident in provincial 

and teaching-oriented institutions, where limited research funding heightens competition. Many young scholars 

in such universities report feeling excluded from elite research networks and disadvantaged by opaque 

assessment criteria. Consequently, performance appraisal systems, rather than serving as neutral evaluative tools, 

have become institutional mechanisms that reproduce inequality between disciplines, regions, and academic 

generations. 

Nevertheless, recent years have witnessed gradual policy adjustments aimed at mitigating excessive evaluation 

pressure. The Opinions on Deepening the Reform of the Evaluation Mechanism for Science and Technology 

Talent (State Council of China, 2020) emphasized “breaking the only-paper and only-title tendencies” by 

encouraging diversified evaluation indicators such as teaching innovation, social service, and interdisciplinary 

collaboration. Some universities, including Wuhan University and East China Normal University, have piloted 

hybrid appraisal models combining quantitative metrics with qualitative peer review. However, implementation 

remains uneven, and the prevailing performance culture continues to prioritize measurable outputs over 

long-term scholarly development. 

The performance evaluation system in Chinese higher education has become a defining feature of academic life, 

especially for young faculty seeking tenure and recognition. While it has undoubtedly improved research 

visibility and accountability, it has also generated new forms of psychological and professional strain. The 

system’s dual character—as both a motivator and a stressor—necessitates closer examination of how 

institutional appraisal mechanisms shape academic motivation, creativity, and sustainability. This tension sets the 

stage for exploring the deeper motivational mechanisms and cultural mediations discussed in the following 

sections. 

2. Research Motivation in Early-career Academia 

Research motivation is a central component of academic engagement and productivity, particularly for 

early-career faculty who are in the formative stages of their professional identity. In the context of Chinese 

higher education, research motivation among young faculty is strongly shaped by structural, cultural, and 

institutional factors. As universities increasingly adopt performance-based systems, early-career academics face 

growing pressure to align their personal research interests with institutional expectations, often leading to a 

complex balance between intrinsic passion and extrinsic obligation. 

From a psychological perspective, research motivation is typically divided into two main dimensions: intrinsic 

motivation, which refers to the internal satisfaction derived from curiosity, creativity, and intellectual 

achievement; and extrinsic motivation, which is driven by external rewards such as promotion, funding, or 

recognition (Deci & Ryan, 2000). For many young faculty members in China, these two motivational 

dimensions coexist but are often in tension. According to a large-scale national survey conducted by the Chinese 

Academy of Education Sciences (2022), 72% of early-career lecturers reported that their primary motivation for 

conducting research was linked to performance evaluation or promotion, while only 38% cited personal interest 

or disciplinary contribution as their main driver. This imbalance reflects the dominance of institutional and 

managerial logics in shaping research behaviors. 

The early-career phase in academia is also characterized by professional uncertainty and identity negotiation. 

Many young faculty members enter tenure-track or contract-based positions with limited research funding, 

minimal administrative influence, and high publication demands. A study by Wei and Sun (2021) found that 

perceived institutional pressure was a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion and lower intrinsic 

motivation among early-career teachers in Chinese universities. Similarly, Zhang and Qin (2021) identified that 

high-performance expectations correlated positively with research engagement but negatively with creativity and 

self-directed learning. These findings suggest that while appraisal-driven motivation may enhance short-term 
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productivity, it can also diminish long-term academic curiosity and innovation. 

Another key factor influencing research motivation is the availability of mentorship and social support within 

academic departments. Early-career faculty who receive constructive guidance and collegial collaboration tend 

to sustain stronger intrinsic motivation. Liu et al. (2024) highlighted that mentorship quality and perceived 

supervisor support were positively correlated with academic self-efficacy and research persistence among young 

university teachers. However, disparities between institutions—especially between elite research universities and 

provincial teaching colleges—create unequal access to supportive networks and research resources, further 

widening motivational gaps across the academic hierarchy. 

Beyond institutional and interpersonal influences, the broader sociocultural context also shapes motivational 

dynamics. In China’s collective and achievement-oriented educational culture, research success is often tied to 

notions of social status, institutional loyalty, and family honor. This cultural framing reinforces extrinsic 

motivation while simultaneously suppressing individualistic academic exploration. As a result, many young 

academics pursue “safe” research topics aligned with institutional priorities rather than taking innovative or 

interdisciplinary risks. 

Research motivation among early-career faculty in China is a multifaceted construct influenced by internal 

aspirations, institutional systems, and cultural expectations. While performance appraisal frameworks have 

heightened research engagement and accountability, they have also constrained intellectual autonomy and 

fostered emotional strain. Understanding these motivational tensions is essential for developing a more balanced 

academic environment—one that nurtures both productivity and creativity without compromising the well-being 

of the next generation of scholars. 

3. Theoretical Foundations of Motivation and Appraisal 

3.1 Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000), provides a robust framework for 

understanding how institutional environments and evaluation systems influence individual motivation and 

engagement. According to SDT, human motivation exists along a continuum ranging from intrinsic 

motivation—driven by curiosity, personal growth, and inherent satisfaction—to extrinsic motivation, which is 

guided by external rewards, expectations, or avoidance of punishment. Central to the theory are three basic 

psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When these needs are fulfilled, individuals 

experience greater motivation, creativity, and psychological well-being; when they are frustrated, motivation 

becomes controlled or diminished. 

In the context of Chinese higher education, the increasing dominance of performance-based evaluation systems 

has created a tension between intrinsic and extrinsic forms of motivation among early-career faculty. The heavy 

reliance on publication metrics, grant acquisition, and institutional rankings often leads to controlled motivation, 

where academic work is primarily pursued to meet external standards rather than personal or intellectual 

fulfillment. Empirical evidence supports this interpretation. A survey conducted by the Chinese Academy of 

Education Sciences (2022) found that 68% of early-career lecturers identified institutional assessment 

requirements as their main motivation for research activity, while only 34% attributed their research engagement 

to intrinsic interest or disciplinary passion. This imbalance reflects the extent to which structural pressures can 

suppress autonomy—a core component of SDT. 

The autonomy–control dynamic is particularly salient in the Chinese academic system, where hierarchical 

management structures and centralized evaluation frameworks limit individual discretion. Faculty members in 

provincial or teaching-oriented universities often have little control over performance expectations, as targets are 

set by administrative bodies aligned with national policy priorities. As Liu et al. (2024) observed, lack of 

perceived autonomy was significantly correlated with emotional exhaustion and reduced self-efficacy among 

young academics. In contrast, institutions that adopted participatory evaluation mechanisms—where faculty had 

input in setting performance goals—demonstrated higher levels of intrinsic motivation and job satisfaction 

(Zhou et al., 2023). These findings align with SDT’s assertion that perceived autonomy is a fundamental driver 

of sustained, self-endorsed motivation. 

The second need identified in SDT, competence, also plays a crucial role in shaping research motivation under 

performance appraisal systems. When young faculty perceive themselves as capable of meeting performance 

standards and achieving recognition, they are more likely to internalize external expectations and engage in 

research willingly. However, when appraisal systems are perceived as unfair or excessively demanding, feelings 

of incompetence and anxiety emerge, leading to controlled motivation or burnout. Zhang and Qin (2021) 

reported that early-career researchers with high perceived competence demonstrated stronger persistence and 

research productivity, even within performance-driven environments, suggesting that competence can partially 

buffer the negative effects of external control. 
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Finally, relatedness—the need for social connection and recognition—also mediates the motivational outcomes 

of appraisal systems. Supportive mentorship, collegial collaboration, and inclusive academic cultures can help 

young faculty internalize institutional goals as personally meaningful. Conversely, competitive and isolating 

appraisal environments undermine relatedness, further weakening intrinsic motivation. SDT therefore 

underscores that effective appraisal systems must not only incentivize measurable outcomes but also nurture an 

environment that fulfills these three psychological needs. Without this balance, the motivational foundation of 

academic work becomes externally regulated, leading to compliance rather than creativity. 

Self-Determination Theory provides a valuable lens for analyzing how performance appraisal systems affect 

research motivation among young faculty in China. It highlights that autonomy-supportive environments—those 

that encourage self-directed goal setting, provide constructive feedback, and recognize individual 

competence—are more likely to sustain intrinsic motivation and academic engagement. Conversely, overly 

prescriptive or punitive evaluation frameworks risk undermining academic vitality by shifting motivation from 

self-driven inquiry to bureaucratic conformity. 

3.2 Expectancy Theory 

Expectancy Theory, developed by Victor Vroom (1964), provides another critical framework for analyzing how 

performance appraisal systems influence research motivation among young faculty in Chinese universities. The 

theory posits that individuals’ motivation to exert effort is determined by three cognitive components: 

expectancy (the belief that effort will lead to desired performance), instrumentality (the perceived connection 

between performance and rewards), and valence (the value placed on the rewards themselves). In essence, 

motivation is strongest when individuals believe that their effort will be rewarded fairly and that the outcomes 

are personally meaningful. In the academic context, this framework helps explain why performance appraisal 

systems may either strengthen or erode research motivation, depending on how transparent, fair, and rewarding 

they are perceived to be. 

In Chinese higher education, performance appraisal mechanisms often rely on measurable indicators such as 

publication counts, journal rankings, research funding, and citation metrics. These quantifiable targets are 

intended to create a clear expectancy pathway—greater effort should theoretically lead to better measurable 

outcomes and, in turn, tangible rewards such as promotion, salary increases, or recognition. However, empirical 

studies reveal that this relationship is not always perceived as reliable. According to a national survey by the 

Chinese Academy of Education Sciences (2022), only 46% of young faculty respondents believed that research 

effort directly translated into favorable appraisal outcomes. Many cited inconsistent criteria, opaque evaluation 

processes, and unequal access to research resources as major obstacles that weakened expectancy and 

instrumentality. When these links become uncertain, motivation deteriorates despite the presence of external 

incentives. 

The issue of instrumentality—the trust that performance will be fairly recognized and rewarded—is particularly 

complex within hierarchical academic institutions. Research by Zhang and Qin (2021) demonstrated that 

early-career academics in elite universities exhibited higher motivation because institutional support structures 

(e.g., internal grants, research assistants, and mentorship) strengthened their confidence that performance would 

be rewarded. In contrast, young faculty in provincial and teaching-focused universities expressed frustration that 

promotion decisions were often influenced by administrative discretion or informal networks rather than purely 

meritocratic evaluation. This inconsistency diminishes the perceived fairness of the appraisal system, thereby 

weakening motivation even among otherwise capable and engaged researchers. 

The third component, valence, pertains to how desirable or valuable the expected rewards are to individual 

faculty members. For many early-career scholars in China, the main rewards linked to performance 

evaluation—titles, bonuses, and research funding—are externally imposed and may not align with personal or 

disciplinary values. A study by Wei and Sun (2021) found that 59% of young academics reported that 

institutional rewards had “limited personal meaning,” as they were primarily motivated by intellectual curiosity 

or the social impact of their research rather than administrative recognition. This misalignment reduces valence, 

causing performance appraisal systems to generate compliance rather than genuine enthusiasm. In 

Self-Determination Theory terms, this represents a shift from autonomous to controlled motivation. 

Moreover, Expectancy Theory helps explain why appraisal reforms emphasizing qualitative assessment and 

transparency can enhance research motivation. When universities establish clear performance expectations, 

provide constructive feedback, and ensure visible links between effort and reward, expectancy and 

instrumentality both increase. For example, pilot reforms at East China Normal University introduced 

transparent multi-dimensional evaluation models that included peer review and research impact criteria. A 

follow-up study by Zhou et al. (2023) found that faculty satisfaction and motivation rose significantly after 

implementation, with perceived fairness identified as the strongest predictor of sustained research engagement. 
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Expectancy Theory underscores that the effectiveness of performance appraisal systems depends not simply on 

the presence of rewards but on the clarity, fairness, and perceived attainability of those rewards. For young 

faculty in China, motivation is maximized when appraisal systems foster a credible link between effort, 

performance, and recognition. Conversely, when performance targets appear arbitrary, inaccessible, or 

misaligned with personal academic values, research motivation becomes instrumental and fragile. The theory 

thus complements Self-Determination Theory by highlighting the cognitive and perceptual dimensions of 

motivation that underpin behavioral responses to institutional evaluation systems. 

4. Mechanisms Linking Appraisal Systems and Research Motivation 

4.1 Institutional Incentives and Behavioral Compliance 

Institutional incentives are at the core of performance appraisal systems in higher education and constitute a 

primary mechanism through which universities attempt to regulate and enhance research motivation among 

faculty. In China’s contemporary academic landscape, these incentives are predominantly extrinsic—manifested 

through salary bonuses, promotion eligibility, research grants, and honorary recognition. While such incentives 

are designed to encourage productivity and excellence, they also create powerful behavioral pressures that shape 

how young faculty members engage with research, often promoting short-term goal compliance rather than 

sustained intellectual innovation. 

The structure of institutional incentives in Chinese universities has evolved alongside the rise of quantifiable 

evaluation standards. Most universities employ Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) that link financial rewards 

and professional advancement directly to measurable research outputs such as the number of published papers, 

journal impact factors, and grant acquisition rates. According to the Ministry of Education Statistical Bulletin 

(2023), nearly 85% of public universities in China use publication-based metrics as a core component of faculty 

appraisal, with additional rewards ranging from RMB 5,000 to 50,000 for papers indexed in SCI or SSCI 

journals. In elite universities such as Tsinghua, Peking, and Fudan, publication in Nature or Science can yield 

even higher incentives, occasionally exceeding RMB 100,000 (Li, 2023). While these incentives have 

undeniably increased research output—China overtook the United States in total SCI publications in 2022—they 

also drive faculty behavior toward output maximization, sometimes at the expense of quality, creativity, or 

ethical standards. 

Empirical evidence indicates that these extrinsic incentive structures significantly influence faculty compliance 

behavior. A nationwide study by the Chinese Academy of Education Sciences (2022) found that 69% of young 

faculty reported modifying their research topics or publication strategies primarily to meet institutional 

evaluation criteria. Similarly, Zhang and Qin (2021) observed that researchers frequently adopt “strategic 

publication behavior,” targeting journals with faster review cycles or lower rejection rates to secure required 

publication counts within limited appraisal periods. This phenomenon reflects what Merton (1973) described as 

the “goal displacement effect,” where the pursuit of measurable outcomes overtakes the intrinsic purposes of 

academic inquiry. 

Institutional incentives can also lead to behavioral conformity through extrinsic regulation, a form of controlled 

motivation identified in Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When external rewards become the 

dominant motivational driver, individuals may comply with institutional goals without internalizing them as 

personally meaningful. Liu et al. (2024) found that young academics working under strict KPI systems reported 

higher research productivity but lower job satisfaction and self-efficacy. Such findings highlight a paradox: 

while performance-based incentives increase compliance, they can simultaneously suppress autonomy and 

intrinsic motivation—two factors critical for sustained research creativity. 

Furthermore, the behavioral impact of institutional incentives varies across institutional types. In 

research-intensive universities, incentive systems often reinforce existing hierarchies, with senior faculty 

capturing a disproportionate share of rewards through large research projects and administrative privileges. In 

contrast, in teaching-oriented or regional universities, limited funding and uneven resource distribution make 

incentive attainment more competitive and stressful. Many early-career lecturers report prioritizing quick, 

low-risk research outputs over innovative or interdisciplinary projects that carry higher uncertainty. This 

behavior aligns with what Kerr (1975) termed “the folly of rewarding A while hoping for B”—a systemic 

misalignment between desired academic values and actual reward structures. 

Despite these challenges, recent policy reforms have begun addressing the overemphasis on quantitative 

incentives. The State Council’s 2020 Guidelines on Reforming Scientific Talent Evaluation explicitly called for a 

shift from “publication counting” toward multidimensional performance assessment, including teaching quality, 

social contribution, and research integrity. Some universities, such as Nanjing University and Wuhan University, 

have since piloted appraisal models that integrate peer review and impact-based evaluation rather than purely 

output-driven measures (Wang & Chen, 2022). Preliminary evaluations suggest that such reforms may reduce 
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compliance-driven behavior and restore elements of intrinsic motivation. 

Institutional incentives within China’s performance appraisal systems serve as powerful behavioral regulators 

that both motivate and constrain young faculty. While they enhance productivity through clear reward 

contingencies, they also foster compliance-oriented research cultures that prioritize output over originality. 

Understanding this dynamic is essential for designing appraisal mechanisms that balance extrinsic incentives 

with intrinsic motivation, thereby fostering a more sustainable and innovative academic environment. 

4.2 Perceived Fairness and Psychological Strain 

Perceived fairness plays a pivotal role in determining how performance appraisal systems affect research 

motivation and emotional well-being among young faculty in Chinese universities. Rooted in Equity Theory 

(Adams, 1965) and Organizational Justice Theory (Greenberg, 1987), fairness perceptions arise from an 

individual’s evaluation of whether the inputs (e.g., effort, time, creativity) are adequately rewarded relative to 

peers. When faculty perceive performance appraisal systems as transparent, consistent, and merit-based, they are 

more likely to internalize institutional goals and sustain motivation. Conversely, perceptions of 

unfairness—stemming from biased evaluations, unclear standards, or unequal access to resources—can lead to 

psychological strain, job dissatisfaction, and disengagement. 

In the context of Chinese higher education, fairness concerns are particularly salient due to the hierarchical and 

bureaucratic nature of university governance. Many young faculty members perceive the appraisal process as 

disproportionately favoring senior academics or administrative leaders who control key decision-making 

mechanisms. A 2022 national survey by the Chinese Academy of Education Sciences found that only 41% of 

early-career faculty viewed their university’s evaluation process as “fair” or “mostly fair.” Among respondents, 

36% reported that favoritism or departmental politics had directly influenced their performance assessments, 

while 52% indicated that unclear or shifting evaluation criteria undermined their trust in the system. These 

findings echo the broader literature on organizational justice, which suggests that perceived unfairness in 

evaluation systems undermines both procedural justice (fairness of process) and distributive justice (fairness of 

outcomes). 

The psychological implications of perceived unfairness are substantial. Studies show that feelings of injustice 

trigger emotional exhaustion, reduced self-efficacy, and even burnout among academics. Wei and Sun (2021) 

found that perceived inequity in performance evaluation was a significant predictor of academic burnout among 

young Chinese faculty, with emotional exhaustion serving as the mediating variable. Similarly, Liu et al. (2024) 

identified that young lecturers who perceived their evaluation environment as unfair reported higher stress levels 

and lower academic engagement. These effects are consistent with the Job Demands–Resources (JD-R) Model 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), which posits that when job demands such as appraisal expectations exceed 

available psychological or institutional resources (e.g., fairness, support, recognition), strain accumulates, 

leading to reduced motivation and well-being. 

Institutional transparency and communication practices are critical moderators of these outcomes. Universities 

that provide clear evaluation rubrics, open feedback channels, and participatory decision-making processes tend 

to reduce perceptions of unfairness. For instance, a comparative study by Wang and Chen (2022) across ten 

Chinese universities found that institutions with transparent appraisal procedures reported 22% lower burnout 

rates among early-career faculty compared to those with opaque systems. Additionally, faculty involvement in 

setting performance goals was positively correlated with perceived fairness and intrinsic motivation, 

underscoring the importance of autonomy-supportive appraisal environments (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Cultural context further amplifies the impact of fairness perceptions. In collectivist societies like China, where 

social harmony and relational equity are deeply valued, perceived injustice in evaluation systems not only affects 

individual morale but also erodes trust within academic communities. When faculty sense that appraisal systems 

reward compliance or connections over merit, cynicism and disengagement proliferate. Such institutional 

climates can suppress collaboration and stifle innovation, as individuals become risk-averse or disengaged from 

collective academic goals. 

Ultimately, fairness perception acts as a psychological filter through which the entire performance appraisal 

system is interpreted. A well-designed system that ensures procedural transparency, equitable recognition, and 

consistent feedback can strengthen both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Conversely, when fairness is 

compromised, even generous incentives lose motivational efficacy, and performance pressure transforms into 

psychological strain. Therefore, improving the fairness of evaluation processes is not merely an ethical 

imperative but a strategic necessity for fostering sustainable academic motivation among young faculty in China. 

4.3 Intrinsic Motivation Suppression 

Intrinsic motivation—the inherent drive to engage in research out of curiosity, intellectual satisfaction, and the 

pursuit of knowledge—has long been identified as the most sustainable and creativity-enhancing form of 
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academic motivation. However, in the current climate of performance-based evaluation in Chinese higher 

education, intrinsic motivation among young faculty is increasingly overshadowed by external pressures tied to 

measurable outcomes and bureaucratic expectations. The overemphasis on quantifiable indicators such as 

publication counts, journal impact factors, and citation indices has reoriented many academics from 

discovery-driven inquiry toward compliance with institutional metrics, a phenomenon often described as the 

instrumentalization of scholarship (Fan, 2023). 

Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) provides a theoretical lens to understand how these appraisal 

systems inadvertently suppress intrinsic motivation. The theory posits that when external controls—such as rigid 

performance targets or extrinsic rewards—dominate the motivational landscape, individuals experience 

autonomy frustration, which undermines their natural tendency toward exploration and creativity. This pattern is 

particularly evident in early-career faculty, who occupy precarious positions within the academic hierarchy and 

depend heavily on appraisal outcomes for tenure and promotion. Empirical data support this trend: a nationwide 

survey by the Chinese Academy of Education Sciences (2022) revealed that 61% of early-career lecturers 

reported feeling “detached from genuine research interests” due to institutional performance requirements. 

Among these respondents, 45% admitted that they had adjusted their research topics or publication strategies 

primarily to satisfy evaluation standards rather than to pursue meaningful inquiry. 

This erosion of intrinsic motivation manifests in several behavioral patterns. Many young faculty members 

engage in “defensive research behavior,” focusing on low-risk projects with guaranteed publication potential 

instead of innovative or interdisciplinary work. Others adopt “salami-slicing” publication 

strategies—fragmenting a single study into multiple smaller papers—to maximize output within appraisal 

periods. Such behaviors mirror the crowding-out effect identified by Deci and Ryan (1985), wherein external 

rewards reduce the perceived self-determination of an activity, ultimately diminishing intrinsic motivation. This 

phenomenon has been corroborated in the Chinese academic context by Zhang and Qin (2021), who found that 

extrinsic evaluation pressure negatively correlated with intrinsic motivation (r = –0.43, p < .01) among young 

university researchers. 

The suppression of intrinsic motivation is further intensified by a pervasive fear of underperformance. In 

universities where annual evaluations directly determine contract renewal or promotion eligibility, research 

becomes an instrument for survival rather than self-expression. Liu et al. (2024) reported that early-career 

academics under high-performance pressure exhibited elevated stress and emotional exhaustion, often 

accompanied by decreased enthusiasm for long-term academic exploration. Similarly, qualitative interviews 

conducted by Wang and Chen (2022) found that faculty in teaching-oriented institutions described research as a 

“strategic necessity” rather than a “personal calling.” These sentiments reveal a fundamental shift in the 

psychological meaning of research work—from self-driven inquiry to externally regulated compliance. 

Nevertheless, not all institutions exhibit the same level of motivational suppression. Universities that incorporate 

autonomy-supportive evaluation practices, such as self-assessment components, peer mentoring, or recognition 

of diverse scholarly contributions, demonstrate more positive motivational outcomes. For example, a case study 

of Nanjing University’s reformed appraisal system (Li, 2023) found that including qualitative feedback and 

flexible criteria helped restore intrinsic motivation, with faculty reporting increased satisfaction and creativity. 

This suggests that while external performance structures are unlikely to disappear, their negative effects can be 

mitigated when institutions provide psychological autonomy and value alignment. 

Intrinsic motivation suppression represents one of the most critical unintended consequences of China’s 

performance-driven academic culture. As external metrics continue to define academic success, young faculty 

face growing challenges in maintaining authenticity, curiosity, and creative independence in their research 

endeavors. For higher education policymakers and institutional leaders, addressing this issue requires a 

deliberate shift from output maximization toward intellectual cultivation—an appraisal philosophy that values 

why academics conduct research as much as what they produce. 

5. Organizational Culture and Administrative Mediation 

Organizational culture and administrative mediation serve as key contextual factors that shape how performance 

appraisal systems influence research motivation among young faculty in Chinese universities. While appraisal 

policies establish the formal rules of evaluation, it is the university’s internal culture and administrative behavior 

that determine how these rules are enacted, interpreted, and experienced. In the Chinese context—where 

universities are deeply embedded in hierarchical bureaucratic structures—organizational culture often acts as a 

double-edged sword: it can either buffer the negative effects of performance pressure through collegiality and 

support or amplify them through competition and administrative control. 

Chinese higher education institutions are traditionally characterized by a top-down governance model, where 

administrative authority exerts significant influence over academic decision-making. This model, shaped by a 
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legacy of state control and policy alignment, often results in an environment where appraisal systems are 

perceived not as developmental tools but as mechanisms of compliance. Young faculty, positioned at the lower 

end of the hierarchy, frequently report feeling constrained by inflexible procedures and limited autonomy in 

determining their research direction. Liu et al. (2024) found that perceived administrative overreach—manifested 

in rigid KPI enforcement and limited faculty input in evaluation design—was significantly correlated with lower 

intrinsic motivation and higher emotional exhaustion. This administrative dominance tends to transform 

performance appraisal from a motivational instrument into a bureaucratic obligation. 

At the same time, organizational culture—the shared values, norms, and informal practices within an 

institution—plays a crucial mediating role in shaping motivational outcomes. Universities with collegial 

cultures, characterized by open communication, mentorship, and collaborative networks, often mitigate the 

negative psychological impact of performance evaluations. In these environments, young faculty perceive 

appraisal systems as more transparent and developmental. A comparative study by Wang and Chen (2022) 

involving 15 Chinese universities found that institutions with participatory decision-making structures and peer 

feedback mechanisms exhibited 25% higher faculty satisfaction with appraisal outcomes than those with 

top-down administrative cultures. Such cultures provide psychological safety, enabling academics to view 

performance feedback as constructive rather than punitive. 

Conversely, universities dominated by competitive or managerial cultures tend to foster an environment of 

rivalry and self-protection, especially among early-career academics vying for limited resources and recognition. 

Under such conditions, faculty are more likely to adopt defensive research behaviors and prioritize individual 

survival over collective innovation. Empirical evidence supports this view: the Chinese Academy of Education 

Sciences (2022) reported that 63% of young faculty perceived their institutional culture as “competitive” or 

“administratively driven,” and within this group, burnout and disengagement rates were significantly higher. 

These findings align with the Job Demands–Resources (JD-R) Model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), which 

suggests that supportive organizational resources (e.g., collegial trust, fair leadership, and mentoring) can buffer 

the negative effects of performance pressure, whereas administrative rigidity acts as a psychological demand that 

depletes energy and motivation. 

A growing number of Chinese universities have recognized the importance of cultivating supportive 

organizational climates to enhance intrinsic motivation. For instance, East China Normal University and Wuhan 

University have implemented “academic communities of practice” that pair early-career researchers with senior 

mentors and peer networks to facilitate collaboration and reduce isolation. Preliminary evaluations by Li (2023) 

indicate that participants in such programs reported higher levels of research satisfaction and creativity compared 

with those in traditional appraisal settings. These initiatives highlight the mediating potential of university 

culture in converting performance evaluation from a coercive mechanism into a developmental framework. 

Administrative mediation also extends to the interpretive flexibility of appraisal enforcement. Departmental 

leaders and supervisors often act as intermediaries between institutional policy and individual experience, and 

their leadership style significantly influences motivational outcomes. Transformational or autonomy-supportive 

leadership has been found to enhance research engagement, while authoritarian or transactional styles tend to 

suppress it (Zhou et al., 2023). This suggests that the human element of administration—how deans, chairs, and 

supervisors implement appraisal policies—is as consequential as the policies themselves. 

Organizational culture and administrative mediation determine whether performance appraisal systems in 

Chinese universities function as motivators or stressors. A supportive culture characterized by collegiality, 

mentorship, and transparent communication can transform evaluation into a mechanism for growth and 

engagement. In contrast, rigid bureaucratic control and competitive climates reinforce compliance-driven 

behavior and emotional strain. Thus, fostering a culture of academic trust and participatory governance is 

essential for aligning institutional performance systems with the psychological and creative needs of young 

faculty. 

6. Generational and Disciplinary Variations 

The influence of performance appraisal systems on research motivation in Chinese universities is not uniform 

across academic demographics or disciplines. Generational and disciplinary variations significantly shape how 

young faculty members interpret, respond to, and are affected by institutional evaluation mechanisms. These 

differences arise from varying career expectations, value orientations, and epistemological traditions embedded 

within academic fields. Recognizing such heterogeneity is essential for understanding the uneven effects of 

China’s performance-based academic culture and for designing more equitable and context-sensitive evaluation 

reforms. 

Generational variation reflects the shifting attitudes toward academic work among different cohorts of faculty 

members. Older academics, who began their careers before the widespread adoption of performance metrics in 
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the 2000s, tend to emphasize teaching, mentorship, and disciplinary depth. In contrast, younger 

generations—especially those hired after the launch of the Double First-Class Initiative (2015)—operate under 

more intense productivity expectations and shorter contract terms. A nationwide survey by the Chinese Academy 

of Education Sciences (2022) reported that 74% of faculty under 40 described publication pressure as the “most 

influential factor” in their professional development, compared to only 46% among those aged 50 and above. 

Younger academics are also more likely to adopt strategic research behaviors, such as prioritizing internationally 

indexed journals or engaging in grant-driven projects, in order to secure institutional advancement (Zhang & 

Qin, 2021). This generational divide has created a two-speed academic system, where senior scholars maintain 

status through legacy and administrative influence, while younger faculty face continuous performance scrutiny 

and precarious employment conditions. 

Generational disparities also extend to motivational orientation. Older faculty often exhibit stronger intrinsic 

motivation, driven by disciplinary commitment and long-term intellectual engagement, whereas younger faculty 

demonstrate a higher reliance on extrinsic incentives due to career insecurity and structural constraints. Wei and 

Sun (2021) found that early-career faculty reported significantly lower levels of intrinsic motivation (M = 3.12 

on a 5-point scale) compared to mid-career peers (M = 3.89), a difference largely attributed to perceived 

instability and rigid evaluation systems. These findings underscore the psychological cost of the “publish or 

perish” culture for the emerging generation of scholars, whose career trajectories are increasingly determined by 

performance metrics rather than academic merit or originality. 

Disciplinary variation further complicates this landscape. Fields such as natural sciences, engineering, and 

medicine typically align more easily with quantitative evaluation systems due to their publication patterns, grant 

structures, and collaborative research models. Conversely, disciplines in the humanities and social sciences often 

struggle within performance frameworks dominated by journal impact factors and citation-based assessments. As 

Fan (2023) notes, “The metricization of scholarship disproportionately favors STEM disciplines, marginalizing 

interpretive and theoretical research traditions.” Data from the Ministry of Education (2023) show that over 80% 

of SCI-indexed papers in China originate from STEM fields, while humanities and social sciences collectively 

account for less than 10%. Consequently, faculty in these fields often experience greater frustration and 

perceived inequity in appraisal outcomes, leading to motivational erosion. 

Within the social sciences, the effects of evaluation also vary by subdiscipline. Applied fields such as economics, 

education, and management benefit from policy relevance and grant opportunities, whereas fields like 

philosophy or literature face limited institutional recognition. Wang and Chen (2022) observed that young 

scholars in humanities departments expressed stronger feelings of “academic marginalization,” with 58% 

reporting that their research contributions were undervalued compared to those in the sciences. This disciplinary 

imbalance contributes to what scholars describe as epistemic inequality—a systemic bias in favor of research 

that produces measurable outputs over interpretive or critical knowledge. 

Importantly, both generational and disciplinary factors intersect with institutional hierarchy. Elite universities 

with abundant resources can afford to diversify evaluation criteria and support early-career development, 

whereas regional and teaching-oriented institutions often replicate rigid, output-focused systems to meet national 

accountability benchmarks. This structural asymmetry exacerbates disparities in research motivation and career 

advancement opportunities across the academic spectrum (Li, 2023). 

Generational and disciplinary variations reveal that performance appraisal systems in Chinese universities 

operate within a stratified and heterogeneous academic ecosystem. Younger faculty and scholars in non-STEM 

disciplines are disproportionately burdened by performance pressures, which erode intrinsic motivation and 

reinforce systemic inequities. To achieve a more balanced and sustainable academic environment, appraisal 

systems must account for disciplinary diversity and generational realities, integrating differentiated metrics and 

flexible evaluation mechanisms that recognize multiple forms of scholarly contribution. 

7. Reform Directions for Performance Appraisal Systems 

The growing awareness of the limitations of the current performance appraisal systems in Chinese universities 

has prompted calls for reform, especially regarding their impact on young faculty’s research motivation and 

well-being. As discussed in earlier sections, while these systems have succeeded in promoting productivity and 

measurable outputs, they have simultaneously created stress, diminished intrinsic motivation, and exacerbated 

inequalities across disciplines and generational cohorts. Moving forward, reforms in the performance appraisal 

systems should focus on holistic, flexible, and fair evaluation methods that encourage both quantity and quality 

in research while sustaining faculty engagement and academic innovation. 

(1) Shift from Quantity to Quality Metrics 

One of the central reforms advocated by academics and policymakers is the move away from rigid, 

quantity-based performance metrics (such as the number of publications or citations) toward a more 
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quality-oriented approach that evaluates the impact, creativity, and societal relevance of research. While 

quantitative measures offer efficiency and comparability, they often fail to capture the depth and significance of 

scholarly contributions. For instance, impact factor-driven evaluations can incentivize faculty to publish in 

high-ranking journals with little regard for research quality or originality, fostering “publish or perish” 

mentalities that discourage long-term intellectual exploration (Fan, 2023). 

Several leading Chinese universities, including Peking University and Fudan University, have already started 

experimenting with hybrid evaluation systems that integrate peer review, research impact, and interdisciplinary 

contributions alongside traditional output measures. According to a study by Li (2023), these universities have 

seen a reduction in burnout rates and an increase in faculty satisfaction, particularly among early-career scholars. 

These results suggest that adopting a multi-dimensional evaluation approach—one that considers the quality of 

research alongside its publication record—could lead to more sustainable academic careers and higher levels of 

intrinsic motivation. 

(2) Introduction of Qualitative Appraisal Mechanisms 

In addition to qualitative performance indicators, feedback-oriented evaluations can enhance the developmental 

aspects of the appraisal system. Regular and constructive feedback from supervisors, peers, and research 

committees not only enhances transparency but also allows young faculty to understand how their work is 

valued beyond just publication metrics. Such an approach fosters professional growth, encourages continuous 

improvement, and boosts motivation. As observed by Zhou et al. (2023), feedback-rich environments contribute 

to autonomy-supportive academic cultures, where faculty feel empowered to pursue research in alignment with 

personal and professional interests. 

Furthermore, self-assessment should be included as an integral part of the performance evaluation process. 

Self-reflection on one’s research trajectory, strengths, and challenges allows young faculty to engage more 

actively in their professional development and encourages ownership of their academic identity. Some pilot 

universities, including East China Normal University and Zhejiang University, have implemented 

self-assessment surveys where faculty members evaluate their own progress and outline future goals. These 

reforms have been associated with higher levels of research satisfaction and a stronger sense of agency (Li & 

Chen, 2023). 

(3) Promotion of Interdisciplinary and Collaborative Research 

In addition to enhancing quality assessment and feedback, another critical reform is the promotion of 

interdisciplinary and collaborative research. The current performance appraisal system in Chinese universities 

tends to reward individualistic, disciplinary-specific outputs, which can constrain innovation and limit 

cross-fertilization of ideas across fields. This siloed approach discourages faculty from engaging in 

interdisciplinary projects that could generate novel solutions to societal problems. 

To foster collaboration, performance appraisal systems should include incentives for interdisciplinary work, 

collaborative publications, and the development of research networks that transcend departmental boundaries. A 

study by Zhang and Qin (2021) found that interdisciplinary collaboration increased both research productivity 

and academic satisfaction among young scholars who otherwise felt constrained by disciplinary norms. 

Universities could offer incentives for collaborative research, such as joint research funding, co-authorship 

recognition, and collaborative evaluation criteria, thereby creating an environment that values collective 

intellectual effort over individual achievement. 

(4) Incorporating Well-being Metrics into Evaluation Systems 

Another critical direction for reform is the inclusion of well-being metrics in performance evaluations. As 

performance-based evaluation systems are currently framed, they focus predominantly on productivity and 

output without adequately considering the psychological health of faculty members. The resulting pressure can 

lead to burnout, job dissatisfaction, and decreased academic engagement, especially among early-career faculty. 

Recent studies have highlighted the need for holistic evaluations that integrate well-being indicators such as job 

satisfaction, work-life balance, and emotional health into academic assessments. Institutions that prioritize 

faculty well-being report higher retention rates and greater overall productivity. For example, universities in 

Europe and North America have begun adopting models that assess not only research outputs but also the work 

environment, mental health resources, and faculty support structures. These models have led to improved job 

satisfaction and sustained research productivity (Deci & Ryan, 2000). A similar shift in China could mitigate 

some of the adverse effects of performance appraisal systems, creating a more sustainable and supportive 

academic ecosystem. 

(5) Flexibility and Inclusivity in Appraisal Criteria 

Finally, reforms should aim for flexibility and inclusivity in the appraisal criteria. Currently, performance 
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appraisal systems in Chinese universities are often rigid and one-size-fits-all, applying the same evaluation 

metrics across disciplines, career stages, and university types. This lack of flexibility results in unfair 

comparisons and a failure to account for the diverse nature of academic work. For instance, a faculty member in 

the humanities may be evaluated using the same quantitative metrics as a colleague in the sciences, despite the 

different nature of their research outputs. 

Moving forward, universities should implement context-sensitive appraisal systems that adjust for disciplinary 

and career-stage differences. Young faculty in the humanities or social sciences, for instance, may not be able to 

produce the same volume of publications as their peers in STEM fields, but their work may have profound 

societal or cultural significance. Customizing evaluation frameworks to reflect these realities—by considering 

the diverse contributions made by faculty across disciplines—will ensure a fairer, more inclusive academic 

environment. 

8. Implications for Sustainable Academic Development 

The reform of performance appraisal systems in Chinese universities is crucial not only for the short-term 

productivity of faculty members but also for the long-term sustainability and growth of the academic profession. 

As performance-based evaluation systems become increasingly entrenched, it is vital to recognize their profound 

impact on the development of research culture, academic identity, and faculty well-being. Moving beyond a 

narrow focus on output and efficiency, the evaluation reforms discussed in earlier sections can provide the 

foundation for a more holistic and sustainable approach to academic development—one that nurtures creativity, 

diversity, and a well-balanced academic life. 

(1) Promoting Long-term Research Sustainability 

One of the most significant implications of reforming performance appraisal systems is the potential for 

fostering long-term research sustainability. Currently, the heavy reliance on short-term, output-based evaluations 

leads to “publish or perish” mentalities, which, while effective in generating immediate results, hinder 

intellectual depth and long-term scholarly contributions. Researchers, particularly in early-career stages, often 

prioritize quantity over quality, aiming for quick wins in terms of publications rather than pursuing innovative, 

interdisciplinary, or high-risk research that may take longer to yield results. 

To promote long-term sustainability, universities should adopt evaluation models that emphasize research 

impact, quality, and societal relevance rather than simply counting publications. This shift would allow faculty to 

pursue research that aligns with both personal interests and broader societal needs, without the constant pressure 

to meet publication quotas. A more flexible, long-term-oriented system would encourage young academics to 

take on bold, high-risk research projects and to engage with broader interdisciplinary initiatives that address 

pressing global challenges. 

(2) Fostering a Supportive Academic Culture 

For performance appraisal systems to be truly effective and sustainable, universities must foster a supportive 

academic culture that aligns institutional goals with individual academic aspirations. As noted earlier, 

universities with collegial and participatory organizational cultures are more likely to have motivated, engaged, 

and satisfied faculty members. By focusing on inclusive leadership, mentorship, and collaborative environments, 

universities can help young faculty develop their academic identities and engage in meaningful research without 

the constant burden of external pressure. 

In particular, academic freedom—the freedom to explore diverse research ideas without fear of punitive 

evaluation—is a critical component of a healthy academic environment. Universities that provide space for 

intellectual exploration and support faculty autonomy in their research choices will encourage creative, 

boundary-pushing scholarship that drives innovation. Faculty who feel empowered to take academic risks are 

more likely to produce transformative work that has long-lasting impact, contributing to the overall academic 

prestige of their institutions. 

(3) Enhancing Faculty Well-being and Work-life Balance 

One of the most pressing issues facing young faculty in China is the psychological toll of performance-driven 

evaluation systems. As discussed in previous sections, perceived fairness, workload imbalance, and intrinsic 

motivation suppression are significant contributors to stress, burnout, and disengagement. Therefore, reforming 

performance appraisal systems must include a focus on faculty well-being. Institutions should adopt a more 

holistic approach to faculty evaluations that balances productivity with emotional and psychological health. 

One potential strategy is to integrate well-being metrics into performance appraisals, including assessments of 

work-life balance, job satisfaction, and emotional health. A focus on these aspects can reduce the negative 

impacts of stress, enhance job satisfaction, and improve overall faculty retention. This approach aligns with the 

growing body of literature advocating for a well-being-oriented academic culture, which has been shown to 
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promote resilience, reduce burnout, and support long-term career success (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

Additionally, universities should offer mental health support services, provide resources for managing stress, and 

create environments that foster social connectedness and peer support. When faculty feel supported not only in 

their research but also in their personal well-being, they are more likely to remain engaged in their academic 

work, contribute meaningfully to their institutions, and sustain a lifelong commitment to scholarly inquiry. 

(4) Ensuring Equity Across Disciplines and Generational Cohorts 

As noted earlier, performance appraisal systems in Chinese universities often create disparities between 

disciplines, generational cohorts, and institutional types. Reforming these systems must therefore include 

measures to ensure equity and fairness across all levels of the academic workforce. This includes recognizing the 

different needs and priorities of younger faculty—who face heightened job insecurity, shorter-term contracts, and 

more rigid expectations—compared to senior faculty who benefit from institutional stability and established 

reputations. 

Moreover, disciplinary disparities must be addressed by designing flexible evaluation criteria that reflect the 

diverse nature of academic work across fields. For instance, the humanities and social sciences often involve 

longer gestation periods for research projects, and their contributions may be harder to quantify using traditional 

metrics such as publication counts. Therefore, universities should adopt discipline-specific indicators of success, 

which could include teaching innovation, research engagement, social impact, and interdisciplinary 

collaboration. A more nuanced evaluation system that takes these factors into account would help mitigate the 

inequities in academic recognition and create a more inclusive academic environment. 

(5) Strengthening Institutional Trust and Transparency 

Finally, the sustainability of any reform effort hinges on institutional trust and transparency. Faculty members 

must feel confident that the performance appraisal system is fair, transparent, and aligned with institutional 

values. Universities should engage faculty in discussions about evaluation criteria, solicit feedback on appraisal 

practices, and be open to continuous revision based on faculty experiences. Transparent communication 

regarding how decisions are made and the rationale behind evaluation criteria will foster a sense of ownership 

and collaboration, reducing perceptions of unfairness and administrative control. 

Incorporating faculty feedback into the development and refinement of appraisal systems also enhances the 

legitimacy of the process, making it more likely that faculty will buy into the system and feel motivated to 

contribute their best work. As such, universities should adopt participatory governance models in which faculty 

members are involved in the decision-making processes related to academic evaluations, performance goals, and 

reward structures. 
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