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Abstract: In May 2023, there was a heated discussion about gap year popped up on Chinese
social media. To better understand this phenomenon, we investigated public opinion on gap
year in China based on Weibo in this study. A relatively novel study approach in this field,
social media data mining, was proposed in this essay. Then, we conducted some analyses
based on the collected data, especially the sentiment of each individual who participating in
the heated discussion. Last, we found that the discussion was heavily focused on the conflict
between gap years and life schedule recognized by public, and negative emotions almost
dominated public opinion. Most previous study about Gap Year in China focused on the small
samples, the factors that individuals consider as barriers to participating in a gap year, and
the motivation to participate in the gap year. Different from them, the result from this study
can provide a new and relatively objective insights with a larger sample size into the real
situation and public opinion of gap year in China.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

The concept of Gap Year was first proposed in the UK in the 1960s, and had grown popularity in
western countries [1,2]. However, due to cultural diversity, taking a Gap Year as well as interrupting
the education career was not well accepted in China during the past decades [3,4]. But surprisingly,
in May 2023, discussions about Gap Year erupted on Chinese social media. Baidu Index, the Baidu’s
data analysis platform based on Baidu’s massive netizen behaviour data, shows that Baidu search
index of Gap Year reached a peak of 29787 on May 4th, which was 2.2 times higher than that at the
same period last year. The information reporting index of Gap Year from Baidu data also increased
by 1396 times year on year.

© 2024 The Authors. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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Figure 1. Baidu index of keyword “gap year” on June 21.

Furthermore, netizen have been engaged in heated discussions on Sina Weibo, one of the largest
social media in China. Most of the young Chinese involved in the discussion expressed their attitude
towards Gap Year. They even proposed a series of buzzwords to describe “the version of Chinese
Gap Year ", such as “Gap Day”, “Gap Hour”, “Gap Minute”, and even “Gap Second” to mock
themselves. China Youth Daily, one of the official mainstream media, reported that 73.1% of college
students said that some classmates around them proactive chose to delay graduation, which can be
seen as a substitute for a real Gap Year [5].

Although the phenomena mentioned above indicated that the concept of Gap Year had attracted
intensive attention, the performance of this activity in China is significantly different from that of
Western countries [6]. For college graduates who interrupted their educational career in China,
preparing for civil servants’ examinations is their main purpose. In this context, they actually took a
Gap Year that extended their studies. It is important to note that most of the participants in the
discussion on Weibo only expressed their views and few implemented a “real Gap Year”. The contrast
between the high heat discussions and low practice rates reflects the real attitude and concerns of
young people in China towards the Gap Year which deserves attention.

In previous reports, public opinion towards Gap Year was studied mostly in western countries,
with the traditional research methods including telephone interviews, questionnaire surveys, etc. With
the rise of the internet, young people are increasingly inclined to express their opinions on social
media, which provides extensive data and efficient methods for the study of public perspectives. In
order to fill out the research gap, this study aims to objectively investigate the public opinion and
sentiments towards “Gap Year” in China with text mining, based on the data collected from Sina
Weibo.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Gap Year in Western Countries

The concept of Gap Year is believed to first be emerged in the UK in the 1960s [2]. The birth of the
concept in the UK has its historical origin, which can be traced back to the aristocratic tours and the
Oxford Cambridge Examination System in the 18th and 19th centuries [7,8]. Subsequently, this
behaviour gradually spread and developed in other English-speaking countries such as Australia,
North America, and other regions such as China [9,10]. Today, taking a Gap Year has been promoted
in newspapers, books, and the internet as a means of developing themselves to be more mature,
independent, confident, and potentially more employable. There is an increasing trend for young
people to delay their higher education and choose to take a Gap Year as a substitute [11].
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2.2. The Rise and Development of Gap Year in China

The rise and development of Gap Year in China was relatively late in China. It was not until 2009
that Chinese people became aware of the concept from a book entitled ‘My Late Arrival Gap Year’ .
Thereafter, taking a Gap Year has gradually become popular in the last decade in China, with more
and more participants sharing their Gap Year experiences on the Internet. In 2014, the China Youth
Foundation China Gap Year Public Welfare Fund was established, which is the first special fund in
China to support the implementation of the Gap Year for young people. The fund aims to spread the
concept of Gap Year among young people in China and help them to explore the world and understand
themselves through the implementation of the China Gap Year Plan. Aiming at students aged 18 to
28 in universities across the country every year, the fund provides rewards and funding for
outstanding programs submitted and selected, helping them complete their three-year to one-year gap
plan in China or overseas [12].

With China’s economic and social development and the promotion of the government, universities
and other organizations, the rise of the gap year in China is an inevitable trend and a positive
phenomenon in line with the trend of youth development. However, due to the lack of supporting
systems in China, the implementation of Gap Year faces some difficulties and risks [3,12]. For
example, if fresh graduates did not seek employment and further education in a timely manner, they
may encounter some problems or lose some opportunities. It is also not easy to take a break from
school during the university stage. In addition, the parents’ recognition of Gap Year is still relatively
low, which greatly hinders the further development of gap year in China.

2.3. Mining Public Opinion and Sentiments Towards Gap Year in Social Media

Previous studies focus on Gap Year in Western countries while there are few empirical studies on the
current situation of Gap Year in China. Two papers were found to explore the rise, motivations,
identities of participants and the constraints of the Gap Year in China. Wu use netnography and in-
depth telephone interview approaches to analyze the identities and motivates of Chinese Gap Year
takers, and analyze the barriers to Gap Year briefly [4]. It is revealed that the barriers include the
Chinese higher education system, the plentiful labour force and the tradition of natural transition by
family and society. Wu use the questionnaire focus on analyzing the constrains of Gap Year in China
and found that there are six factors have prevented the Chinese from implementing Gap Years:
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“financial and time concerns”, “social pressure”, “social responsibility”, “personal skills and safety
concerns”, “competing interests and effort” and “travel companions™ [13].

According to the research of the previous literatures, it is noted that existing research also lacks
research that focuses on the sentiments of public opinion about the Gap Year, especially the sentiment
analysis of public opinion on Weibo, the biggest social media in China [14]. According to the 2022
annual report released by Sina, the number of monthly active users of Weibo reached 586 million,
which can provide a sufficient sample capacity for the study. Furthermore, most Weibo tweets are
the direct attitude expression from individuals, which enables us to explore the real situation of Gap
Year in China and gain insight into the underlying reasons. We captured 9,471 discussions about Gap
Year from Weibo from April 21th, 2023, to June 21th, 2023. The data shows that more and more
people desire to take a Gap Year, indicating the increasing recognition of Chinese youth towards Gap
Year. Unfortunately, it can be observed that the proportion of negative posts about Gap Year is also
growing. Therefore, to further analyze the ratio of positive to negative emotions and the reasons
behind this phenomenon is of great significance for understanding Chinese youth’s current mental
state.

More specifically, this research aimed to: (1) collecting the public opinion about Gap Year on
Chinese social media, Sina Weibo. (2) Analyzing the sentiment of Chinese people conveyed on
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Weibo on the issue of the Gap Year. (3) Identifying the motivations and thoughts behind this
emotional expression. Firstly, this study can fill the gaps in previous research on sentiment analysis
of Gap Year on Chinese social media. Secondly, by providing a reference for government
departments and thus setting up a gap so that young people can release their social and labour pressure
as well as grow up with the pace of the times. Finally, this study is expected to arouse the attention
of some parents, educational experts, and entrepreneurs who can help Gap Year to advance practice
in a way that adapts to China’s national conditions in the future.

Therefore, focusing on what Weibo users were discussing about the gap year in China and the
emotions behind it, two research questions are posted:

RQ1: What is the most frequently mentioned content when people talk about China's gap year on
Weibo?

RQ2: What is the most prominent emotion in discussion when people talk about China's gap year
on Weibo?

3. METHODS
3.1. Data Collection

To better understand the public opinions and discussions about Gap Year in China, researchers
searched with the keyword of “Gap Year” on Sina Weibo and downloaded all texts of users’ posts
from April 22 to June 22. A Chinese crawler software “Octopus Collector”, which had been proved
to be efficient and convenient in Weibo data collection, was used to collect information of users’
posts containing information of User ID, posting time and content. After cleaning and deleting
irrelevant data (advertisements, meaningless messy texts, etc.), a total of 9471 posts are left for the
following study.

We set the timeframe between April 22 and June 22 because at the beginning of the study, it
happened to be the National College Entrance Examination season and graduation season in China,
when people’s anxiety and stress concerning entering university or finding jobs led to a heated
discussion about Gap Year. According to Baidu Index, Chinese netizens’ behaviour on the topic of
Gap Year has surged since May 2023, as shown in Figure 1. Mining and analyzing the user-generated
contents on Sina Weibo will help us fully understand the public opinion and sentiment on the topic
of Gap Year.

3.2. Data Analysis

The study focused on the content of Weibo posts, trying to address the RQ1——what people talked
about under the topic of gap year. As textual data on social media platforms are not coded, they are
unstructured, and users can combine words and phrases freely to convey their ideas. Thus, to further
analyze the unstructured raw data and make out their meanings, R and its packages are used to process
the data. JiebaR package was applied to accomplish the Chinese text segmentation and keyword
extraction. To raise the accuracy of jiebaR’s segmentation, researchers improved the stopwords
dictionaries to better fit in the study. Then the frequency of keyword occurrences was counted. Words
with a frequency greater than 100 were considered high frequency and were subsequently translated
into English to build a database. After that, wordcloud2 package was used to make a word cloud map
of high frequency words to figure out the most frequently mentioned words when people talk about
Gap Year on Weibo.

Furthermore, the study dug deeper into the emotions behind the content to answer RQ2, attempting
to find people’s sentiment on Weibo discussion. Researchers manually classified the posts into three
emotional tendencies: (1) positive (happy, excited, hopeful, etc.), (2) negative (sad, anger, upset, etc.)
and (3) neutral (posts without a clear emotional tendency). To improve the accuracy of the
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classification, all posts were read a round in advance, and a round of checks are conducted after the
classification.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Public Discussion: Factual Attribution, Casual Attribution and Emotional Release
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Figure 2. Word cloud map of Weibo data.

Table 1. Top 20 high-frequency words for Weibo data.

Number Words Words (English  Frequencies
(Chinese) translation)

1 G| want 2661
2 ez =] none 2258
3 TH% work 2050
4 thE China 1839
5 —4F a year 1345
6 HSE living 1322
7 I now 1030
8 A& life 960
9 B5F (8] time 927
10 =<9 graduation 887
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Table 1: (continued).

11 =8 need 760
12 R feel 751
13 5> internship 741
14 day day 705
15 ] know 698
16 e baby 660
17 BN like 658
18 =15 thing 647
19 ES fit 636
20 CEL would like 633

To address RQ1, we counted and produced word frequency data and word cloud map to figure out
what people were talking about on Weibo. In the word cloud map shown in Figure 2, the font size of
a word is positively correlated with its frequency. The top 20 high-frequency words are shown in
table 1 as examples. Combining word cloud map and word frequency statistics, it was found that
when people discussed gap year in China on Weibo, the most mentioned words included “want”,
“none”, “work”, “China”, “a year”, “living”, “now”, “life”, “time”, “graduation”, “need”, “feel”,
“internship”, “day”, “know”, “baby”, “like”, “thing”, “fit”, “would like”, etc. Referring to Ji’s

3

classification of discussions on Weibo[15], the high-frequency words were mainly classified into
three categories labelled as “factual attribution”, “causal attribution” and “emotional release”.

The words of factual attribution are few but concentrated, involving words such as “none”
(n=2258), “China” (n=1839), “a year” (n = 1345), etc. Analyzing the data further, it suggested that
most posts involving these words tried to state the fact that taking a gap year is difficult in China,
such as“4 K 22| — /Nt &, 0 E )X H gap year (Learnt a new concept today, there is no gap year
in China)”. But a small number of posts refuted such view, arguing that Chinese can also choose to
take a gap year.

Words of causal attribution mainly focused on explaining or complaining about Chinese people’s
inability to take a gap year, which extended Wu’s conclusion on six constraints factors of gap year in
China in the context of Weibo [13]. Among them, “financial and time concerns” and “travel
companions” are also found on Weibo discussion, reflected by the words “money” (n = 352), time (n
=927) and friend (n = 524). In addition, the factor “social pressure” noted by Ji was interpreted more
clearly as the limitation of the “social clock”. The Weibo data revealed that people often used words
related to the life schedule when talked about gap year in China, containing “work™ (n = 2050),
“graduation” (n = 887), “internship” (n = 741), etc. This may be explained by the "social clock”,, just
as the Chinese proverb goes “Do the right thing at the right age”. Activities that deviate people from
social schedule, like gap year, is considered useless and unacceptable to the wider community, such
as parents and employers. Defying social clock to take a gap year means taking on the enormous
strain of family relationships, job opportunities, economics, and criticism from traditional values. Ji’s
other three constraints factors of “social responsibility”, “personal skills and safety concerns” and
“competing interests and effort”, however, did not significantly affect the results.. This finding may
indicate people’s updated focus on limiting factors in the context of contemporary social media.
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It was also notable that words of emotional release were significant in the word cloud map. Gap
year in China was associated with sentiment of “happy” (n = 616), “anxious” (n = 499), “hope” (n =
488), etc. Besides, many expressions that implied emotional tendency were also classified as
emotional release including the most frequent word “want” (n = 2661). Emotional release took up a
large part of the discussion on Weibo, which was ignored in previous studies due to data sources and
research methods. The findings pointed out that Chinese netizens have mixed feelings, involving
imagination and longing for the good image of gap year, hesitation to participate in gap year and
dissatisfaction with the current situation.

4.2. Public Sentiment: Negative Emotion Dominance

Neutral
11.68%, 1106

® Positive  ® Negative Neutral

Figure 3. Sentiment classification chart for Weibo posts.

Table 2. Examples of sentiment classification sheet for Weibo posts.

ggzsr:ﬂ :\lumbe Posts (Chinese) Posts (English Translation)
1 A48 R gap year 1741 This must be my gap year! Here we go!
2 REAm MIEZI TG | | announce that from now on, | will enter the first gap
BREHNNAETHSE—gap  year | year of my life. I'm going to have a lot of fun and
S N S K HE A sleep. | won’t go to class! I want to sleep!
AL b UR R B !
3 A gap Want to have a gap year to experience my dreaming
year 2RI AT ) AR v, LA 2 life, to go to my dreaming places, to communicate with
Positiv itk NEl AR A people of different industries and ages, to absorb
e @%ﬁﬁ,‘j&ﬂﬁfﬂﬁﬂ ‘Z_EE”:E'J{\ strange ideas to enrich my brain. This is so attractive!
AU, B T-E AR EE R
(PN PSRN DN
4 FEFgap year~SZEANTEE K Kgap | I'd like a gap year, or a gap time every day if I have to.
timet 47 K2 A VEVE LT O et | Many of the happiest moments of college life are due
J2 R A gap to having gap time and “singing and dancing” crazy
time I A BRI 2 1 with friends.
5 AR F % — T gap year i Then enjoy the gap year™
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Table 2: (continued).

1 ST — e A A gap Bought some junk, dreamt of a gap year, and then
year,JR 5 1] 33 52 came back to reality.

2 B SIEHE R B, R K14 gap It’s kind of ironic to about a gap year, saying that it
year., VAR LER, = 754 won’t be a few years, three to six months are also fine,

o N e ) and one can gap whenever. Let me ask you how to
A mﬁzﬁr//z\‘%wéfﬁﬁ‘ﬁ‘ﬂugap,&iﬁ prepare the gap, and what | get from the gap... Do you
H R E At gap, B gapHFF have any idea what people sitting here went through?
Nedativ B T4 FHEARTEIX LIRS
o ) Pi T H4m

3 gap/E ¥ Hyear Gap your fucking year.

4 ik gap year, B AR, Yet talking about gap year, how ridiculous.

5 R E A A E A A gap Is it true that Chinese do not have the gap year? I failed
yearZ:4E % FH to enter the graduate school last year, and my family
5N\ IR g S B all wanted me to take the civil service examination. |
S INTR 2 TP e missed the mark by 40 points last year, and | wanted
f;g;?%ﬁ&%%ﬁﬂ KA try again, but Dad got so angry.

TE —_— J
1 gap year, RtWEH R ZET T Gap year. | kind of went through it.
2 A4 R AR AR /D B B] BE4FE (g | Why do Chinese college students rarely choose to take
Neutral ap year)? a gap year?

3 TG A Flgap yearERf 19 SCEHi%E | 1can’t seem to find an accurate Chinese translation of

gap year.

To answer RQ2, all Weibo posts were used for sentiment classification. The pie chart in Figure 3
shows the proportion of positive, negative and neutral emotions in the public discussion about gap
year in China, and table 2 provides some typical cases of the emotion classification. The inquiry
illustrated that negative emotions dominated Weibo’s discussion, accounting for 61.83% of all Weibo
posts. Only 26.49% of posts delivered positive emotional tendency. What is more, 11.68% of posts
were found with no obvious sentimental expression, which can be mainly attributed to factual
attribution. There is strong evidence that negative emotions such as disappointment, anger, sadness
shaped both the form and content of discussion, and the topic of gap year on Weibo became a public
place for people to vent their grievances collectively. Such sentiment is strengthened through the
gathering of viewpoints and people’s interaction, even interspersed with criticism of the government
and society. It’s also worth noting that the TEM-8 (Test for English Majors-Band 8, a national English
test held by ministry of education) was held during the timeframe of the research, whose listening
section talked about gap year, leading to an emotional flashpoint on Weibo. Many users expressed
negative or critical words under the hashtag "TEM-8 on Weibo, such as “gap year IF5 /(> &, B3k

1Y gap MI?5€ 7 (The conversation made me frustrated, where is my gap year? Crying).

5. CONCLUSION

Different from previous studies concerning gap year in China, this study use a relatively novel
approach of social media data mining to explore the research gap about Gap Year in China. A large
number of samples collected from Weibo, enable researchers to get more extensive and direct
perspectives than previous studies which use traditional survey methods. A range of research methods
on the online posts give diverse insights into the public opinion about gap year in China.

Our research mainly draws three conclusions:
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(1) The contents of Weibo posts were found to be classified into three categories, “factual

attribution”, “causal attribution” and “emotional release”. Though with some debates, most posts
tended to believe that it is harder for Chinese to take a gap year than Westerners.

(2) “Financial and time concerns”, “travel companions” and “social pressure” were found to be
the most significant factors preventing Chinese people from taking a gap year. Overly tight life
schedules and societal expectations made it difficult for people to take a gap year, but also made
people more eager to take one to relieve their stress.

(3) Negative sentiment involving upset, pessimism, anger, dominated discussions about gap year
on Weibo. Many Weibo users complained and even criticized the high-pressure environment of
Chinese society that kept them from taking a gap year, and such emotion-releasing posts occupy a
large part of the public opinion on Weibo.

Our study better summarizes the public opinions and emotions on gap year in China reflected in
Weibo data, filling the gap of previous research on public emotions, especially the negative emotion
research, and promotes the application of data mining and sentiment analysis based on microblog
data under such topics, which can provide inspiration for analyzing public opinions and emotions in
the context of social media in the future. The research, however, has limited at the practical level. we
only analyze current public perspective and dissatisfaction on the gap year in China, which limited to
just one platform. The situation and solutions of gap year in China demands much further study. This
topic may be worthwhile to extend our study, collect more data from various platforms, lookout for
the data from various industries, and dig deep the actual social situation in China, to explore the real
dilemma of gap year in China, and a gap year that is more coincide with China condition.
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