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ABSTRACT:
This paper examines whether culturally salient yet formally irrelevant symbols can distort performance in high-stakes institutional settings. We study the widespread Chinese superstition linking the number four to death, using administrative data on over ten million students who took the National College Entrance Examination (Gaokao). Exploiting the quasi-random assignment of candidate identification numbers, we find that students assigned an ID ending in four score significantly lower, but only when the digit appears in the final, cognitively salient position. The effect is concentrated among Han Chinese students and is stronger in regions with deeper Confucian cultural traditions. It is most pronounced among students near university admission thresholds. Back-of-envelope calculations suggest that this symbolic cue led to hundreds of lost college placements and measurable long-term income losses. The results highlight how culturally mediated psychological responses can undermine fairness even in procedurally neutral systems.
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Wei Huang is a Professor of Economics at the National School of Development, Peking University, and a BoYa Young Scholar. He received his Ph.D. in Economics from Harvard University in 2016 and has held prior appointments at the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), the National University of Singapore (NUS), and Emory University. His research lies at the intersection of labor, health, and public economics, with an emphasis on causal inference using large-scale administrative and survey data. His work has been published in outlets including Nature, the Review of Economics and Statistics, AEJ: Applied Economics, Journal of Labor Economics, Journal of Public Economics, Journal of Development Economics, Journal of Human Resources, and the Journal of Economic Perspectives. He serves as Co-Editor of Economics of Transition and Institutional Change and as Associate Editor for the Journal of Health Economics, Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, China Economic Review, Journal of Asian Economics, and China Economic Quarterly. His honors include the Zhang Peigang Development Economics Youth Scholar Award, the Aoki Masahiko Economics Paper Award, and the Ministry of Education’s Outstanding Achievement Award in Humanities and Social Sciences (Youth Award).
