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Abstract
The transformation from big sports country to power sports country has become
an important goal of modern China sports. Sports associations, as sports social organizations,
are playing an increasingly important role. Based on the current institutional and
environmental background of the development of sports organizations in Jiangsu Province,
this study analyzed municipal sports associations and explored the effect of social network
on the legitimacy of associations.
Qualitative and quantitative methods are used in this study. A questionnaire survey
was conducted on 626 municipal sports associations in Jiangsu Province, and the valid
data of 244 associations were selected by simple random sampling method. SPSS 27.0
and AMOS 27.0 software were used to make an empirical analysis of the data by means
of factor analysis, descriptive statistical analysis, Pearson correlation analysis and
regression analysis. All the hypotheses proposed in this study are supported by testing.
The results show that there is a positive correlation between social network and legitimacy
of sports associations. Sports associations should establish cooperative relations with
different government departments, establish good values and brands, strive for the support
of enterprises and media, and strengthen cooperation and competition with other sports
associations, so as to make better use of social network resources to enhance their
organizational legitimacy.
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Introduction
1. Statement of Problem
Since the reform and opening up, China’s competitive sports characterized by the
whole nation system have made remarkable achievements. However, it is accompanied
by the fact that the competent sports authorities run sports with the goal of gold medals,
mass sports have become a soft task, social sports development lags far behind, and the
national physique has seriously declined.
As a mass sports organization, sports association is the carrier for the government
to contact social sports workers, the aggregation platform for the masses to participate
in sports, and the materialized organization to meet the needs of social sports. Sports
associations have unique functions and functions in participating in sports public service,
accepting public sports service purchase, popularizing sports technology, organizing sports
competitions and training sports talents (Huan & Zhang, 2017).
With the deepening of sports reform and the continuous improvement of the status
and importance of social sports, China’s sports associations have made great progress.
Analysis of Non-Profit Sports Organization Study in China from Multiple Perspectives
(Tao, 2013). Specific policies of fostering development and supervision and management
are not perfect (Wang, 2016). Organizing ability of grassroots sports associations is
relatively weak (Wang et al., 2013). Public’s recognition of sports associations is not high
(Liu, 2013). Internal governance of sports associations needs to be improved (Li et al.,
2013). The professional level of sports associations needs to be improved (Pei, 2019).
Jiangsu Province is one of the most developed sports provinces in China, as the
link of mass sports activities, sports associations play the role of connecting the above
and the following, connecting the government and the society, and play the important
functions of the popularization, activity organization and competition management of
corresponding sports within the province (Wang, 2016).
The number of municipal sports associations in Jiangsu Province is growing
rapidly. Although some of them are well run, there are still typical problems in their
overall development, such as lack of legal thinking, unsound governance structure, irregular
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operation and management, and low public awareness (Feng & LI, 2015).
2. Research Objectives
Network size is the most intuitive standard to measure the dimension of social
network. Network size has a significant positive correlation with resource acquisition
(Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017).
Network heterogeneity has a positive impact on opportunity identification of
organizations (Yang et al., 2019). The high heterogeneity of social networks means that
more diverse information can be provided through network connections, further improving
organizational efficiency (Song & Chen, 2019).
Scott, W (2014) divided legitimacy into regulatory legitimacy, normative legitimacy
and cognitive legitimacy based on the three pillars of the system, which is the most
widely accepted category of legitimacy. This division method will be used in this study.
The research objectives: 1. To study effect of network size on organizational
legitimacy of sports associations. 2. To study effect of network heterogeneity on
organizational legitimacy of sports associations.
3. Research Questions
The research question of this study is how social network related factors affect
organizational legitimacy in sports associations in Jiangsu Province. The following problems
need to be solved: 1. What is the impact of network size on organizational legitimacy
of sports associations? 2. What is the impact of network heterogeneity on organizational
legitimacy of sports associations?
4. Conceptual Framework
The research framework of this study from literature review of books, text, and
articles based on Lu (2016), Scott, W (2014), Song & Chen (2019, 2021), as shown
in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 Conceptual Framework

5. Scope of Research
		 5.1 Scope of contents and areas
		 The study aims to solve the topic what is the impact of social network on the
legitimacy of sports associations. The study will take place in Jiangsu Province, China.
		 5.2 Scope of population
		 Population in this study is 626 municipal sports associations that have been
established and registered in 13 cities in Jiangsu Province, China.
		 5.3 Scope of variables
		 Independent variables in this research are the social network, including network
size, network heterogeneity. Dependent variables in this study are regulatory legitimacy,
normative legitimacy and cognitive legitimacy of municipal sports associations in Jiangsu
Province, China.

Literature Review and Hypotheses
1. Sports association
In recent years, along with the expression of the international non-profit organization,
the research on sports associations in various countries also uses the term “sports nonprofit organization”, which specifically refers to the corporate body whose main content
is to carry out non-profit sports activities.
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Liu (2013) defined sports associations as non-profit social organizations formed
voluntarily by citizens and independently managed to promote the development of sports
and realize the common wishes of members. This definition comprehensively considers the
non-profit, voluntary, autonomous and autonomous characteristics of sports associations.
Lu (2016) defines sports association as a social group with the purpose or content
of sports. This concept is more widely cited in China, which generally emphasizes the
special purpose of sports associations.
2. Social network
In recent years, social network theory has been widely applied in the field of
management research, and some scholars have studied the important role of social network
in the process of organizational development (Markóczy et al, 2013). Social network
is considered to be an important channel for an organization to obtain resources (Wu
et al, 2014) and a key factor for the extension of an organization’s external boundary
(Markóczy et al, 2013).
Social network is an important antecedent variable of organizational development
success (Zhang et al, 2014). There are two basic elements in social network: point (actor)
and line (relationship), and the intricate interaction between actors constitutes social
network (Lee et al, 2014). Scholars use a variety of indicators to measure social networks.
Generally speaking, the size and heterogeneity of actors’ social connections have become
the main objects of social network research (Wu et al, 2014; Lee et al, 2014).
3. Organizational legitimacy
From the perspective of the new institutionalism theory, organizational legitimacy
represents the evaluation of the organization by external observers, and also reflects the
degree of deviation between organizational behavior and social common belief (Zhao &
Meng, 2016). In a certain sense, the legitimacy of an organization represents its degree
of social recognition, which is of great significance to its survival, development and even
economic activities.
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Some scholars believe that legitimacy is the decisive factor to judge the success
of an organization (Peeters et al, 2014). Improving organizational legitimacy can help
organizations better embed themselves in the external ecological environment, eliminate
the impact of adverse factors on organizational development, and better obtain external
resources and cooperation opportunities (Zhang & Li, 2014).
Based on these, the research hypotheses are proposed: H1: Network size
has significant impact on regulatory legitimacy of sports associations. H2: Network
heterogeneity has significant impact on regulatory legitimacy of sports associations.
H3: Network size has significant impact on normative legitimacy of sports associations.
H4: Network heterogeneity has significant impact on normative legitimacy of sports
associations. H5: Network size has significant impact on cognitive legitimacy of sports
associations. H6: Network heterogeneity has significant impact on cognitive legitimacy
of sports associations.

Research Methodology
1. Research Method
This study used mix method research mainly based on quantitative research,
combined with qualitative analysis using survey questionnaire to collect quantitative
data and in-depth interviews was used to collect the qualitative data from samples. This
research used content analysis to analyze qualitative data, and employed descriptive and
inferential statistics to analyze quantitative data and to test the hypothesis.
2. Population and Sample size
This study focuses on the individual sports associations in 13 cities of Jiangsu
Province, which have been registered and recorded in Jiangsu Provincial Sports Federation
and employed the Taro Yamane formula to compute for the sample size of 244.
3. Data Collection Procedures
This study in 13 cities, 626 municipal sports associations sent survey information
through Sports Federation of Jiangsu Province, and to explain the study purpose is to
understand sports association social network influence on organizational legitimacy, and fill
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in the confidential information, and the level of the qualified investigators who are members
of this association, so the association can get the feedback. At the beginning, 588 associations
were willing to accept the survey. Later, 572 associations accepted the survey for various
reasons, such as busy managers. By sending questionnaires to these associations, 531
questionnaires were eventually collected. After removing the 28 questionnaires that did
not meet the needs, 503 were qualified, and the effective questionnaire recovery rate
was 87.9%. Using simple random sampling method, 244 valid out of 503 questionnaires
were selected for questionnaire analysis.
4. Measures
In this study, all the maturity scales were used, and they were proved to have
high reliability and validity in the Chinese situation. According to the characteristics of
the research object, the expressions of measurement items are modified and supplemented
appropriately. Through the test of SPSS27.0 statistical software, the results show that
the KMO value of each variable is greater than 0.772, factor load of each item is
between 0.738 and 0.883, indicating that the scale and data used in this study have high
quality. This study uses Likert 5-point scale from 1 to 5, 1 means the highest degree, 5
means the lowest degree, and the degree between the two numbers increasing in turn.
Network Size
Network size is mainly based on the research of Burt (2015), combined with the
social network characteristics of sports associations, to measure the frequency of cooperation
and communication among participants, government agencies, non-governmental
organizations and other associations in the social network of sports associations, in order
to reflect the network size of sports associations. In this study, Cronbach’s α was .844
for this scale.
Network Heterogeneity
Network heterogeneity based on the research results of Scott, J. (2011), to
measure the degree of difference or diversity in the social background of sports association
members, government agencies, non-governmental organizations, and other associations.
In this study, Cronbach’s α was .829 for this scale.
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Organizational Legitimacy
Based on Scott, W. (2014) and Suchman et al. (2017) legitimacy study,
organizational legitimacy of sports associations is measured from three dimensions of
regulatory legitimacy, normative legitimacy and cognitive legitimacy, with five questions
for each dimension. In this study, Cronbach’s α of the three dimensions were .853,
.851 and .838.

Research Results
1. Descriptive Statistics
The results of descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis using SPSS
27.0 software are shown in Table 1. The results show that the mean value and standard
deviation of all variables are basically within a reasonable range, and the correlation
coefficient between variables is basically normal.
Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Variables

Mean S.D.

1 City

6.550 2.965

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

2 Years of
2.870 1.218 -.051
Establishment
3 Number
3.630 1.585 .066 .293**
of Members
4Rating Level 3.280 1.846 .163** .368** .410**
5 GM

3.455 .862 .143** .178** .415** .450**

6 YZ

3.156 .668 .029 .083* .185** .223** .521**

7 GZ

4.161 .686 .089* .081* .325** .286** .494** .382**

8 GF

4.410 .610 -.008 .063 .312** .195** .411** .342** .609**

9 RZ

4.303 .630 .008 .071* .291** .215** .480** .377** .608** .628**
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Note. n=244. **.Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *.Correlation is
significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). GM represents network size, YZ represents
network heterogeneity, GZ represents regulatory legitimacy, GF represents
normative legitimacy, and RZ represents cognitive legitimacy.
2. Hypothesis Testing
On the basis of correlation analysis, this research use SPSS 27.0, through
multiple linear regression, dependent variables (organizational legitimacy: regulatory
legitimacy, normative legitimacy, cognitive legitimacy), control variables (city, years of
establishment, number of members, rating level), independent variables (social network:
network size, network heterogeneity) into the model, to test six hypotheses proposed in
this study. Regression results are shown in Table 2, Table 3 and Table 4.
Table 2 Regression Model of the Relationship between Network Size, Network Heterogeneity
and Regulatory Legitimacy
Variable
Control Variable
City
Years of Establishment
Number of Members
Rating Level
Independent Variable
Network Size
Network Heterogeneity

Dependent Variable: Regulatory Legitimacy
Model 1-1
Model 1-2
.037
-.067
.261***
.198***

.024
-.052
.089*
.032
.470***
.114***

R2

.140

.351

ΔR 2

.140
31.879***

.212
70.806***

F

Note. n=244. Data in the table are standardized coefficients. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, ***
p<0.001.
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Network size and network heterogeneity of social networks had positive effects
on regulatory legitimacy respectively (β=0.470, p<0.001; β=0.114, p<0.001), hypothesis
H1 and H2 are true.
Table 3 Regression Model of the Relationship between Network Size, Network Heterogeneity
and Normative Legitimacy
Variable
Control Variable
City
Years of Establishment
Number of Members
Rating Level
Independent Variable
Network Size
Network Heterogeneity
R2
ΔR 2
F

Dependent Variable: Normative Legitimacy
Model 2-1
Model 2-2
-.048
-.064
.291***
.107**

-.059
-.051
.136***
-.042

.108
.108
23.804***

.417***
.112**
.280
.172
50.907***

Note. n=244. Data in the table are standardized coefficients. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, ***
p<0.001.
Network size and network heterogeneity of social networks had positive effects
on normative legitimacy respectively (β=0.417, p<0.001; β=0.112, p<0.01), hypothesis
H3 and H4 are true.
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Table 4 Regression Model of the Relationship between Network Size, Network Heterogeneity
and Cognitive Legitimacy
Variable
Control Variable
City
Years of Establishment
Number of Members
Rating Level
Independent Variable
Network Size
Network Heterogeneity
R2
ΔR 2
F

Dependent Variable: Cognitive Legitimacy
Model 3-1
Model 3-2
-.028
-.031
.244***
.139***

-.042
-.016
.065
-.031

.099
.099
21.482***

.493***
.099**
.319
.221
61.332***

Note. n=244. Data in the table are standardized coefficients. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, ***
p<0.001.
Network size and network heterogeneity of social networks had positive effects
on cognitive legitimacy respectively (β=0.493, p<0.001; β=0.099, p<0.01), hypothesis
H5 and H6 are true.

Conclusion and Discussion
1. Conclusion
The analysis results show that the hypotheses proposed in this study are supported
by the empirical research results: 1. There is a significant relationship between network
size, network heterogeneity and regulatory legitimacy of sports associations. Network size
and network heterogeneity have a positive impact on the regulatory legitimacy. 2. There
is a significant relationship between network size, network heterogeneity and normative
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legitimacy of sports associations. Network size and network heterogeneity have a positive
impact on normative legitimacy. 3. There is a significant relationship between network
size, network heterogeneity and cognitive legitimacy of sports associations. Network size
and network heterogeneity have a positive impact on cognitive legitimacy.
2. Discussion
Regulatory legitimacy of sports associations comes more from social networks
related to government departments. Organizational legitimacy reflects the requirements of
authorities such as government departments on the interests and cognition of organizations
(Li et al., 2012). Social organizations with higher levels of social network size and
heterogeneity, the more likely stabilizing factors of their development are to attract the
high attention of the government departments, which are more inclined to strengthen the
support for the legitimacy of these organizations (Xu et al., 2016). In order to further
improve regulatory legitimacy, sports associations should constantly strengthen the good
relationship with the relevant supporters in various fields, especially the government
authorities.
Normative legitimacy is the behavioral consistency derived from social values
and moral norms (Suchman et al., 2017). The higher the degree of social network, the
more beneficial it is for social organizations to search for and obtain the necessary funds
and human resources, and to promote the construction of normative legitimacy (Xu et al.,
2016). Only by expanding their own network size and enriching different types of network
relations can sports associations effectively promote their normative legitimacy.
The enhancement of cognitive legitimacy depends on size and heterogeneity of
social network (Yang et al., 2019). Cognitive legitimacy is the degree of recognition and
acceptance of social organizations by the public (Suchman et al., 2017). The improvement
of the popularity and influence of sports associations can shorten the distance between
the organizational behavior and values of sports associations and the public’s cognition
and expectation, which is easier to be accepted and understood by the public (Zeng et al.,
2018), which is conducive to the enhancement of cognitive legitimacy. Sports associations
should establish good value and brand (Zhou & Zhou, 2017), win the support of enterprises
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and media. In this way, sports associations can improve their visibility and gain more
public recognition and participation.
3. Recommendations
This study suggests that sports associations should strengthen cooperation with
government departments and enterprises, expand the breadth and depth of cooperation
and communication among sports associations. The establishment of communication
mechanism with different government departments, communication mechanism with other
sports associations and cooperation mechanism with other enterprises is conducive to the
formation of a more complete and mature communication mechanism and network size
for each municipal sports association.
Under the circumstance of limited self-ability and insufficient resources, sports
associations can reasonably utilize external forces to expand network size and enhance
network heterogeneity, which can effectively relieve the pressure of sports associations
in providing public sports services, improve the level of organizational legitimacy of
associations, and ensure the motivation and sustainability of the development of associations.
4. Research Implication
		 4.1 Theoretical Implication
		 At present, the research on sports associations in China using social network
theory is in its infancy, and the existing research is still in the process of copying western
theories, and there is a lack of localization research of sports associations.
		 From the perspective of social network, this study explores the influence
mechanism of network size and heterogeneity on the legitimacy of sports associations. Forming
a theoretical analysis model suitable for the development of China’s sports associations
has a certain theoretical significance for developing and perfecting legitimacy theory and
social network theory of sports associations.
		 4.2 Practical Implication
		 It is a hot issue that Chinese sports authorities and social sports scholars pay
attention to improve the management ability of sports associations and stimulate the vitality
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of sports associations to the greatest extent.
		 By survey data analysis, this study was to explore the problem of expanding
social network and enhancing organizational legitimacy of sports associations, as well as
sports association managers reasonable use of social network, improve the organizational
legitimacy, effectively promote the reform and development of sports associations, provided
the scientific basis, to help Chinese sports authorities to formulate the corresponding
policy, further improve the mechanism of the system, strengthen the supervision and
guidance, promote the healthy development of sports associations.
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