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Aim: This study investigates how perceived social support influences Chinese university students’ willingness to participate in non-traditional sports, focusing on the chain mediating roles of psychological resilience and self-efficacy, and the moderating effect of Collectivistic orientation.

Methods: An online survey collected 540 valid responses from Chinese university students. The survey measured perceived social support from family, friends, and significant others; psychological resilience; self-efficacy; and participation intention in non-traditional sports. Main effects and mediation effects were tested using SPSS Process model 6, while moderation effects were examined using Process model 83.

Results: This study revealed that perceived social support positively influences Chinese students’ participation intention in non-traditional sports. Both psychological resilience and self-efficacy partially mediate this relationship, with evidence supporting a sequential mediation pathway. Moreover, the positive effect of perceived social support on psychological resilience is significantly stronger among individuals with a collectivistic orientation, confirming the moderating role.

Conclusion: This study demonstrates that perceived social support significantly enhances participation intention in non-traditional sports among Chinese university students. The chain mediating roles of psychological resilience and self-efficacy, coupled with the moderating influence of cultural orientation, provide valuable insights for promoting non-traditional sports by addressing both psychological and cultural factors.
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1 Introduction

As a catalyst for youth socialization and cultural innovation, non-traditional sports, such as parkour, skateboarding, and urban climbing, have emerged as global phenomenon, reshaping recreational behaviors and patterns of community engagement among Generation Z (Thorpe and Wheaton, 2021). Defined by an emphasis on self-expression, digital virality, and a hybridization of athletic performance with subcultural identity, these activities transcend conventional competitive frameworks, instead prioritizing participatory enjoyment and social connectivity (Gilchrist and Wheaton, 2017). For adolescents in particular, engagement in such sports provides not only a channel for physical activity but also a unique arena for identity formation, peer bonding, and psychological empowerment, thereby contributing to their holistic development (Holt et al., 2017; Wheaton, 2013). The proliferation of short-video platforms (such as TikTok, Instagram) has further amplified their visibility, transforming them into cultural symbols of youth autonomy and postmodern lifestyle aspirations (Hutchins et al., 2022). Against the backdrop of intensifying global uncertainties and increasing information fragmentation, the de-institutionalized, informal, and diverse characteristics of non-traditional sports have allowed them to evolve into important platforms and bridges for communication among young people worldwide. The 25th World Games, held in Chengdu, China in 2025, further showcased and promoted non-traditional sports on the global stage, generating both substantial economic benefits and cultural influence. However, despite their growing sociocultural importance, such sports continue to face institutional neglect and social stigmatization (Knoppers et al., 2024), which significantly undermine their dissemination and recognition. In this context, it becomes especially important to investigate the factors and psychological mechanisms that support public participation in non-traditional sports, thereby providing targeted policy guidance and practical implications.

Perceived social support, a multidimensional construct encompassing emotional affirmation, instrumental aid, and informational guidance from social networks, serves as a critical enabler of sustained engagement in non-traditional sports (Hailey et al., 2023; Li et al., 2023). Existing research has primarily focused on traditional sports, emphasizing how familial encouragement and peer endorsement enhance athletes’ resilience and long-term commitment (Gupta and McCarthy, 2022; Hoye et al., 2015). However, participants in non-traditional sports often belong to marginalized subcultures with limited mainstream acceptance, rendering conventional forms of social support insufficient or even counterproductive (Thorpe, 2017). For instance, parental concerns about safety risks or societal perceptions of “deviant” behavior may paradoxically weaken support networks, exacerbating participants’ psychological strain (Thorpe et al., 2017). This tension underscores the need to reconceptualize social support dynamics through a cultural lens, particularly within collectivist societies where conformity pressures conflict with individualistic ethos of non-traditional sporting practices (Lee et al., 2019).

Theoretical advancements in resilience and self-efficacy frameworks offer promising avenues for decoding this paradox. Psychological resilience, the capacity to adaptively navigate adversity—has been identified as a protective factor that buffers against participation barriers in stigmatized activities (Gupta and McCarthy, 2022). Concurrently, self-efficacy, defined as the belief in one’s ability to execute goal-directed behaviors may mediate the translation of social support into active engagement. Yet, the interplay between these constructs remains unclear within the context of non-traditional sports. While some studies posit a sequential pathway in which resilience fosters self-efficacy (Sisto et al., 2019), others suggest that cultural values may recalibrate this relationships. For instance, collectivist orientations might amplify the role of community-based support in resilience development (Song and Li, 2023). Despite these insights, no research has systematically examined how cultural orientation moderates the dual mediating roles of resilience and self-efficacy, leaving a critical gap in both theoretical understanding and practical application.

To address this gap, this study proposes a moderated chain mediation model, which posits that perceived social support enhances intentions to participate in non-traditional sports through sequential increases in psychological resilience and self-efficacy, with cultural orientation serving as a boundary condition that either amplifies or constrains these pathways. Specifically, collectivist values are hypothesized to strengthen the link between social support and resilience by legitimizing communal resource-sharing, whereas individualist values are expected to reinforce the transition from resilience to self-efficacy by emphasizing personal mastery narratives. This model not only addresses a theoretical gap in culturally informed sports psychology, but also provides practical implications for public health and youth policy by identifying psychological leverage points for intervention.



2 Literature review


2.1 The definition of non-traditional sports participation

The concept of non-traditional sports has its roots in the late 20th century, when youth subcultures began to resist the rigid institutionalization and hierarchical structures of mainstream sports such as football, basketball, and athletics (Thorpe and Wheaton, 2021). These emerging activities, often practiced in informal spaces such as streets, parks, and urban environments, were initially labeled as “alternative sports” or “lifestyle sports,” reflecting their countercultural orientation and emphasis on individual freedom (Buning and Walker, 2016). Engaging in physical activity is an effective means for improving overall health (Hu et al., 2025), Non-Traditional Sports belong to Sports activities, but there have been relatively few related studies before. Therefore, this study focuses on Non-Traditional sports. Explore the influence mechanism of Chinese University Students’ Intentions to Participate in Non-Traditional Sports. Subsequent scholarship further elaborated their nature: Cohen et al. (2012) highlighted the centrality of self-expression and cultural identity, while Woods (2021) emphasized their ties to digital media and transnational youth culture. More recent studies have adopted terms such as “new sports” or “non-traditional sports,” underscoring their divergence from standardized, competitive, and rule-bound sport systems (Diez-Fernández et al., 2024; Säfvenbom et al., 2023). Drawing on these definitions, this study conceptualizes non-traditional sports as athletic practices that diverge from mainstream institutional frameworks, prioritize creativity, autonomy, and community interaction, and often integrate subcultural or digital-cultural elements into their practice.

Building on these conceptualizations, several distinctive features of non-traditional sports can be identified. First, they are typically de-institutionalized, with less formal regulation, organizational oversight, or standardized competition compared to traditional sports (Pappous and Hayday, 2016). Second, they emphasize participatory enjoyment, risk-taking, and performative creativity, often blurring the boundary between play, sport, and art (McEwan et al., 2019). Third, non-traditional sports are strongly mediated by digital platforms, where visibility, sharing, and community recognition often outweigh formal achievement or competition outcomes (Woods, 2021). Fourth, their marginal social status means they frequently face stigmatization or neglect, whether due to safety concerns, lack of institutional support, or perceptions of deviance (Darvin et al., 2021). Finally, they possess a global yet locally adaptive nature, functioning both as transnational cultural phenomena and as context-specific practices shaped by local youth identities and urban environments (Skille, 2005). These characteristics differentiate non-traditional sports from traditional institutionalized sports and provide a unique context for examining adolescents’ willingness to participate.



2.2 Perceived social support and non-traditional sports participation

Perceived social support (PSS) refers to an individual’s subjective evaluation of the availability and adequacy of emotional, informational, and instrumental support (Lakey and Cassady, 1990). PSS is widely recognized as a central factor in encouraging individuals to engage in physical activity. Its multidimensional conceptualization provides a framework for understanding how resources embedded in social networks facilitate participation (Lakey, 2010). Typically, perceived support derives from three main sources—family, friends, and significant others. In the context of youth sport, encouragement from parents, companionship from peers, and recognition from important social ties can create an environment that reduces uncertainty and enhances participation willingness (Calvete and Connor-Smith, 2006).

Empirical evidence further supports the positive effects of perceived social support on sports involvement. The stress-buffering hypothesis posits that the positive effects of social support are most evident when individuals encounter significant stress (Chen et al., 2021). Within this framework, perceived social support functions as a protective cushion that mitigates the adverse impact of stressors on psychological well-being and behavioral outcomes (Bekiros et al., 2022). This mechanism is particularly relevant in demanding environments, such as competitive sports, where the assurance of available aid can reshape stress appraisals, enhance coping strategies, and sustain engagement. Empirical research supports this view. For example, Rees and Hardy (2004) demonstrated that perceived social support effectively buffers the negative effects of stress, providing evidence consistent with the stress-buffering hypothesis. Moreover, the type of social support provider, as well as the quality and quantity of support significantly influence an individual’s level of sports participation. Although many studies have examined the role of social support in traditional competitive sports, its influence in the context of non-traditional sports remains insufficiently investigated. Given the unique challenges posed by novelty and stigma, social support from family, peers, and significant others may be particularly critical in alleviating apprehension and motivating youth to engage in such activities.

Based on the above discussion, the reviewed literature suggests that although non-traditional sports possess distinctive characteristics and face unique social barriers, perceived social support may positively influence young people’s willingness to participate. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypothesis:


H1: Perceived social support positively influences young people’s willingness to participate in non-traditional sports.




2.3 The mediating role of psychological resilience

The protective factor framework (Wolfowicz et al., 2021) provides a robust theoretical foundation for examining the mechanisms that underlie youth participation in sports (Hill et al., 2021). This framework emphasizes that individuals’ adaptation to adversity depends on the dynamic interplay between external protective resources (e.g., family, peers, social support) and internal protective resources (such as psychological resilience, self-regulation, coping strategies). When external resources are available, they can activate and strengthen internal psychological resources, which in turn promote positive adaptation (Gupta and McCarthy, 2022; Purcell et al., 2022).

Within this perspective, psychological resilience functions as an internal mechanism that enables individuals to reinterpret difficulties, regulate negative emotions, and persist in goal-directed behaviors. Psychological resilience is typically defined as the ability to maintain or quickly restore functioning following exposure to stress or adversity (Sisto et al., 2019; Vella and Pai, 2019). It represents a process of positive adaptation that involves cognitive appraisal, emotional regulation, and behavioral adjustment in the face of challenges (Fletcher and Sarkar, 2013). In some cases, psychological resilience not only enables resistance to negative outcomes but also fosters personal growth and learning (Egan et al., 2024). By reinforcing individuals’ capacity to adapt, it provides a critical psychological resource that sustains long-term engagement in demanding activities. Psychological resilience is widely recognized as a key determinant of sustained sports participation (Cortês Neto et al., 2020; Sheng et al., 2024). In competitive contexts, resilience enables athletes to cope with adversities such as injuries, performance pressure, and setbacks by fostering adaptability, effective stress management, and a strong “bounce-back” capacity that supports continued engagement (Bryan et al., 2019; Gupta and McCarthy, 2022). Moreover, interventions aimed at enhancing resilience—such as peer mentoring or mental health literacy programs—have been shown to increase participation intentions, underscoring its role as a vital psychological resource for promoting active lifestyles (Mira et al., 2023).

However, most existing research has centered on professional and competitive settings (Durand-Bush et al., 2023; Sarkar and Page, 2022), leaving recreational and non-traditional sports relatively underexplored. According to the protective factor framework, external resources like perceived social support are particularly effective when they reinforce internal protective factors that enable individuals to cope with challenges and achieve positive adaptation (Wolfowicz et al., 2021). In the case of non-traditional sports, where participants often face novelty, safety concerns, and social stigma, psychological resilience represents a decisive internal resource (Woods, 2021). It allows young people to reinterpret these barriers as manageable and even motivating, thereby transforming external support into concrete behavioral intentions. In this sense, resilience functions as the psychological pathway through which perceived social support translates into stronger willingness to participate in non-traditional sports.

Based on this reasoning, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H2: Psychological resilience mediates the influence of perceived social support on adolescents’ willingness to participate in non-traditional sports.




2.4 The mediating role of self-efficacy

Within the framework of Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986), self-efficacy is regarded as a central mechanism through which external environments influence individuals’ motivation and behavior. The theory emphasizes reciprocal determinism among personal factors, behavior, and the environment (Marcionetti and Castelli, 2023), suggesting that supportive social contexts can strengthen individuals’ beliefs in their ability to successfully perform specific tasks, thereby enhancing their likelihood of action (Chan, 2022). This perspective provides a theoretical basis for understanding how perceived social support may foster adolescents’ willingness to participate in non-traditional sports through the development of self-efficacy (Ma et al., 2023).

Self-efficacy, defined as an individual’s belief in their capacity to execute behaviors necessary for required to achieve specific goals (Bandura and Wessels, 1997), is a critical determinant of sports participation motivation (Taylor et al., 2025). In the context of non-traditional sports, which often require adaptability and creativity due to their unconventional nature, self-efficacy serves as a key psychological resource (Wei et al., 2025). Individuals with high self-efficacy are more likely to view challenges as manageable and to engage in new or demanding physical activities with greater confidence, consequently, it enhances the willingness to experiment with less structured and stigmatized activities such as non-traditional sports. Meanwhile, from the perspective of Social Cognitive Theory, self-efficacy, as a typical personal factor, develops under the influence of external social support. Existing research has widely confirmed that perceived social support, as an environmental factor (Jaureguizar et al., 2024), can significantly enhance individuals’ self-efficacy (Wang Y. et al., 2024). Within this theoretical framework, strengthened self-efficacy may, in turn, further promote adolescents’ willingness to participate in non-traditional sports as a behavioral factor.

Based on the above discussion, we propose:


H3: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between perceived social support and participation intention in non-traditional sports.




2.5 The chain mediating role of psychological resilience and self-efficacy

The conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll and Shirom, 2001) posits that individuals strive to obtain, retain, and protect valuable resources, and the presence of external resources—such as perceived social support—can generate positive resource gain spirals. In this process, external social resources are converted into internal psychological resources, which subsequently reinforce one another to foster adaptive outcomes. The COR theory provides a useful framework for understanding the potential chain-mediating effects of psychological resilience and self-efficacy (Chen et al., 2024; Tu et al., 2021).

While prior sections have examined the mediating effects of psychological resilience and self-efficacy, emerging research suggests that these two constructs may also operate in a sequential, chain-mediated manner. Specifically, perceived social support may first enhance psychological resilience, which subsequently strengthens self-efficacy (Bingöl et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2018). From a COR perspective, the emotional stability and adaptive coping capacity provided by resilience represent an initial resource gain, which further contributes to individuals’ confidence in their competencies—self-efficacy—as a secondary resource (Lin et al., 2020; Warshawski, 2022). This cumulative process ultimately fosters stronger intentions to participate in non-traditional sports (Dinh and Bonner, 2023).

Empirical evidence supports this sequential mechanism. In the sports domain, individuals with higher psychological resilience are better equipped to confront setbacks and persist in the face of adversity (Sheng et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024). As resilience enables athletes to recover and adapt effectively, their sense of mastery and control over challenging tasks increases, thereby reinforcing self-efficacy. This cascading pathway is particularly relevant in non-traditional sports, which often involve social stigma or deviation from conventional norms. For young people—who are especially sensitive to both external support and internal coping resources—this chain mediation may play an instrumental role in shaping their willingness to engage in such activities.

Based on this rationale, the following hypothesis is proposed: H4: Psychological resilience and self-efficacy sequentially mediate the relationship between perceived social support and young people’s intentions to participate in non-traditional sports.



2.6 The moderating role of collectivistic orientation

Collectivistic orientation refers to the degree to which individuals define themselves in relation to others and prioritize group goals over individual aspirations (Li et al., 2024). Among those with a strong collectivistic orientation—whether shaped by cultural background or personal values—there is greater emphasis on interpersonal harmony, shared responsibility, and mutual support (Zhang and Han, 2023). This orientation not only enhances the perceived value of social support but also integrates it more deeply into individuals’ psychological coping processes (Özcan and Bulus, 2022; Wu et al., 2011).

Previous research has shown that individuals with collectivistic orientation are more likely to seek out and value external support, viewing it as essential to well-being and stress management (Taylor et al., 2004; Zhang and Han, 2023). The cognitive and emotional frameworks of collectivistic individuals enable a deeper internalization of social support, which contributes to enhance psychological resilience. In the face of adversity, they are more inclined to rely on their social networks, facilitating more adaptive responses (Miller et al., 2017). By contrast, individuals with an individualistic orientation may rely more heavily on personal coping strategies and self-reliance, which could reduce the impact of social support on resilience (Buse et al., 2013). Given these differences, it is reasonable to expect that the impact of perceived social support on psychological resilience varies depending on cultural orientation. Specifically, individuals with a collectivistic orientation are more likely to derive psychological resilience from social support than their individualistic counterparts.

Based on the above, this study proposes the following H5: The positive effect of perceived social support on psychological resilience is stronger for individuals with a collectivistic orientation than for those with an individualistic orientation.




3 Research design


3.1 Research participants

This study used the ‘Wenjuanxing’ platform to create and generate an online questionnaire link, which was distributed through social media platforms such as Weibo and WeChat. All respondents were informed in advance that the questionnaire would be used solely for academic research purposes. A total of 614 questionnaires were distributed, targeting Chinese university students. Participants in the survey have been informed of the relevant guidelines and have provided their informed consent to participate in the questionnaire, adhering to the ethical standards of the research. After screening the responses, 540 valid questionnaires were collected, resulting in an effective response rate of 87.95%. The sample characteristics are as follows: 311 valid responses were from females (57.6%) and 229 from males (42.4%). Age distribution: 371 respondents were aged 18–25 (68.7%), and 169 were aged 26–30 (31.3%). In terms of education level, 158 respondents had an associate degree (29.3%), 261 had a bachelor’s degree (48.3%), and 121 had a master’s degree or higher (22.4%).

In terms of geographical distribution, 42.5% of participants were from eastern provinces (e.g., Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang), 29.3% from central regions (including Hubei, Anhui, Henan, and Hunan), and 28.2% from western provinces (such as Sichuan, Chongqing, Yunnan, and Gansu). Regarding the city-tier classification of participants’ hometowns, 29.4% were from first-tier cities (e.g., Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu), 37.8% from second-tier cities (e.g., Zhengzhou, Changsha, Suzhou), and 32.8% from third-tier cities or rural counties.



3.2 Instruments

In this study, the independent, mediating, moderating, and dependent variables were all measured using a seven-point Likert scale for subsequent model validation and hypothesis testing. On this scale, a higher score indicates a greater degree of perception or agreement from the respondent regarding the variable being measured.

Specifically, for the independent variable, a higher score represents stronger perceived social support in the respondent’s daily life. For the two mediating variables, higher scores indicate greater psychological resilience and self-efficacy. Regarding the moderating variable, a higher score signifies a stronger collectivist orientation. Finally, for the dependent variable, a higher score reflects a greater willingness to participate in sports. Conversely, lower scores on the scale correspond to lower levels of perception or agreement with these respective variables.



3.3 Scale selection and compilation

Since the original instruments were developed in English, we conducted a standard translation and back-translation procedure to ensure linguistic and cultural validity for the Chinese context. The translated items were reviewed by bilingual experts, and minor adjustments were made based on pilot feedback to improve clarity and conceptual equivalence.


3.3.1 Social support scale

Perceived social support was measured using the scale developed by Vaux, Phillips, and Holly (Vaux et al., 1986), which is divided into three parts: family support, friend support, and other support, comprising 12 items in total. It uses a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater social support. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 0.714.



3.3.2 Psychological resilience scale

This study employed a simplified version of the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale, adapted for the Chinese cultural context (Yu and Zhang, 2007). This scale consists of 7 items and uses a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate higher levels of psychological resilience. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 0.921.



3.3.3 Self-efficacy scale

This study utilized a simplified version of the Self-Efficacy Scale developed by Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1995). to measure self-efficacy. The scale comprises 10 items across three dimensions and employs a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree), with higher scores indicating stronger self-efficacy among participants. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 0.927.



3.3.4 Collectivistic orientation scale

This study employed the cultural orientation scale developed by Bierbrauer et al. (1994), selecting 16 items specifically focused on collectivistic orientation. Participants rated each item on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree), with higher scores indicating a stronger collectivistic orientation. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 0.953.



3.3.5 Project participation willingness scale

The subscale of project participation willingness contains 3 items. The sources of the scale items are summarized based on existing research (Elliott et al., 2003). The Likert seven-point scale is adopted, where 1 to 7 represents “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” In practical applications, respondents can express their degree of agreement or disagreement with each item on this scale. The overall reliability of this scale is 0.859, which indicates a relatively high level of internal consistency and stability (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.






4 Results

Reliability analysis was conducted using SPSS 26.0 on the scales employed in this study. Excluding demographic information items, the overall internal consistency reliability of the scale was found to be 0.924. The Cronbach’s alpha values for each subscale were as follows: perceived social support (α = 0.714), psychological resilience (α = 0.921), self-efficacy (α = 0.927), collectivistic orientation (α = 0.953), and project participation willingness (α = 0.859).

To examine the construct validity of the scales, a Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s test of sphericity were conducted on the 48 items included in the scales. The KMO value was 0.892, and Bartlett’s test was significant (p < 0.01), indicating that the data were suitable for factor analysis (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Reliability test results of the scale.


	Latent variable
	Latent variable
	Cronbach’s α

 

 	Total scale 	48 	0.914


 	Perceived social support 	12 	0.714


 	Psychological resilience 	7 	0.921


 	Self-efficacy 	10 	0.927


 	Collectivistic orientation 	16 	0.953


 	Project participation willingness 	3 	0.859




 


4.1 Common method bias test

Given that the data in this study were collected via self-report questionnaires, it is necessary to test for common method bias, as recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003). The Harman single-factor test was employed to examine common method bias. Excluding demographic items, factor analysis was conducted on the study variables using SPSS 26.0. Principal component analysis with eigenvalues greater than 1 was used to extract factors, followed by varimax (orthogonal) rotation. An exploratory factor analysis of the 48 measurement items revealed that the first factor accounted for 24.411% of the total variance, which is well below the commonly accepted threshold of 40%. These results suggest that common method bias is not a serious concern in this study. Detailed results are presented in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Results of KMO and Bartlett spherical test.


	KMO and Bartlett test
	
	Value

 

 	KMO value 	 	0.892


 	Bartlett 	Approximate chi-square 	23305.150


 	df 	1,128


 	P 	<0.001




 



4.2 Correlation analysis

Using SPSS 26.0, a correlation analysis was conducted to examine the relationships among the independent variables, mediating variables, and dependent variables across their respective dimensions. As shown in Table 3, all correlations were significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed), indicating meaningful associations among the variables. These results provide a sound basis for the subsequent analyses in this study.


TABLE 3 Correlation matrix and discriminant validity test.


	
	M
	SD
	PSS
	PR
	S-E
	CO
	PPW

 

 	CR 	 	 	0.971 	0.936 	0.938 	0.967 	0.802


 	AVE 	 	 	0.738 	0.678 	0.603 	0.746 	0.576


 	Variables


 	PSS 	4.425 	0.561 	0.867 	 	 	 	


 	PR 	4.462 	1.141 	0.227** 	0.771 	 	 	


 	S-E 	3.656 	0.964 	0.195** 	0.324** 	0.774 	 	


 	CO 	4.340 	1.001 	0.172** 	0.158** 	0.120** 	0.797 	


 	PPW 	4.462 	0.966 	0.322** 	0.576** 	0.306** 	0.160** 	0.778





**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed); *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).

PSS refers to perceived social support; PR refers to psychological resilience; S-E refers to self-efficacy, CO refers to Collectivistic Orientation, PPW refers to project participation willingness.

The bold values represent the square roots of the AVE values.
 



4.3 Mediating effect test

The mediating effect test in this study was conducted using the PROCESS macro in SPSS, employing the bias-corrected percentile Bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples. A chained mediation model was constructed, with perceived social support as the independent variable, participation intention in non-traditional sports as the dependent variable, and psychological resilience and self-efficacy as mediating variables. The results are presented in Table 4. Perceived social support had a significant positive effect on participation intention (β = 0.576, t = 8.131, p < 0.001), psychological resilience (β = 0.438, t = 5.565, p < 0.001), and self-efficacy (β = 0.230, t = 3.178, p < 0.05). When all three variables—perceived social support, psychological resilience, and self-efficacy—were included in the regression model simultaneously, each had a significant positive effect on participation intention: perceived social support (β = 0.337, t = 5.497, p < 0.001), psychological resilience (β = 0.461, t = 13.604, p < 0.001), and self-efficacy (β = 0.107, t = 2.943, p < 0.05).


TABLE 4 Mediating effect model test.


	
	PR
	SE
	PPW
	PPW

 

 	Constant 	2.520** (7.168) 	1.425** (4.335) 	2.309** (7.290) 	0.922** (3.279)


 	PSS 	0.438** (5.565) 	0.230** (3.178) 	0.576** (8.131) 	0.337** (5.497)


 	PR 	 	0.238** (5.317) 	 	0.461** (13.604)


 	SE 	 	 	 	0.107** (2.943)


 	R
2
 	0.054 	0.122 	0.109 	0.383


 	Adjusted R2 	0.053 	0.118 	0.108 	0.379


 	F 	F(1,538) = 30.966, p = 0.000 	F(2,537) = 37.161, p = 0.000 	F(1,538) = 66.108, p = 0.000 	F(3,536) = 100.714, p = 0.000





*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
 

Further analysis of the mediation pathways (see Table 5) revealed that the 95% confidence interval (CI) for the total indirect effect of psychological resilience and self-efficacy did not include zero, indicating a significant chained mediation effect (indirect effect = 0.16), accounting for 47.06% of the total effect. Perceived social support influenced Chinese university students’ intention to participate in non-traditional sports through three significant mediation paths: (1) Perceived social support → psychological resilience → participation intention. The 95% CI of the mediating effect did not contain zero, confirming the significance of this mediation pathway (mediating effect = 0.202, accounting for 35.094% of the total effect). (2) Perceived social support → self-efficacy → participation intention. The 95% CI of the mediating effect did not contain zero, indicating a significant mediation effect (mediating effect = 0.025, accounting for 4.340% of the total effect). (3) Perceived social support → psychological resilience → self-efficacy → participation intention. The 95% CI of the mediating effect did not contain zero, confirming a significant chained mediation effect (mediating effect = 0.013, accounting for 2.257% of the total effect). In conclusion, H1, H2, H3, and H4 were all supported.


TABLE 5 Chain mediating effect analysis of psychological resilience and self-efficacy.


	
	Effect value
	Boot SE
	Bootstrap 95%CI
	Proportion



	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Total effect 	0.576 	0.082 	0.437 	0.715 	100.000%


 	Direct effect 	0.337 	0.061 	0.217 	0.458 	58.507%


 	Total indirect effect 	0.239 	0.024 	0.093 	0.185 	41.493%


 	PSS-PR-PPW 	0.202 	0.022 	0.073 	0.161 	35.094%


 	PSS-SE-PPW 	0.025 	0.007 	0.004 	0.029 	4.340%


 	PSS-PR-SE-PPW 	0.012 	0.003 	0.002 	0.014 	2.257%




 



4.4 Moderating effect test

A moderated mediation model was subsequently tested. After standardizing and centering the measured variables, PROCESS Model 83 was employed to examine the moderating effect of collectivism orientation in the relationship between perceived social support and psychological resilience. The results (see Table 6) revealed a significant interaction effect between perceived social support and collectivism orientation on psychological resilience among Chinese university students (β = 0.171, SE = 0.080, t = 2.131, p = 0.034). This confirms that collectivism orientation significantly and positively moderated the relationship between perceived social support and psychological resilience.


TABLE 6 Summary of moderating effect analysis.


	
	PPW
	PR
	SE

 

 	Constant 	0.970** (3.459) 	5.245** (3.566) 	2.483 (1.797)


 	PSS 	0.323** (5.319) 	−0.322 (−0.948) 	0.177 (0.553)


 	CO 	 	−0.612 (−1.750) 	−0.054 (−0.165)


 	PSS*CO 	 	0.170* (2.131) 	0.032 (0.428)


 	PR 	0.463** (13.653) 	 	


 	SE 	0.108** (2.982) 	 	


 	R
2
 	0.380 	0.0874 	0.046


 	Adjusted R2 	0.376 	0.067 	0.039


 	F 	F(3,536) = 109.730, p = 0.000 	F(3,536) = 14.259, p = 0.000 	F(3,536) = 8.628, p = 0.000





*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
 

Furthermore, we examined the chained mediation effect under different levels of collectivistic orientation (see Table 7). The conditional indirect effect analysis showed that the 95% bootstrap confidence intervals for the two mediators—psychological resilience and self-efficacy, under both high and low levels of collectivistic orientation did not include zero, supporting the validity of the moderated mediation model.


TABLE 7 Conditional indirect effect.


	Mediator variables
	Standard
	Value
	Effect
	BootSE
	BootLLCI
	BootULCI

 

 	PR 	−1SD 	3.338 	0.114 	0.054 	0.015 	0.226


 	Average 	4.340 	0.193 	0.038 	0.119 	0.270


 	+1SD 	5.342 	0.272 	0.058 	0.160 	0.386


 	SE 	−1SD 	3.338 	0.031 	0.014 	0.007 	0.060


 	Average 	4.340 	0.034 	0.014 	0.010 	0.066


 	+1SD 	5.342 	0.038 	0.019 	0.007 	0.082




 

To better illustrate the specific mechanism of this moderating effect, a simple slope analysis was conducted by plotting psychological resilience at ±1 standard deviation of perceived social support and collectivism orientation (see Figure 2). As shown in the figure, compared to students with a low collectivism orientation, those with a high collectivism orientation exhibited a stronger positive effect of perceived social support on their intention to participate in non-traditional sports. Therefore, H5 was supported.

[image: Line graph showing psychology resilience as a function of perceived social support and collectivistic orientation. Resilience increases with support. High collectivistic orientation (solid line) shows a greater increase compared to low orientation (dashed line).]

FIGURE 2
 Simple slope graph.





5 Discussion


5.1 Direct impact

The empirical findings supported the hypothesized direct relationships. Specifically, perceived social support significantly predicted intention to participate in non-traditional sports (H1), and it served as a strong predictor of both psychological resilience (H2) and self-efficacy (H3). These results align with contemporary theoretical frameworks that conceptualize social support as a critical resource in fostering behavioral engagement and promoting psychological adaptation. Notably, recent studies has emphasized that social support exerts an even stronger influence within collectivistic contexts, where relational interdependence amplifies its effects (Lakey and Orehek, 2011).

Moreover, the moderating effect of collectivistic orientation was evident: individuals with stronger collectivistic tendencies benefited more from social support. This finding corroborates cultural psychology research demonstrating that collectivistically oriented individuals, by prioritizing harmony, are more effective at leveraging their social networks to navigate novel or challenging circumstances (Triandis, 2018).



5.2 The mediating role of psychological resilience between perceived social support and non-traditional sports participation

Psychological resilience, defined as the ability to effectively cope with and recover from adversity, emerged as a important mediator linking perceived social support to participation intention in non-traditional sports. The results indicated that greater social support not only directly encouraged sports participation but also significantly enhanced psychological resilience, which in turn facilitated higher levels of engagement. This aligns with recent research by Gupta and McCarthy (2022), who emphasized the critical role of resilience in sustaining participation in demanding sports environments. Recent studies have further underscored the buffering capacity of resilience. For instance, Wang S. et al. (2025) found that individuals with higher levels of resilience are more capable of managing stress and uncertainty, enabling continued participation despite personal or social challenges. In our study, psychological resilience appeared to function as an “emotional shield,” transforming adversity into opportunities for growth and sustained involvement.

Moreover, by fostering adaptive coping strategies, resilience enables individuals to reframe setbacks as learning experiences rather than deterrents. Its dual role, as both an outcome of social support and a facilitator of continued engagement, emphasizes the importance of integrating resilience-building interventions into sports participation programs. For example, initiatives that combine stress management workshops, peer mentoring, and community support can significantly enhance the resilience of potential participants, ultimately leading to higher rates of sustained involvement in non-traditional sports.



5.3 The mediating role of self-efficiency between perceived social support and non-traditional sports participation

Self-efficacy also emerged as a critical mediator in converting perceived social support into participation intention. Based on social cognitive theory, this study found that verbal affirmations and encouragement from peers, coaches, or family members significantly boosts confidence, particularly when individuals face initial apprehensions. For instance, novice parkour participants often shift from fear to enthusiasm upon receiving positive feedback, a phenomenon similarly observed in studies of esports (Trotter et al., 2022) and adventure tourism (Wang P.-Y. et al., 2024), where mentorship plays a central role in developing self-belief. This enhanced self-efficacy not only motivates individuals to take initiative but also sustains persistent when confronted with setbacks. It transforms doubt into confidence, creating a self-reinforcing cycle in which increased self-efficacy both initiates and maintains participation. These findings highlight the importance of incorporating structured mentorship and positive reinforcement in intervention strategies to foster long-term commitment to non-traditional sports.



5.4 The chain mediating role of psychological resilience and self-efficiency between perceived social support and non-traditional sports participation

This study revealed that perceived social support influences participation intention in non-traditional sports through a chain mediation process involving psychological resilience and self-efficacy. Specifically, individuals who perceived high levels of social support initially develop greater psychological resilience, enabling them to effectively cope with the inherent challenges of non-traditional sports. His resilience then contributed to greater self-efficacy, reinforcing belief in one’s capabilities and ultimately increasing intention to participate.

This chain mediation model extends existing theoretical frameworks by demonstrating that the impact of social support unfolds through interconnected psychological mechanisms rather than in isolation. Drawing on Bandura’s social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), the findings suggest that initial support experiences reduce stress, enhance resilience, and build confidence, which collectively drive sustained behavioral engagement.

Practically, these insights highlight the importance of designing comprehensive intervention programs that simultaneously enhance social support, resilience, and self-efficacy. For example, initiatives combining emotional encouragement with skill-building activities can effectively cultivate resilience, thereby boosting confidence and increasing participation in non-traditional sports.



5.5 The moderating role of collectivistic orientation

The operationalization of collectivistic orientation through culturally adapted items revealed a critical amplification mechanism: individuals with stronger collectivistic tendencies were more effective in translating perceived social support from family, peers, and significant others, into enhanced psychological resilience. This finding aligns with cultural psychology theories asserting that collectivistic cultures prioritize interdependence and facilitate greater utilization of social resources (Li et al., 2024). Specifically, this study expands Li (2022)’s findings by applying this framework to the context of youth sports participation, demonstrating that cultural orientation not only shapes access to social support but also influences its effectiveness in resilience-building.

Our findings resonate with previous work by Zang et al. (2014) and Finkelstein (2011), who reported proactive support-seeking behavior in collectivistic contexts. However, our study advances this literature by clarifying the underlying transformation mechanisms—such as group cohesion and internalization of shared values—that enable collectivistically oriented individuals to convert support into resilience. Practically, the stronger effect sizes among collectivistic individuals suggest the need for culturally embedded intervention strategies. For example, family-based resilience programs or community-led mentoring initiatives may be particularly effective in collectivistic societies, while alternative approaches emphasizing personal goals and autonomy may be more appropriate in individualistic settings.

Based on the findings, schools and community organizations are encouraged to develop structured social support systems—such as peer mentorship programs, inclusive extracurricular activities, and culturally responsive counseling services—that reinforce students’ sense of belonging and competence. These interventions can help foster psychological resilience and strengthen self-efficacy, particularly among youth navigating stigmatized or less institutionally supported forms of sport participation.




6 Conclusion

This study provides strong empirical support for the proposed conceptual model linking perceived social support to participation in non-traditional sports. Specifically, perceived social support not only directly predicts participation intention but also serves as a significant antecedent of both psychological resilience and self-efficacy. Furthermore, our findings reveal that psychological resilience and self-efficacy function as both independent and sequential mediators: enhanced resilience leads to greater self-efficacy, which in turn strengthens participation intention. Notably, the moderation analysis demonstrated that a stronger collectivistic orientation amplifies the positive impact of perceived social support on psychological resilience. These integrated results underscore the critical role of supportive social environments and culturally informed approaches in promoting engagement in non-traditional sports. They offer valuable implications for designing targeted interventions that foster long-term involvement through both psychological and sociocultural pathways.

Beyond the immediate empirical findings, this study makes several meaningful contributions. Theoretically, it advances the understanding of culturally embedded psychological mechanisms by integrating perceived social support, psychological resilience, and self-efficacy into a moderated chain mediation model. This framework extends existing theories of motivation and participation into the domain of non-traditional sports and adapts them to collectivist cultural contexts. Practically, the study provides actionable insights for educators, policymakers, and sport promoters—suggesting that interventions targeting psychological resilience and self-efficacy, especially when aligned with collectivistic values, may be more effective in encouraging youth participation in alternative forms of physical activity.



7 Limitations and future research

Despite the valuable insights gained, this study has several limitations. Future research should consider expanding the sample scope, adopting longitudinal designs, and examining the findings within the broader Chinese cultural context. Additionally, investigating potential differences across age and gender, as well as applying the frameworks of perceived social support and psychological resilience in other cultural contexts.

Moreover, future studies should also account for regional and urban–rural differences in China, as such contextual factors may shape not only access to non-traditional sports but also public attitudes and the structure of social support networks. Stratified sampling by region and city tier may help further elucidate these macro-level influences.
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