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1. ABSTRACT

The overall aim of this research was to investigate the effect of membership
in virtual sports networks on young people's motivation to participate in
sports, with sports acculturation serving as a mediating factor. The study was
descriptive and employed structural equation modeling, and it is classified as
applied research based on its purpose. Data were collected through field
surveys using a questionnaire. Statistically, all participants were members of
virtual sports networks in Tehran. The sample size was 384 individuals,
determined using Morgan's table and a non-random sampling method.
Structural equation modeling with the partial least squares (PLS) approach
was used to test the proposed model and hypotheses. Data analysis was
performed using SPSS and SmartPLS software. The results indicated that
membership in virtual sports networks positively influences young people's
motivation to participate in sports (B = 0.438) and enhances their cultural
acceptance of sports (B = 0.671). Furthermore, cultural acceptance of sports
significantly affects the motivation to engage in sports activities among
youth in Tehran (B = 0.876). The Sobel test confirmed the mediating role of
sports acculturation.

Based on these findings, it is recommended that sports organizations and
guardians in Tehran promote youth participation in sports by expanding and
utilizing virtual sports networks and fostering a strong sports culture.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

With the advancement of technology and the
increasing desire to use virtual social networks,
young people's free time has been increasingly
directed toward engaging with  these
technologies. In recent years, the growth in
social network use has been substantial, and
many organizations have leveraged this trend to
expand their activities domestically (Naami and
Nouri, 2015). Virtual social networks are a type
of social media that closely resemble human
society, enabling individuals to communicate
with large numbers of people regardless of time
and geographical constraints, as well as
overcoming political, cultural, and economic
limitations. Following the proliferation of
internet use in societies, numerous efforts have
been made to utilize these opportunities to
enhance human communication (Ludwig and
Shirel, 2013).

Physical activity plays a vital role in overall
societal health and is consistently emphasized as
a critical component of a healthy lifestyle.
Planning inclusive sports programs for all
citizens, especially youth, and ensuring their
participation aligns  with  their interests,
economic status, social conditions, and societal
values, should be considered a national priority.
Such initiatives should be implemented in
accordance with the laws governing the country
(Wafai Moghadam et al., 2017).

The attractiveness of virtual networks,
combined with the ease of activity within these
communities, has raised important questions
about the relationship between membership and
participation in virtual sports networks and their
impact on lifestyle and sports engagement
among young people, which researchers are
encouraged to explore (Bashir and Afrasiabi,
2012). Evidence suggests that virtual social
media plays a significant role in helping
individuals coordinate and maintain health-
related behaviors (Motalabi et al., 2018).

Malcrone (2021), in a study titled "Exercise
motivation through social media,” found a direct
correlation between posts by influential fitness
figures on Instagram and increased participation
in public sports and online fitness classes.
Similarly, Shimoga et al. (2019) examined the
relationship between the use of sports social
media and physical activity among adults,

concluding that there is a significant positive
association between the two. Nadubnik (2019)
also highlighted that, from the perspective of
users of sports social platforms, physical activity
is one of the primary motivations for
participation.

Trikas Vidal (2022) and colleagues likewise
concluded that virtual sports networks can
influence and improve individuals' physical
activity habits. Motivation, as a key psychological
factor, plays a crucial role in acceptance,
engagement, and continuation in physical activity.
Understanding motivation helps clarify why
individuals decide to be active, persist, or withdraw
from participation. Physical activity must meet
different psychological needs, as individuals
engage in it for various specific reasons and
interests (Saz, Solabarita, and Rubio, 2021).

Furthermore, the cultural acceptance and
normalization of sports within any society
depend heavily on the promotion and
dissemination of influential factors. Social
networks and media significantly influence
societal culture, fostering profound changes in
beliefs, norms, and values, ultimately shaping
individual and collective attitudes toward sports
(Farajzadeh, Kashif, and Aghapour, 2014).
Sports media, in particular, has a major impact
on shaping societal beliefs, norms, and functions
related to sports (Qasemi and Kashgar, 2013).

Based on this literature review, the researcher
aims to explore whether membership in virtual
sports networks influences the motivation for
sports participation among youth in Tehran, with
the mediating role of cultural acceptance of
sports.

Methods
This research was descriptive in nature and
based on structural equation modeling. In terms
of purpose, it is classified as applied research.
Data were collected through field surveys using
a questionnaire. The statistical population
included all young people who are members of
virtual sports networks in Tehran. Due to the
uncertainty regarding the exact size of the
population, a sample of 384 individuals was
determined using Morgan's table. The sampling
method was random.

The study utilized three questionnaires: a
researcher-made membership in virtual sports
networks questionnaire, Kashif’s (2010) sports
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culture acceptance questionnaire, and Choban’s
(2021)  sports  participation  motivation
questionnaire.

# Membership in Virtual Sports Networks
Questionnaire: Developed by the researcher,
this instrument contains 3 items answered on a
5-point Likert scale from "completely disagree"
(1) to "completely agree™ (5). The validity was
confirmed through confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA), with factor loadings exceeding 0.4,
indicating satisfactory construct validity. Its
reliability was 0.739 and validity was 0.706.

# Sports Participation Motivation
Questionnaire: Created by Choban (2021), this
questionnaire includes 15 items—9 related to
physical motivation and 6 related to internal
motivation. CFA demonstrated construct validity
with factor loadings above 0.4. The reliability
was 0.938, and the validity was 0.542.

# Sports Culture Acceptance
Questionnaire: Developed by Kashif (2010),
this instrument contains 21 items across four
components:  social  values (4 items),
socialization (6 items), lifestyle (6 items), and
globalization (5 items). CFA confirmed
construct validity with factor loadings above 0.4.
The reliability was 0.923, and the validity was
0.500.

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to
assess the data distribution. Structural equation
modeling with the partial least squares (PLS)
approach was employed to test the research
model and hypotheses. Data analysis was
performed using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS
software.

Results

Table 1. Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of research variables

Variable Kolmogorov statistics Significance level Sample size Test result
Membership in virtual sports networks 0/849 0/467 384 normal
sports acculturation 1/18 0/122 384 normal
Sports participation motivation 1/13 0/155 384 normal

Table 2. Examining the validity of the research model

Sports participation Membership in virtual

Structures o sports acculturation
motivation sports networks
Sports participation motivation 0/857
Membership in virtual sports 0.560 0.840
networks
sports acculturation 0.736 0.671 0.639

figure 1. The final structural model of the research with values of factor loadings and path coefficients (beta)



Based on the research findings, it is
recommended that administrators enhance young
people's motivation for physical activity during
their free time through the production of sports
content, educational programs, and informative
initiatives targeted at youth. Additionally, the

48 Raji & Colleagues: The Impact of Membership in Sports Social Networks ...
figure 2. The final structural model of the research with critical values (T -statistics)
Table 3. Results of collinearity indices
Variables VIF
Sports participation motivation 2/164
Membership in virtual sports networks 1/903
sports acculturation 2/959
Table 4. The results of direct, indirect, total and effect size of the internal model of the research
assumptions Impact factor (f§) T value
Membership in virtual sports networks € sports acculturation 0/671 11/340
Membership in virtual sports networks < sports acculturation 0/438 3/759
sports acculturation < Sports participation motivation 0/876 15/195
Table 5. The results of the general fit of the model with the GOF criterion
Endogenous variables R? Communality GOF
Sports participation motivation 0/735 0/442
Membership in virtual sports networks - 0/398 GOF =+/0.592 * 0.388=0.479
sports acculturation 0/450 0/324
Conclusion Ministry of Sports and Youth, sports federations,

sports clubs, and the Tehran Municipal Sports
Organization—acting as custodians of sports—
should promote physical activity among youth
by establishing virtual sports channels and
hosting virtual webinars to foster motivation and
increase participation. Moreover, it is important
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for responsible authorities to recognize the
cultural acceptance of sports as a fundamental
factor in motivating participation from a young
age. Finally, the effective use of social networks
by organizations responsible for public sports
should be prioritized for advertising and service
delivery to better engage and motivate the
community.

KEYWORD

Sports Virtual Networks, Sports Participation,
Cultural Adaptation of Sports.
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figure 1. The final structural model of the research with values of factor loadings and path coefficients (beta)

(5 oolel) Gl jolie b Gimgly 2l syl Jao Y JSO
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model of the research
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Table 7. The results of the general fit of the model with the GOF criterion
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