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Abstract 

Purpose: This article aimed to research the critical factors of association activities that significantly impacted student group-based 

self-esteem and sense of belonging in private universities in Zhanjiang, China. The conceptual framework presented cause-and-

effect relationships between social interaction ties, group-based self-esteem, perceived supervisor support, social support, 

institutional commitment to diversity, cross-cultural interaction, and sense of belonging. Research design, data, and 

methodology: The researcher adopted a quantitative technique (n=500) to administer the questionnaire to students in private 

universities in Zhanjiang, China. Non-probability sampling included judgmental sampling to select two grades from four colleges, 

quota sampling to define the sample size, and convenience sampling to collect data and distribute the questionnaires online and 

offline. The researcher used structural equation modeling and confirmatory factor analysis to conduct the data analysis, including 

model fit, reliability, and construct validity. Results: As an intermediate variable, social interaction ties impacted group-based self-

esteem and directly impacted students' sense of belonging. The results showed that social interaction ties significantly impacted 

group-based self-esteem and sense of belonging. Among the exogenous variables, cross-cultural interaction significantly impacted 

students' sense of belonging, followed by social interaction ties and institutional commitment to diversity. Institutional commitment 

to diversity and perceived supervisor support also significantly impacted students' sense of belonging. Conclusions: To make the 

association activities more effective, managers in private universities in Zhanjiang, China, could increase their management through 

association activities by the factors that affect student group-based self-esteem and sense of belonging.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Maslow (1962) proposed the concept of a sense of 

belonging (BEL). Since 1962, more and more researchers 

have become interested in belonging and started to study it 

deeply (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995). Previous research has 

conceptualized belonging as one of the human motivations 

that involve the experience of connecting with others (Burger, 

2023). Ahn and Davis (2019) believed that belonging is the 

product of the inner driving force of human beings. It is a 

healthy human emotion directly related to one’s spiritual 

well-being (Glass & Westmont, 2014).  

Baumeister and Leary (1995) believed stable 

interpersonal relationships can create a sense of belonging. 

There are many research results on the important impact of 

belonging on people (Froehlich et al., 2023). For example, 

Yaw (2021) found that a strong sense of belonging can 

greatly promote people’s work and learning motivation. 

Some achievements have been made in the research on the 

factors of students belonging (including students with basic 

education, high school education, and university education) 

(Burger, 2023). For example, the research found that college 

students’ strong sense of belonging can help improve their 

academic and social interaction. (Glass & Westmont, 2014; 
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Hagerty & Patusky, 1995). 

On September 1.2021, the law of the People’s Republic 

of China Private Education Promotion Law Implementation 

Regulations (2021) was formally implemented; it provided 

important support for the rapid development of private 

university education by the law. According to China 

Education Statistics 2023, up to December 2021, there had 

been 764 private colleges and universities with 9,235,456 

students in China. The students in private universities are a 

large group. However, their belonging has remained the 

same, resulting in a contradiction with the speed of 

development of private universities. 

Zhanjiang City belongs to Guangdong Province, whose 

private universities are relatively developed and 

concentrated in China. However, in the southernmost part of 

mainland China, Zhanjiang is a relatively backward part of 

Guangdong Province with relatively few private colleges and 

universities. Zhanjiang University of Science and 

Technology is one of the two private universities in 

Zhanjiang. Since its establishment in 1999, it has developed 

very rapidly. It has become the only private undergraduate 

college in Zhanjiang City and even the whole West 

Guangdong region. Therefore, the university’s development 

has greatly contributed to the higher education and economic 

development of Zhanjiang City, the west Guangdong region, 

and even the whole Guangdong Province. 

Osterman (2000) believed that association activity is a 

type of extracurricular activity that is not part of a formal 

degree course; it is organized voluntarily by university 

students with the same interests and hobbies (Osterman, 

2000). Association activities are helpful to students in 

university, each with its unique role. Winstone et al. (2020) 

found that students' participation in extracurricular activities 

can bring greater belonging and happiness, which play an 

important role in study and life.  

The characteristics of private university association 

activities in China present the following: 1) There are certain 

procedures for entering or exiting the association. 2) There is 

a limit to the number of people in each association. 3) 

Regardless of grade, major, and department restrictions, 

based on interests and hobbies as common ground. 4) Most 

students have some experience of joining associations. 5) 

The enthusiasm to join the association decreased with 

improving grades. 6) Voluntary participation is not of 

political significance. In China, according to the nature of 

their activities, university associations are divided into 

academic associations, entertainment associations, and 

voluntary service associations. 

Association activities in private universities have a wide 

range of benefits for many students. 1) Participating in 

association activities enables them to gain a wider university 

experience (Clark et al., 2015). 2) Participation in association 

activities is thought to have multi-dimensional value for 

students, such as giving them academic competence, social 

competence, and working ability (Stuart et al., 2011). These 

capacities are considered particularly relevant for students to 

implement a new program of study (Bohnert et al., 2007). 3) 

Participating in association activities can provide a 

structured and supportive environment for students to 

explore new interests and identities, develop personal 

competencies, and build interpersonal relationships (Busseri 

et al., 2010). 

In China, according to the nature of their activities, 

university associations are divided into academic 

associations, entertainment associations, and voluntary 

service associations. Academic associations include 

scientific and technological innovation associations (e.g., 

robotics Innovation Associations) and professional 

innovation associations (e.g., History Society and Physics). 

Entertainment associations include art associations (such as 

calligraphy and painting associations, dance associations) 

and sports associations. Voluntary service associations 

include social service associations (for example, Basic 

Education Volunteer Groups), student service associations 

(for example, College Student Counseling Associations), and 

sports associations (such as football associations and 

basketball associations). 

Although the effect of association activities on student 

study and life has been emphasized in Zhanjiang private 

universities, the effect of association activities on their 

group-based self-esteem and belonging has yet to be fully 

reflected, which is why the researcher conducted this study. 

Four main problems exist in private universities in Zhanjiang, 

China. 1) Among the students who participated in association 

activities, the students who joined entertainment associations 

were the most, and those who joined academic associations 

were the least. 2) The fund for association activities is small. 

3) Association activities have the function of political 

education. 4) The scope of association activities is narrow. 

Students’ safety is the most important concern of private 

universities. 5) Most of the participants in association 

activities are marginalized. 

According to the research on which association activities 

impact belonging actively, it is necessary to find the factors 

of association activities to enhance the student’s sense of 

belonging in private universities in Zhanjiang, China. 

 

 

2. Literature Review 

 
2.1 Social Interaction Ties 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Social identity theory holds that both large social groups 

and task-oriented teams can provide a common identity for 

their members and give them self-esteem that distinguishes 

them from other groups on a group basis (Hogg, 2016). Guo 
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and Cheng’s (2016) study showed that the social interaction 

of group members has a positive impact on group-based self-

esteem. The researcher, therefore, advanced the following 

hypotheses based on earlier research: Martiny et al. Martiny 

et al.’s (2011) study supported Social Interaction ties with 

Group-based Self-esteem.  

Cole et al. (2006) studied the tie between individuals’ 

emotional experience in organizations and perceived 

superior support at work or school; they found that little 

superior support can lead to negative emotions (e.g., 

depression, loneliness, and lack of belonging). Dowling and 

Wittkopp (1982) found that university students’ social 

interaction ties can positively impact their group-based self-

esteem. Several studies examined the contingent relationship 

between social interaction ties and group-based self-esteem, 

and the hypothesis that social interaction ties have a 

significant effect on group-based self-esteem was developed, 

manifested in the following hypotheses. Based on the above 

literature, the following research hypotheses emerged from 

this paper. 

Kim et al. (2017) indicated that one of the people's 

fundamental social requirements is social connection. People 

can seek social interaction ties to reduce loneliness, build 

friendships, and increase their sense of belonging (Ma & 

Yuen, 2011). Guo and Cheng (2016) assumed that social 

interaction represents a kind of social interest and that a close 

interpersonal connection can meet the strong social needs of 

individuals. This viewpoint is supported by Hsiao and Chiou 

(2012). Baumeister and Leary (1995) showed that people are 

typically willing to interact with others to satisfy the need for 

belonging; as a result, through association activities, college 

students can forge and maintain intimate social links with 

others and enhance their belonging to the institution. The 

following assumptions are made in this investigation based 

on the remarks above. 

Trice (2004) found that social interaction among college 

students can produce a positive sense of belonging. Students 

need more than sharing campuses and classes to generate 

meaningful belonging (Glass & Westmont, 2014). Hurtado 

and Carter (1997) proved that social integration is vital for 

college students to enhance their sense of belonging. 

Strayhorn (2018) also found that cultivating students' social 

interaction ability can foster their belonging. Lin and Lu 

(2011) proposed improving student belonging through social 

integration. Based on the above literature, the following 

research hypotheses emerged from this paper. 

H1: Social interaction ties have a significant impact on 

group-based self-esteem. 

H2: Social interaction ties have a significant impact on sense 

of belonging. 

 

 

 

2.2 Group-Based Self-Esteem 

   

Kanning and Hill (2012) believed that group self-esteem 

is an important sign that members think they belong to the 

social group. Luhtanen and Crocker (1992) argued that group 

members’ group-based self-esteem affects their belonging. 

Through group membership, people can increase their sense 

of belonging by seeking out and acquiring good self-esteem 

(Kember et al., 2001). Pierce (2015) showed that members’ 

satisfaction degree of group self-esteem affects their 

belonging. Gardner and Pierce (2015) noted that individuals 

with high collective self-esteem are more receptive to 

accepting the social identity they value, and collective self-

esteem is positively connected with members’ sense of 

belonging. 

Guo and Cheng (2016) study results suggested that a 

person’s group self-esteem positively impacts his/her sense 

of belonging. Consequently, the researcher proposed the 

following assumptions based on an earlier study. Luhtanen 

and Crocker (1992) found that individuals can gain a sense 

of belonging if they feel helpful to the group. Bowling et al. 

(2010) found that belonging rested on group self-esteem. 

Based on the above literature, the following research 

hypotheses emerged from this paper. Kanning and Hill (2012) 

believed that group-based self-esteem is a form of collective 

self-esteem that positively impacts the sense of belonging. 

Pierce and Gardner (2009) found that students' group-based 

self-esteem and belonging to the group influence each other. 

Based on the above literature, the following research 

hypotheses emerged from this paper. 

H3: Group-based self-esteem has a significant impact on 

sense of belonging. 

 

2.3 Perceived Supervisor Support 
 

Murphy and Zirkel (2015) posited that students who feel 

more supported by educators and institutions (schools) will 

perform better and have a stronger sense of belonging. They 

are generally more motivated and more confident in 

obtaining knowledge. Consequently, they can finally 

produce superior outcomes. According to these theories, 

Okolie et al. (2021) found that a supportive learning and 

working environment can make learners feel a sense of 

belonging, care, and respect. As noted by Goodenow (1993), 

learners’ feelings of support and belonging are anticipated to 

boost their confidence in their ability to succeed and help 

them match their educational and professional goals with 

institutional and industry norms.  

Ilies et al. (2017) believed that college students want to 

get along well with their teachers, counselors, and classmates 

because it increases their overall satisfaction and happiness 

through belonging to the school. Turner et al. (1979) found 

that students expressed hope for university-style supervision 
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to enhance their belonging. Mosher et al. (1972) found that 

college supervision is necessary and effective for students’ 

learning and belonging. Based on the above literature, the 

following research hypotheses emerged from this paper. 

H4: Perceived supervisor support has a significant impact on 

sense of belonging. 

 

2.4 Social Support 

 
Previous studies showed that the social support felt by 

group members is an important factor affecting their 

belonging. Strong interpersonal ties, for instance, might help 

youngsters realize that they belong (Martin & Dowson, 

2009), develop social bonds, provide support (Gray et al., 

2018), and fulfill psychological demands (Juvonen, 2006). 

Goodenow (1993) argued that social support and school 

climate are crucial to students' belonging to school. 

According to Napoli and Wortman (1998), university 

attendance and a sense of belonging can increase for students 

with strong social support levels. Through empirical 

research, Pang (2020) discovered a positive correlation 

between social support and a group member's sense of 

belonging.  

Lin et al. (1979) found that social support helps 

organizational individuals develop a sense of belonging to an 

organization. Belanger et al. (2020) found that perceived 

support from social informs belonging and communicates 

the known benefits of belonging. Rockhill et al. (2009) also 

found that social support was positively correlated with the 

belonging of organization or group members. Jay and 

D'Augelli (1991) found that high levels of social support 

were associated with high belonging. Milem and Berger 

(1997) found that social support helps college students adapt 

to college life, which may affect students' belonging in 

college. Conversely, a strong sense of belonging may affect 

students' perception of social support. As a result, the 

researcher proposed the following assumptions based on the 

earlier studies. 

H5: Social support has a significant impact on sense of 

belonging. 

 

2.5 Institutional Commitment 

 
There are various types of institutional diversity, among 

which informal interaction diversity, structural diversity, and 

classroom diversity are the main representatives (Bowman, 

2010). Freitas and Leonard (2011) found that diversified 

learning communities, group activities, and commitment can 

meet some students’ psychosocial needs (including 

belonging). In addition, students’ socioeconomic 

background, cultural background, and transformation 

process (such as those from towns and rural areas to cities) 

are crucial to the diversity of university culture and the 

construction of university identity. Culture is one of the main 

components of students’ belonging development (Guyot & 

Seethal, 2007).     

Yaw (2021) study showed that the quality of institutional 

commitment to diversity significantly influenced students’ 

belonging. Mayhew et al. (2005) showed that school 

commitment to diversity and fulfillment of the promise 

through diversity activities are the conditions for students to 

belong to the school. Nora et al. (1997) found that the 

diversity of institutional commitment is an important factor 

affecting students’ belonging. Museus and Maramba (2010) 

also showed that institutional commitment to diversity 

directly influenced students' belonging. By examining fifty-

one students from different grades, Strauss and Volkwein 

(2004) found that diverse university promises and student 

commitments influence each other. Hausmann et al. (2009) 

showed that different university commitments directly 

influence college students' belonging. As a result, the 

researcher proposed the following assumptions based on 

earlier studies. 

H6: Institutional commitment to diversity has a significant 

impact on sense of belonging. 

 

2.6 Cross-Cultural Interaction 
 

Jansen (2004) suggested that students should seek out 

and define shared occurrences among themselves to build 

conditions for adjusting to the future society and culture, 

which would be distinct from that on campus. After 

reviewing the literature, the current study focuses on cross-

cultural interaction, which explains the efficiency and effect 

of interaction between different groups and peers in social 

and cultural activities on their belonging. Former research 

demonstrated that students' perceptions of their institution's 

ability can provide diversity-related aspects of climate that 

enhance their belonging (Mayhew et al., 2005). Therefore, 

Yaw (2021) suggested that creating awareness of diverse 

institutional cultures is crucial to promoting student 

belonging. 

Owusu-Agyeman (2021) found that cross-cultural 

interaction significantly affected college students belonging. 

Holt-Lunstad (2018) believed that a poor supportive 

environment on campus and less cross-cultural interaction 

have a greater risk of belonging. Bronfenbrenner (1989) 

found that cross-cultural interaction impacts belonging 

directly. Museus and Quaye (2009) found that especially in 

universities, such intercultural interactions aided students in 

their smooth integration into university life. As a result, the 

researcher proposed the following assumptions based on the 

earlier studies. 

H7: Cross-cultural interaction has a significant impact on 

sense of belonging. 
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2.7 Sense of Belonging 
 

Zhao et al. (2012) defined “a sense of belonging” as the 

sensation people have when interacting with and going 

through experiences as an integral part of a group. It is the 

ability to relate, participate, and serve. Trujillo and Tanner 

(2014) believed that a student’s sense of belonging is 

determined by how much they participate in school activities 

and how much they feel valued, encouraged, and accepted 

by their classmates and staff. Ryan and Stiller (1994) found 

that belonging greatly promotes students' learning 

motivation. Osterman (2010) emphasized that fostering 

students’ belonging is indispensable for loving education. 

Baumeister and Leary (1995) found that college student’s 

sense of belonging can lower their psychological stress 

levels. Liu et al. (2018) found that being a part of a particular 

community, organization, or association can give a person a 

sense of belonging and make them feel like an important 

component of the environment and integrity. 

 

 

3. Research Methods and Materials 
 

3.1 Research Framework 

  
  The establishment of this study's conceptual framework 

and the development of the research were mainly based on 

the following theories: Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs Theory 

(SMOT), proposed by Maslow (1970); Self-Presentation 

Theory (SPT), proposed by Goffman (1959); Social Identity 

Theory (SIT), originally proposed by Turner et al. (1979); 

and Adler's Motivation Theory (AMT), proposed by Adler 

(1970).  

Many other related theories were applied in the study, 

such as Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), used by Okolie et al. 

(2021); personality Theory (PT), used by Caligiuri et al. 

(2020); Socio-emotional Selectivity Theory (SST) used by 

Sandstrom and Dunn (2014), Self-consistency Theory (SCT) 

used by Gardner and Pierce (1998), Cynicism Theory (CT) 

used by Cole et al. (2006), Organizational Support Theory 

(OST) designed by Eisenberger et al. (2002). Multicultural 

Education Theory (MET), used by Yaw (2021), and Social 

Learning Theory (SLT), used by Rowe et al. (2023). 

On this basis, a conceptual framework was developed for 

this study, described in Figure 1. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
 

H1: Social interaction ties have a significant impact on 

group-based self-esteem. 

H2: Social interaction ties have a significant impact on sense 

of belonging. 

H3: Group-based self-esteem has a significant impact on 

sense of belonging. 

H4: Perceived supervisor support has a significant impact on 

sense of belonging. 

H5: Social support has a significant impact on sense of 

belonging. 

H6: Institutional commitment to diversity has a significant 

impact on sense of belonging. 

H7: Cross-cultural interaction has a significant impact on  

sense of belonging. 

 

3.2 Research Methodology 

 

A quantitative method of non-probability sampling was 

adopted in the study. Firstly, the researcher distributed 500 

questionnaires to the target population online and offline. The 

target population for this study was college students from 

Zhanjiang University of Science and Technology, China. 

Then, the researcher analyzed the feedback data to explore the 

critical factors of the association activities in private 

universities that impact student group-based self-esteem and 

sense of belonging.  

Three sections are contained in the questionnaire. The first 

section contains two screening questions: “Have you had at 

least one semester of learning experience at Zhanjiang 

University of Science and Technology?” The second section 

was a 5-point Likert scale for seven variables. The researcher 

designed 28 scale items to measure the seven hypotheses of 

this study. for example, “I consider myself a member of this 

university.” By the 5-point Likert, the measurement ranges 

from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree”. The third 

section consisted of five demographic questions about gender, 

university, study time, grade, secondary college, and the 

degree of caring about the university. For example, “Which 
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college are you at, Zhanjiang University of Science and 

Technology?” 

Firstly, the researcher conducted a pilot test online. To 

check the value of the reliability analysis of each construct, 

40 respondents took part in the pilot test online before the 

large-scale questionnaires were sent out. Using Jamovi to 

measure Cronbach’s Alpha, the lowest value of Cronbach’s 

Alpha was 0.739 for Perceived Supervisor Support (PSS), 

and 0.882 was the highest for Internal Social Interaction Ties 

(SIT). By the standard of Cronbach’s Alpha (Hair et al., 2019), 

the questionnaire survey result for this study passed validity 

and reliability tests.  
 

3.3 Population and Sample Size 

 

The researcher adopted non-probability, judgmental, and 

quota sampling. Then, 500 questionnaires were distributed to 

500 students who had completed one semester at the 

university. All of them were from four secondary colleges in 

Zhanjiang University of Science and Technology. 

 
3.4 Sampling Technique 

 

The 40 questionnaires for the pilot test passed three 

experts’ Item-Objective Consistency Index (IOC) scores. 

Secondly, the researcher conducted a large-scale test offline. 

Following the pilot test, the researcher handed out 500 

questionnaires to the intended respondents, and 500 responses 

were satisfactory feedback. Thirdly, the researcher used 

AMOS to assess this feedback data. Confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) was employed to value the convergence’s 

validity and accuracy. These measurement methods 

guaranteed the model’s validity and dependability. 

Finally, based on the above efforts, the researcher adopted 

structural equation modeling (SEM) to investigate the causal 

linkages between the variables. The results confirmed that the 

study’s conceptual framework meets the data and the study 

meets the intended effect. As demonstrated by the specific 

sampling in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Sample Units and Sample Size 

Secondary Colleges 
Population  

Size 

Proportional  

Sample Size 

Management College 960 127 

Accounting College 978 129 

Foreign Languages College 930 122 

Secondary Colleges 
Population  

Size 

Proportional  

Sample Size 

Economics and Finance College 930 122 

Total 3798 500 

Source: Constructed by author 

 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

 

4.1 Demographic Information 
 

Demographic information collected was on the gender, 

grades, and association activities experience of the 

participants. 500 questionnaires were distributed to students 

in four Zhanjiang University of Science and Technology 

secondary schools. Of the 500 respondents, there were 236 

males and 264 females, accounting for 47.2% and 52.8% 

respectively. There were 275 (55%) seniors and 225 (45%) 

juniors. There were 305 (61%) students who studied for one 

to two years and 195 (39%) students who studied for three to 

four years. The demographic information of the specific 

sampling in Table 2 demonstrates this. 

 
Table 2: Demographic Profile 

Demographic and General Data 

(N=500) 
Frequency Percentage 

Gender male 236 47.2% 

female 264 52.8% 

 

Grade 

Seniors 275 55% 

Juniors 225 45% 

Association 

Activities 

Experience 

For 1-2 years 305 61% 

For 3-4 years 195 39% 

 

4.2 Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 
 

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was adopted to 

measure each variable of the conceptual framework. The 

measurement results showed that the 28 scale items for the 

seven variables were significant. The factor loading values for 

each scale item were acceptable, indicating that this study's 

conceptual framework was a good fit. All the study factor 

loading values were greater than 0.50, all the study p-values 

were less than 0.05, all the construct reliabilities were greater 

than 0.70, and all the mean extracted variances were greater 

than 0.46. Therefore, the estimates were all significant. These 

values are shown in Table 3. 
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Table 3: Confirmatory Factor Analysis Result, Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE)  

   

Table 4 displays the square roots of the level differences 

extracted, and these values indicate that the correlations 

between all the variables in this study are appropriate. The 

CFA test adopted GFI, AGFI, NFI, CFI, TLI, CFI, and 

RMSEA as model fit indicators. 

 
Table 4: Goodness of Fit for Measurement Model 

Fit Index Acceptable Criteria 
Statistical 

Values  

CMIN/DF 
<5 (Al-Mamary & Shamsuddin, 2015; 
Awang, 2012) 

2.488 

GFI ≥0.85 (Sica & Ghisi, 2007) 0.899 

AGFI ≥0.8 (Sica & Ghisi, 2007) 0.875 

NFI ≥0.8 (Wu & Wang, 2006) 0.877 

IFI ≥0.8 (Bollen, 1989) 0.923 

TLI ≥0.8 (Sharma et al., 2005)  0.910 

CFI ≥0.9 (Bentler, 1990) 0.922 

RMSEA <0.08 (Pedroso et al., 2016) 0.055 

Model 

Summary 

 Acceptable  

Model Fit 

Remark: CMIN/DF=the ratio of the chi-square value to the degree of 
freedom, GFI=goodness-of-fit index, AGFI=adjusted goodness-of-fit index, 

NFI=normalized fit index, IFI=Incremental Fit Indices, TLI=Tucker Lewis 

index, CFI=comparative fit index and RMSEA=root mean square error of 
approximation 

 
Table 5 shows the convergent and discriminant validity 

of this study. These values were validated to be acceptable. 

All the measurements validated the validity of the structural 

model estimated in this study. 

 
Table 5: Discriminant Validity 

 SIT GBSE PSS SS ICD CCI BEL 

SIT 0.464       

GBSE 0.320 0.688      

PSS 0.308 0.243 0.549     

SS 0.261 0.247 0.457 0.461    

ICD 0.219 0.208 0.183 0.228 0.559   

CCI 0.223 0.363 0.266 0.230 0.194 0.599  

BEL 0.283 0.261 0.246 0.250 0.234 0.257 0.468 

Note: The diagonally listed value is the AVE square roots of the variables 
Source: Created by the author. 

 

4.3 Structural Equation Model (SEM)   
 

According to Awang (2012), the Chi-square/degrees-of-

freedom (CMIN/DF) ratio for model fit measures was less 

than 5.00, which was also supported by Al-Mamary and 

Shamsuddin (2015). Sica and Ghisi (2007) suggested that 

GFI should be equal to 0.85 or greater and AGFI should be 

0.80 or greater. Wu and Wang (2006) suggested that NFI 

should be equal to 0.80 or greater. Bentler (1990) suggested 

that the CFI was 0.80 or greater. Sharma et al. (2005) 

suggested that TLI was 0.80 or greater. Hu and Bentler (1999) 

suggested that the RMSEA was less than 0.08. The 

researchers used SPSS AMOS version 26 for the SEM 

calculations and adjusted the model. The fit index results for 

this study presented a good fit. CMIN/df=3.402, GFI=0.851, 

AGFI=0.823, NFI=0.825, IFI=0.870, TLI=0.856, CFI=0.869, 

and RMSEA=0.069. Table 6. demonstrates these values. 

 

Table 6: Goodness of Fit for Structural Model 

Fit Index Acceptable Criteria 
Statistical 

Values  

CMIN/DF 
<5 (Al-Mamary & Shamsuddin, 2015; 

Awang, 2012) 
3.402 

GFI ≥0.85 (Sica & Ghisi, 2007) 0.851 

AGFI ≥0.8 (Sica & Ghisi, 2007) 0.823 

NFI ≥0.8 (Wu & Wang, 2006) 0.825 

IFI ≥0.8 (Bollen, 1989) 0.870 

TLI ≥0.8 (Sharma et al., 2005)  0.856 

CFI ≥0.9 (Bentler, 1990) 0.869 

RMSEA <0.08 (Pedroso et al., 2016) 0.069 

Model 

Summary 

 Acceptable  

Model Fit 

Remark: CMIN/DF=the ratio of the chi-square value to the degree of 

freedom, GFI=goodness-of-fit index, AGFI=adjusted goodness-of-fit index, 

NFI=normalized fit index, IFI=Incremental Fit Indices, TLI=Tucker Lewis 
index, CFI=comparative fit index and RMSEA=root mean square error of 

approximation 

 

4.4 Research Hypothesis Testing Result 
 

Based on the regression weights and R2 variances for 

each variable, the researcher calculated the significance of 

the study model. Table 7. presents the results of the 

calculations. These results supported all the study hypotheses. 

Social Interaction Ties impacted Group-based Self-esteem 

(β=0.398), Social Interaction Ties impacted Sense of 

Belonging (β=0.197), Group-based Self-esteem impacted 

Sense of Belonging (β=0.150), Perceived Supervisor 

Support impacted Sense of Belonging (β=0.123), Social 

Support impacted Sense of Belonging (β=0.117), 

Variables 
Source of Questionnaire 

(Measurement Indicator) 

No. of 

Item 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

Factors 

Loading 
CR AVE 

Social Interaction Ties (SIT) Guo and Cheng (2016) 3 0.713 0.604-0.765 0.720 0.464 

Group-based Self-esteem (GBSE) Guo and Cheng (2016) 3 0.868 0.811-0.861 0.868 0.688 

Perceived Supervisor Support (PSS) Okolie et al. (2021) 4 0.820 0.551-0.863 0.825 0.549 

Social support (SS) Pang (2020) 4 0.766 0.536-0.819 0.768 0.461 

Institutional commitment to diversity (ICD) Yaw (2021) 4 0.833 0.653-0.816 0.834 0.559 

Cross-cultural interaction (CCI) Yaw (2021) 7 0.912 0.709-0.841 0.912 0.599 

Sense of belonging (BEL) Yaw (2021) 3 0.708 0.553-0.810 0.720 0.468 
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Institutional Commitment to Diversity impacted Sense of 

Belonging (β=0.128), and Cross-cultural Interaction 

impacted Sense of Belonging (β=0.138). 
                                  

Table 7: Hypothesis Results of the Structural Equation Modeling 

Hypothesis (β) t-value Result 

H1: SIT→GBSE 0.398  6.620*  Supported 

H2: SIT→BEL 0.197  2.933* Supported 

H3: GBSE →BEL 0.150  2.458* Supported 

H4: PSS→BEL 0.123  2.306* Supported 

H5: SS→BEL 0.117  2.098* Supported 

H6: ICD→BEL 0.128  2.357* Supported 

H7: CCI→BEL 0.138  2.639* Supported 

Note: * p<0.05 
Source: Created by the author  
 

As Table 7 shows, the researcher concluded that 

establishing H1 indicated that social interaction ties were one 

of the key drivers of group-based self-esteem, with a 

criterion coefficient value of 0.398 in its structural path. The 

establishment of H2 indicated that Social Interaction Ties 

were one of the key drivers of a Sense of Belonging, with a 

criterion coefficient value of 0.197 in its structural path. The 

establishment of H3 indicated that Group-based Self-esteem 

was one of the key drivers of Sense of Belonging with a 

criterion coefficient value of 0.150 in its structural path. The 

establishment of H4 indicated that Perceived Supervisor 

Support was one of the key drivers of Sense of Belonging, 

with a criterion coefficient value of 0.123 in its structural 

path. The establishment of H5 indicated that Social Support 

was one of the key drivers of a Sense of Belonging, with a 

standard coefficient value of 0.117 in its structural path. The 

establishment of H6 indicated that Institutional Commitment 

to Diversity was one of the key drivers of a Sense of 

Belonging, with a standard coefficient value of 0.128 in its 

structural path. The establishment of H7 indicated that 

Cross-cultural Interaction was one of the key drivers of a 

Sense of Belonging, with a standard coefficient value of 

0.128 in its structural path. 

 
5. Conclusion and Recommendation 
 

5.1 Conclusion and Discussion 

 
Combining the geographical location of Zhanjiang City 

and the status of private universities in Guangdong Province, 

the researcher objectively analyzed the shortcomings of 

association activities in strengthening students' belonging. 

On this basis, the researcher combined the researcher's 

observation and thinking in Zhanjiang University of Science 

and Technology to determine the research direction. 

This study used qualitative and quantitative research to 

explore the factors that affect students' group-based self-

esteem and sense of belonging in private universities in 

Zhanjiang, China. This part mainly summarizes the 

important findings and significance of this research. 

The researcher further examined the relationship between 

the variables through confirmatory factor analysis and 

constructed equation models. Through factor analysis and 

correlation regression analysis, the hypothesis proposed by 

the researcher in the study was verified, the relationship 

between the seven variables was further determined, and the 

study results were finally formed. 

As an intermediate variable, social interaction ties 

impacted group-based self-esteem and directly impacted 

students' sense of belonging. The results showed that social 

interaction ties significantly impacted group-based self-

esteem and sense of belonging. Among the exogenous 

variables, cross-cultural interaction significantly impacted 

students' sense of belonging, followed by social interaction 

ties and institutional commitment to diversity. Institutional 

commitment to diversity and perceived supervisor support 

also significantly impacted students' sense of belonging. 

In theory, this study aims to explore the factors that affect 

students' basic self-esteem and sense of belonging through 

community activities in private universities in Zhanjiang. 

This study has important theoretical significance and 

practical value for private colleges and universities to 

improve students' sense of belonging. Firstly, this study's 

results help broaden the idea of applying the previous theory. 

Secondly, the results of this study are helpful to broaden the 

ways to improve the sense of belonging of college students. 

Thirdly, the result of this study is conducive to arousing the 

attention of the academic circle for the belongingness of 

college students in private universities. Fourthly, the results 

of this study help the academic community propose specific 

measures to enhance students' sense of belonging in private 

colleges and universities.  

In practice, this study innovates the path of college 

students' self-management. It is helpful to the conformance 

development of Zhanjiang Institute of Science and 

Technology. This study broadens the path for student 

management in private universities in Zhanjiang. It broadens 

the path for private universities in China to enhance students' 

sense of belonging. 

 

5.2 Recommendation 

 
The statistics supported the seven research hypotheses of 

this paper. This indicated that this study achieved the 

research objectives. Therefore, to make the association 

activities more effective, managers in private universities in 

Zhanjiang, China, could increase their management through 

association activities by the factors that affect student group-

based self-esteem and sense of belonging. 
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In China, association activities are important to college 

students' studies and lives. The administrators of every 

university should organize and guide the formation of 

student associations. Compared with public universities, 

students in private universities in China have their 

particularities. For example, although their ability to learn 

knowledge is relatively low, their ability to socialize is 

relatively strong, and their desire to organize societies and 

show their various talents is relatively strong. However, 

China's private university association activities have many 

relatively low-quality shortcomings, so they cannot meet the 

needs of students. This study takes students of private 

colleges and universities in Zhanjiang as the research object 

and studies the factors that affect students' sense of belonging 

through association activities. It has important reference 

value for private universities to organize high-quality 

association activities to strengthen students' sense of 

belonging. 

Based on the research of relevant literature, this paper 

combined the function of association activities to screen out 

six factors affecting the Sense of Belonging (BEL). They are 

Social Interaction Ties (SIT), Group-based Self-esteem 

(GBSE), Perceived Supervisor Support (PSS), Social 

Support (SS), Institutional Commitment to Diversity (ICD), 

Cross-cultural Interaction (CCI). Then, according to the 

status quo of private college students' sense of belonging and 

association activities in reality, the researchers developed six 

independent variables for this study. In China, private 

universities can take the initiative to guide students in 

carrying out association activities to enhance students' sense 

of belonging, according to the variables in this study. Based 

on the results of the previous five chapters, the researcher put 

forward some suggestions for reference only. 

Firstly, according to the research result, social interaction 

significantly impacts group-based self-esteem and sense of 

belonging through association activities; the researcher 

suggests that private universities promote students' sense of 

belonging by guiding interactions within student 

associations. In private universities, student associations are 

groups formed according to the hobbies and interests of 

students. Effective interaction between association members 

helps improve their social skills and group-based self-esteem. 

However, in Zhanjiang private universities, some 

associations' members are too large, so the interaction 

between members is limited. Therefore, the school should 

put forward the conditions for the formation of the 

association, such as the number of members of the 

association, the frequency of the association activities, the 

coverage rate of the association activities, and so on. 

Secondly, according to the research result, group-based 

self-esteem significantly impacts the sense of belonging 

through association activities. The researcher suggests that 

private universities promote students' sense of belonging by 

protecting association-based self-esteem. In line with the 

characteristics of activities, college student associations can 

be roughly divided into academic associations, 

Entertainment Associations, and Voluntary Service 

Associations. They are different in the characteristics and 

purposes of activities, but they all have the role of cultivating 

students' sense of belonging. Students in different 

associations will develop a corresponding group-based self-

esteem for the association, characterized by self-protection 

and not allowing other groups to discriminate and insult. 

Therefore, the school should treat different clubs equally and 

prevent the bad behavior of the clubs from discriminating 

against each other or attacking each other. At the same time, 

schools should also take measures to promote different 

student communities to understand each other and expand 

the range of communication based on the community to 

enhance the sense of belonging. 

Thirdly, according to the research result, perceived 

supervisor support significantly impacts the sense of 

belonging through association activities; the researcher 

suggests private universities enhance students' sense of 

belonging by mobilizing administrators and teachers at all 

levels to participate in student association activities. 

Although college student association activities are 

independently established and managed by college students, 

the school must hold onto it. Compared with students in 

public colleges and universities, students in private colleges 

and universities need more guidance, supervision, and 

support from school administrators psychologically. In the 

university, the supervisor's support refers to the support 

(including material support, financial support, and spiritual 

support) from all the faculty and staff of the school. Only 

when students feel the support from the school can they 

develop their love and sense of belonging to the school. 

Fourthly, according to the research result, social support 

significantly impacts the sense of belonging through 

association activities; the researcher suggests private 

universities strengthen students' sense of belonging by 

finding social support for student associations. In China, 

society usually regards the students of private universities as 

the group with low learning ability. However, the healthy 

growth of college students needs the participation and 

support of society. The encouragement of society can make 

students feel society's attention so that they can recognize 

and show gratitude to society. Therefore, schools should act 

as intermediaries. On the one hand, they should seek more 

opportunities to participate in social activities. On the other 

hand, guide social organizations to make students feel 

respect and recognition from society by funding student 

associations. 

Fifthly, according to the research result, cross-cultural 

interaction significantly impacts the sense of belonging 

through association activities in private universities; the 
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researcher suggests private universities enhance students' 

sense of belonging by providing an institutional platform for 

cultural interaction. In line with the study, student sense of 

being accepted and imitated in cultural interactions increases 

their sense of belonging. Students in private colleges and 

universities in Zhanjiang come from many different places; 

they grew up in different cultures. Although most students 

come from Guangdong Province, they have different 

regional cultures and environments. Association activities 

function by integrating different cultures. Therefore, schools 

can use association activities to provide students with a 

platform for cultural interaction and transform different 

cultures into factors for them to learn from each other. 

Finally, according to the research result, institutional 

commitment to diversity significantly impacts the sense of 

belonging through association activities; the researcher 

suggests that private universities boost student affiliation by 

making good on their commitments to association activities. 

The degree to which an organization delivers on its promises 

reflects the integrity of the organization (Nora & Cabrera, 

1993). Universities should make appropriate promises to 

students and fulfill them in practice. For example, the 

financial support, personnel participation, and material help 

promised by the university to the association should be 

fulfilled on time so that students can feel the integrity of the 

university and enhance their sense of belonging. 

 

5.3 Limitation and Further Study 
 

Based on relevant theories and data, this study adopts the 

method of combining qualitative and quantitative research. 

The research results have certain theoretical and practical 

significance and are worth popularizing. However, due to the 

limited objective conditions and regulatory conditions, this 

study also has limitations. 

Firstly, the results of this study have time limitations. 

Traverso et al. (2013) believed that things are eternally 

developing and that any research results are the unity of 

finiteness and infinity in time. This study started in October 

2022 to search the literature to identify suitable variables. 

The questionnaire was completed in January 2023, the 

measurement of expert IOC was passed in March, the pre-

test of 30 samples was completed in April, and 500 

questionnaires were handed out and collected in June. 

Although this process is consistent, with the expansion of the 

scale of Zhanjiang University of Science and Technology, the 

type, quantity, and quality of student association activities 

are also undergoing corresponding changes. In all likelihood, 

the factors affecting students' sense of belonging through 

association activities may also change. 

Secondly, the results have spatial limitations. Snir and Yu 

(2005) believed that the finiteness of space is universal and 

that man is the subject of space. There are two private 

universities in Zhanjiang: Zhanjiang University of Science 

and Technology in the city and Lianjiang College of Arts and 

Sciences in the county. Due to geographical differences, 

students in the former are more than students in the latter, 

and their student associations are also different. Although 

students from the two schools are regarded as the target 

population, the research samples are from Zhanjiang 

University of Science and Technology. Therefore, the results 

of this study may be partially consistent with the factors 

affecting students' sense of belonging at Lianjiang College of 

Arts and Sciences and other colleges and universities. So, the 

result may have some limitations in promotion. 

Finally, the research object has some limitations. 

Zhanjiang University of Science and Technology has ten 

schools with more than 30,000 students. However, to save on 

research costs, only 500 questionnaires were distributed in 

this study. This study only selected juniors and seniors from 

four schools (Management College, Accounting College, 

Foreign Languages College, Economics and Finance 

College), so the samples did not cover all college students. 

Therefore, important samples may be omitted in this study. 

On the one hand, all the real data may not be obtained in this 

study; on the other hand, the study results may not apply to 

some students. 

According to the limitations of the objective statement, 

the author will conduct a further follow-up investigation, 

such as a certain amount of questionnaire survey and data 

analysis every school year, and then revise and adjust the 

research results based on this study. 
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