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Choosing Your Sports Partners: Assessing Selection Preferences Through 
Observational and Experimental Studies
Rob Franken a, Hidde Bekhuis a, and Jochem Tolsma a,b

aRadboud University Nijmegen; bUniversity of Groningen

ABSTRACT
Previous research has demonstrated the positive impact of doing sports together on maintaining 
physical activity levels. Yet, there remains a gap in understanding the selection processes leading to 
sports partnerships. We address this question using a two-study design. Study 1 examines longitudinal 
ego-network data; we analyze data of 1,222 sports partnerships among 409 Dutch university students. 
We find that emotional closeness, rather than skill similarity, is a key determinant of sports partnership 
continuation over time. We do not find that the sports setting in which sports partnerships are embedded 
(i.e. sports clubs, informal groups, commercial gyms, unorganized settings) affect the stability of sports 
partnerships. Study 2 employs a discrete choice experiment, in which individuals are tasked to choose 
a sports partner out of choice-sets consisting of three sports partners who vary in the types of motivations 
and resources they offer (i.e. social comparison, knowledge, companionship, encouragement). People 
express a strong preference for sports partners who emphasize social aspects of sports, but as individuals 
become more active, sports partners who emphasize social comparison and who are knowledgeable 
about sports gain attractiveness. We discuss the implications of these findings for tailored strategies 
leveraging social networks to promote sports participation.
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Sports are often socially structured, with social connections and 
encounters playing a crucial role in driving participation (Eime 
et al., 2008). This applies not only to team sports, but also to 
individualistic sports activities like running (Franken et al.,  
2023a) and fitness (Whiteman-Sandland et al., 2018). Studies 
indicate that meeting and socializing with friends form impor
tant motives for participation (Crane & Temple, 2015) and that 
sports partnerships can positively impact participation rates 
(Franken et al., 2022). Social relations in sports have further 
been argued to bolster social capital, through volunteering, help
ing and civic involvement (Putnam, 2000; Schüttoff et al., 2018).

Despite the convincing research on the benefits of social rela
tions in sports, a notable gap remains in understanding the 
processes through which social relations in sports develop 
(Dalen & Seippel, 2021). These so-called selection processes are 
crucial, as they frame the scope of an individual’s exposure to 
positive social influence and other social resources (Centola & van 
de Rijt, 2015). Our everyday social environments provide oppor
tunities to establish valuable sports partnerships, yet the benefits 
of such partnerships rely on individuals actively choosing to join 
up for sports and maintain their involvement over time.

Sporting together helps individuals in keeping active. 
Therefore, a key question for policymakers and sports profes
sionals is how to effectively promote collaborative sports par
ticipation. Consequently, this paper delves into people’s 
decision-making when choosing others to do sports activities 
with. We aim to answer the following question: Who do people 
choose as their sports partners?

The present studies

In this paper, we discuss two studies to answer this question. 
Understanding how people can be encouraged to take part in 
sports together begins with investigating the dynamics of real- 
life sporting networks. Within these networks, some sports 
partnerships persist while others dissolve over time. 
Therefore, in Study 1, we leverage longitudinal data on social 
networks, of Dutch university students. We focus on the ego- 
network, comprising an individual (ego) and their most 
important sports partners (alters). We investigate the charac
teristics of the ego-alter combination (i.e., dyad) contributing 
to sports partnerships maintenance.

Sports partners can offer a range of informational and 
motivational support. This includes engaging in social com
parison (Diel, Broeker, et al., 2021), offering knowledge about 
training and technique (Sheridan et al., 2014), providing com
panionship (Ullrich-French & Smith, 2009), and offering ver
bal encouragement (Sahli et al., 2020). To effectively get people 
to take up sports together, it is crucial to understand the 
motivations and resources sought in sports partners. This 
can inform the potential of different social network-based 
behavior change strategies, such as emphasizing competition, 
social enjoyment, or knowledge exchange. Therefore, Study 2 
involves a discrete choice experiment (DCE). In our DCE, 
conducted within a large-sample Dutch survey, respondents 
were presented with sets of hypothetical sports partners. These 
partners varied experimentally in the types of informational 
and motivational resources they offered. Respondents then 
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chose the one they preferred for engaging in shared sporting 
activities.

We contribute to the literature in several ways. Although social 
network analysis is gaining prominence in sports research 
(Wäsche et al., 2017), our Study 1 advances prior research 
(Dalen & Seippel, 2021) by using dynamic data on students’ social 
sporting networks and rich information on dyad characteristics. 
Study 2 provides unique information about individuals’ prefer
ences regarding social motivations from sports partners. Our 
choice experiment complements our observational study in 
three ways. First, our choice experiment controls the opportunity 
structures for sports partnerships at the outset, enabling the iso
lation of selection preferences. Second, our choice approach miti
gates common challenges associated with observational ego- 
network data. This includes idiosyncrasies regarding the direction 
of relationship change (i.e., originating with the ego, the alter or 
through coordinated agency) and temporal order (i.e., whether 
sports partnership attributes are the cause or consequence of 
relationship change). Third, since our methodology uses fictive 
choice-scenarios, we are not limited to explore attraction toward 
sports partner traits solely among currently active individuals. We 
can include individuals currently inactive, enabling us to explore 
how the potential of social networks may be different in drawing 
individuals into shared sports activities versus keeping them 
engaged. Given the gendered nature of sports (Theberge, 2000), 
we will also explore how preferences for sports partner traits vary 
across the genders.

To answer our research question, we will first present 
theoretical ideas about determinants of social relations in 
sports, leading to the formulation of testable hypotheses. 
Next, we will elaborate on the data, methods and results of 
Study 1, followed by a similar description of Study 2. In con
cluding this paper, we will theoretically reflect on our findings, 
and discuss the implications for initiatives aimed at promoting 
sports participation.

Theoretical expectations

The objective of Study 1 is to identify the factors that influence the 
probability that sports partnerships in students’ sporting networks 
are maintained over time. We will introduce three mechanisms.

First, doing sports together and developing sports part
nerships likely primarily revolves around the sporting 
activity itself. Hence, when deciding whom to engage in 
sports activities with, the attributes of the dyad that are 
instrumental to the sporting endeavor are likely to play 
a role. We expect that shared sports activities are more 
gratifying if individuals (ego and alter) are more similar in 
their sporting skills and performances. This similarity leads 
to smoother coordination during sports activities, as skill 
and performance differentials could make it difficult for 
one individual to keep up with the other. Sports psychol
ogy research shows that athletes tend to compare their 
abilities and performance to that of sports partners, and 
that the (perceived) standing of comparison targets impacts 
individuals’ motivation and performance (Diel, Grelle, 
et al., 2021). Especially effective in enhancing motivation 
are social comparisons against attainable standards (Diel, 
Broeker, et al., 2021). This means having sports partners 

whose performance and skill are neither out of reach nor 
already achieved. Extreme skill gaps, on the other hand, 
may lead to declining motivation and increasing tendencies 
of disengagement.

Secondly, we know that sports and shared participation are not 
only about being physically active and the sport itself, but also 
about meaningful social interactions. According to the social 
production function theory (Lindenberg, 1996), people strive for 
both physical and social wellbeing. Beyond physical benefits, 
derived through the stimulus and activity provided, doing sports 
together fosters social wellbeing through social aspects. It helps 
develop shared values and norms (Eccles & Barber, 1999), refines 
social identity (Barber et al., 2005), and creates affection through 
feelings of friendship (Fujimoto et al., 2018). This shows that 
sports have important social functions. From this perspective, 
individuals likely tend to pursue sports partnerships primarily 
with alters to whom they are emotionally close, as it is particularly 
these close alters who can contribute to the social “needs” of 
sports.

Last, social network research shows that social relations often 
originate in larger extra-network social structures (Feld, 1981). 
This is no different in the context of sports. Sports partnerships are 
often formed and nurtured within sports clubs, commercial gyms, 
or in informal group settings (Borgers et al., 2016). These social 
contexts can be seen as foci around which people organize their 
shared sports activities. A notable difference between different 
types of social sporting contexts lies in their level of “heaviness” 
or demands (Scheerder & Seghers, 2016). Club-sports, character
ized by formal organizational structures, facilities, and their rules 
and expectations can be considered “heavy.” Informal group 
activities or shared gym sessions, on the other hand, can be seen 
as “light” sporting contexts. The visible and formalized structures 
of club-sport settings likely promote routine and commitment 
(Giddens, 1984), due to formalized (long term) membership 
agreements, scheduled training sessions, and dependence on 
sports facilities. This may not only positively affect patterns of 
involvement (Borgers et al., 2016) but also result in more stable 
sporting relations. In contrast, participation in informal or light 
sports settings may coincide with more fluctuation in participa
tion patterns and churn in sports partnerships.

Based on the previous, we can formulate the following 
hypotheses:

H1: Sports partnerships are less likely to be maintained when 
skill differences between ego and alter are larger.

H2: Sports partnerships are more likely to be maintained 
when ego and alter are emotionally closer.

H3: Sports partnerships are more likely to be maintained in 
club-organized than in non-club-organized sports settings.

Previous experimental research has shown that tie formation 
in (online) health networks is unaffected by sports or fitness 
characteristics of dyads but is instead driven by selection based 
on familiar demographics (Centola & van de Rijt, 2015). Using 
unique dynamic data on sports partnerships, Study 1 enables 
us to test whether selection patterns in naturalistic networks, 
rather than experimental networks, depend on sports 
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characteristics of the dyad (H1) and/or familiarity and emo
tional connection (H2). Despite the numerous positive out
comes associated with sports club membership (Eime et al.,  
2010) and the argument that clubs act as “social glue” binding 
communities (Putnam, 2000), it remains unexplored how club 
membership relates to the stability of sports partnerships (H3).

Using Study 2, we mitigate the notorious challenge of dis
cerning preferences within observational social network data 
by employing a conjoint experiment, which controls for 
opportunities at the outset. Using this methodology, we are 
not limited to studying preferences for individuals currently 
active in sports but also for those currently inactive. We will 
tease out individuals’ selection preferences for different types 
of resources their (potential) sports partners may offer and 
investigate how these preferences vary according to indivi
duals’ activity level and gender.

Sports partners may provide various types of social moti
vation. They may be more focused on the social aspects of 
sports, for instance when sports partners produce compa
nionship and encourage each other. Other motivations are 
more instrumental to performance and competence, such as 
when sports partners stress performance comparison or com
pete, or when they provide knowledge on the right training 
and technique. We expect that individuals currently not 
engaged in sports activities are especially likely to be drawn 
into sports by alters who emphasize the social aspect and 
enjoyment of the activity. As individuals become more 
involved and accumulate experience, their motivation for 
engaging in sports may shift toward pursuing success and 
improving their skills (Pereira et al., 2021). This would lead 
them to become less oriented toward doing sports with others 
who emphasize the social aspects of sports, and instead seek 
sports partners who are capable of providing motivational 
resources to aid their progress, such as guidance on training 
methods and techniques, along with competitive challenge. 
Additionally, sports performance may be an important social 
status determinant in a sports context (Gadžić & Vučković,  
2009). This makes individuals who are more experienced in 
sports more prone to social comparisons as a means to 
expressing their social status.

Literature from sports psychology suggests that male and 
female athletes differ in their sports motivation. Whereas 
female athletes are more often driven by social motives, such 
as affiliation, male athletes more often report to be driven by 
achievement and competition (Deaner et al., 2016; Pereira 
et al., 2021). This may be attributed, in part, to the greater 
importance of sports performance in determining social status 
in men compared to women (Chase & Dummer, 1993). 
Despite previous research indicating gender differences in 
sports motivations, it has not been assessed whether this 
translates into varying selection preferences for sports partners 
among men and women.

Based on this, we formulate a second set of hypotheses 
which we will be able to test in Study 2:

H4: Encouragement and companionship are less attractive 
sports partner motivations for individuals currently (more) 
active in sports.

H5: Social comparison and knowledge are more attractive 
sports partner motivations for individuals currently (more) 
active in sports.

H6: Encouragement and companionship are more attractive 
sports partner motivations for women compared to men.

H7: Social comparison and knowledge are more attractive 
sports partner motivations for men compared to women.

Study 1

Data

For Study 1, we use waves 1–3 of the “Sports and Friendships” 
study (Franken et al., 2023b). This is a longitudinal panel 
dataset of ego-networks of Dutch university students, collected 
during the academic year 2022–2023. Our surveys included 
multiple repeated name generator questions to tap into differ
ent types of social relations students have. Most importantly 
for this study, students were asked about their most important 
sports partners. We also measured other salient social rela
tions: friends, confidants and study partners. Details about our 
data collection procedure and our approach to measuring 
social networks can be found in Appendix A.

In total, our working sample consists of 1,222 unique sports 
partnerships of 409 egos, which we observed 1,426 times. Note 
that our sample excludes family relations, amounting to less 
than 7% of all sports partnerships in our data. Descriptive 
statistics of egos and their sports partners are presented in 
Appendix A. Access to our datasets and replication of our 
analyses is possible using our replication website: https://sports 
partners.netlify.app/.

Measures

Dependent variable: Sports partnership
Our dependent variable is a binary indicator of whether 
a sports partnership of ego at time t is maintained at t + 1 
(1=yes, 0=no).

Main predictors
We included several predictors of sports partnership mainte
nance at time t. We measured sports-related attributes of ego 
and sports partners. In wave 1 (September 2022), respondents 
were prompted to choose from a list of 14 types of sports 
activities (fitness, running, football, . . .), the activities they 
had engaged in over the past year. In order to provide 
a comprehensive overview, respondents were also given the 
opportunity to specify up to three additional sports types. 
Respondents were then asked about the social sporting envir
onment in which they predominantly participated in these 
sports types: as a member of “a sports club,” “a commercial 
gym,” “an informal group setting” or “alone, unorganized.” 
Additionally, for each activity selected, respondents were asked 
to indicate their frequency of participation. Categories ranged 
from “less than once a month” to “7 times per week or more 
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often.” They were further asked to rate their skill level on a 10- 
point scale. Subsequently, respondents were asked which of the 
reported sports types they did most often together with each of 
the listed sports partners. They then estimated the frequency of 
participation and skill level of their sports partners in the 
assigned sports type.

In wave 2 (January 2023), respondents were asked whether 
they participated in the sports types reported at wave 1 over the 
past semester. They could once more specify three additional 
sports types. For each activity selected, respondents were again 
asked to indicate their frequency of participation and skill 
level. They also reported on their sports partners frequency 
of participation and skill level.

Firstly, we are interested in the impact of skill differences 
between ego and alter on the persistence of sports partner
ships. To measure ego-alter skill difference, we computed 
the absolute difference between the skill level of ego and 
alter (M = 1.25, SD = 1.18). This measure was included in 
our models along with ego’s skill level (M = 6.80, SE = 1.45) 
to predict sports partnership maintenance.

Secondly, we included dummies to measure the social sports 
environment in which ego and the sports partner participate in 
sports (i.e., sports club, commercial gym, informal group, 
unorganized; 1=yes, 0=no). In wave 2, although social sporting 
contexts were not measured, it was assumed that the sports 
activities ego continued to participate in from wave 1 remained 
within the same context. The social sporting context of new 
types of sports activities listed in wave 2 were coded as missing.

Lastly, we measured the emotional closeness of the dyad by 
asking respondents how close they were to each alter at t. This 
measure ranged from 1 (not close) − 4 (very close).

Control variables
Within our models, we account for various explanations for 
the maintenance or dissolution of sports partnerships. At the 
dyad-level, we took into account traditional explanations for 
tie dissolution (Marin & Hampton, 2019). We controlled for 
relationship duration (in years), as sports partnerships may be 
more likely to be endured when individuals have known each 
other for longer time. We also included communication fre
quency, ranging from 1 (“never”) − 7 (“almost every day”). We 
included geographical proximity, dummy-coded as (1) “same 
house”, (2) “same municipality,” and (3) “different municipal
ity,” as the maintenance of sports partnerships requires (phy
sical) meeting opportunities. We included dummies reflecting 
the gender composition of the dyad, with the combinations 
man-man, woman-woman, and man-woman (serving as the 
reference category), expecting same-gender partnerships to be 
more stable. We also controlled for the other social roles sports 
partners may have at time t: best friend, confidant, and/or study 
partner (1=yes, 0=no). To address the possibility of sports 
partnerships ending due to ego having replacement candidates, 
we controlled for the number of other sports partners at time 
t engaging in the same activity type as ego and the particular 
sports partner. We also controlled for the sports frequency of 
the dyad, by taking the average of the weekly participation of 

ego and alter in their shared activity type at t, because the 
continuation of sports partnerships depend on whether con
tinued opportunities for shared sports activities are produced 
by ego and alter. Finally, we incorporated observation periods 
into our analyses, to address potential period-specific effects, 
or variations in sports partnership maintenance between waves 
1–2 (coded 0) and waves 2–3 (coded 1).

Analytical strategy

We use logit models to model our dichotomous variable 
reflecting whether sports partnerships are maintained at t +1. 
To account for the nesting structure of our data, we use 
a multilevel logit model. This takes into account the interde
pendency of sports partners reported by the same ego (Snijders 
& Bosker, 2012). The period of measurement (between wave 
1–2 or between waves 2–3) was included as a fixed-effect. 
Random slopes for our main predictors were excluded due to 
their minimal variance. A likelihood ratio test showed their 
inclusion did not enhance model fit.

We computed average marginal effects (AME), which 
represent the average change of the probability that a sports 
partnership is maintained, for a one-unit change in the expla
natory variable of interest. For reasons of parsimony, in the 
main text we only show results with respect to the average 
marginal effects of our main predictors. A more complete 
overview of AMEs of all control variables, as well as the under
lying multilevel logit model results, can be found in Appendix 
B. For AMEs, we report the bootstrap generated 95% confi
dence intervals (Tolsma, 2023).

Results

Who stays our sports partner?
Figure 1 shows the average marginal effects (AME) on the 
maintenance of sports partnerships. We expected sports part
nerships with large skill gaps to be less likely to endure due to 
difficulties in coordinating sports activities (H1). However, our 
findings do not support this: partnerships characterized by 
higher skill differences do not face a greater risk of dissolution.

Instead of individuals’ sporting skills, a key determinant of 
sports partnership maintenance is emotional closeness. Sports 
partnerships characterized by greater emotional closeness are 
more likely to persist (AME = 0.053, SE = 0.021), in line with 
our expectation. This effect is substantial: on average across all 
respondents in our dataset, a one-point increase on the 4-point 
emotional closeness scale drives a 5% point increase in the 
probability of sports partnership maintenance.

Finally, against our expectations, we do not find that sports 
partnerships in club-organized settings are more stable than 
are relations in different sporting settings. If anything, doing 
sports together in (commercial) gyms enhances the longevity 
of sports partnerships (see Appendix B, Table B1), but this 
becomes insignificant after including dyad-level control 
variables.1

1In additional analyses, we used “unorganized” as the reference category to examine how the stability of sports partnerships in various institutional settings compares 
to the absence of a formal setting. However, no significant differences were found.
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Robustness check: Do patterns depend on the type of sport 
activity?
Students reported engaging in multiple sports activities, often 
with different sports partners. Potentially, the observed (de-) 
selection patterns vary depending on the specific type of sport 
performed by ego and alter. Fitness stands out as the most 
popular (shared) activity, accounting for 27% of all sports 
partnership observations. Estimating our model on this subset 
of fitness partners, or on our sample after excluding these 
fitness partnerships, did not yield different results (see our 
replication website).

Study 2

The findings from Study 1 show that sports partnerships are 
less driven by dyadic skill levels, which were initially expected 
to be instrumental to effective collaboration in sports. Instead, 
the driving force behind these partnerships appears to be the 
social aspects, represented by the emotional closeness between 
ego and alter. Our discrete choice experiment in Study 2 
enables us to further test this idea. The hypothetical nature of 
our choice design controls for the meeting opportunities 
required for sports partnerships, enabling us to isolate selec
tion preferences, based on “soft” attributes that are challenging 
to measure in observational studies.

In our discrete choice experiment, respondents were asked 
to imagine a situation in which they had to choose a sports 
partner to join up with. They were then asked to choose one 
sports partner out of three alternatives, presented simulta
neously to them within a so-called choice-set. In these choice- 
set, the features of alternatives vary experimentally in their 
levels, with each alternative describing a sports partner based 
on four types of social motivations or resources offered.

Data

We conducted our choice experiment among members of the 
large sample I&O Research panel in October 2022 (I&O 
Research, n.d.). This is a probability-based online panel of 

people in the Netherlands. Young parents and starters in the 
labor market were recruited for the survey project “Transition 
into Active Living” (TRIAL) in October 2021 (wave 1) and 
October 2022 (wave 2) (Steenbergen et al., 2019). In wave 1, 
respondents were asked to reflect on their sports and physical 
activity at different points in their life. In wave 2, we again 
asked questions about sports activity, and conducted the 
choice experiment. Our working sample consists of 3,206 
panel members who completed wave 2 and participated in 
the choice experiment. More information about the data col
lection and response rates, as well as statistics of key variables 
describing our sample, can be found in Appendix C.

Design

In our discrete choice experiment, respondents choose one 
option out of three alternatives presented simultaneously to 
them within a choice-set. In these choice-sets, the attributes of 
alternatives vary experimentally in their levels. Choice sets are 
then randomly allocated to respondents. We constructed the 
full factorial design containing (34=) 81 standardized alterna
tives. Each alternative described a sports partner based on four 
types of motivation offered (features) that varied experimen
tally in three levels. Choice-sets were constructed by sampling 
three alternatives from the full factorial design without repla
cement. We constructed three choice-sets per respondent. The 
order of the features in choice-sets varied randomly between 
respondents, hence we avoided order effects. Each scenario 
was presented on a separate page. Respondents could not 
skip a choice task. Figure 2 shows an exemplary choice-set of 
a fictive respondent.

Measures

We included sports partner features that reflect the social 
motivations or resources sports partners could offer. These 
features included the degree to which the partner likes to 
compare sports performances (Comparison), their level of 

Figure 1. Average marginal effects on the maintenance of sports partnerships at t+1. Notes: Average marginal effects (AME) represent the average change of the 
probability that the outcome equals 1 (i.e., a sports partner is maintained) for a one-unit change in the explanatory variable of interest. For dichotomous variables, we 
compare a change in predicted value between the reference category (denoted by the unfilled point on the zero line) and the category of interest. For continuous 
variables (indicated in italics), we take the partial derivative. We took both fixed and random effects into account when calculating predicted outcomes. Effects are 
transformed to percentages. Error bars reflect 95% bootstrapped (N=500) confidence intervals. AMEs of control variables and the underlying logistic regression results 
are presented in Appendix B.
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knowledge about training and technique (Knowledge), the 
frequency of verbal encouragement (Encouragement), and 
whether their participation is for serious training or for social 
interaction and fun (Companionship). Thus, we distinguished 
between sport interactions that emphasize the social enjoy
ment of sports (i.e., encouragement and companionship) and 
sport interactions that are more instrumental to performance 
and competence (i.e., comparison and knowledge). Each attri
bute was given three levels (see Table 1): positive (+), neutral 
(±), and negative (-).

The objective of our study was to investigate whether sport 
interactions emphasizing social enjoyment hold greater appeal 
compared to those focused on performance. Additionally, we 
aimed to investigate the degree to which preferences for 
diverse sports partner motivations differed based on indivi
duals’ current activity level and gender.

During wave 2, we assessed respondents’ current invol
vement in sports by asking them whether they had parti
cipated in any sports activities within the last month. 
They were given the option to list up to three types of 

sports activities. To measure their current participation, 
we differentiated between those who indicated no partici
pation in sports (coded as 0) and those who confirmed 
participation (coded as 1). To capture a finer understand
ing of individuals’ participation, we additionally measured 
the frequency of sports participation. For each listed 
sports activity, respondents were asked about their fre
quency of engagement in that specific activity type during 
the previous month, with options ranging from 1 (1–3 
times per month) to 4 (on a daily basis). We aggregated 
the weekly sports sessions for each activity, resulting in 
a cumulative score ranging from 0.5 to 14. For parsi
mony’s sake, we differentiated between those participating 
in sports 3 times per week or more (coded 1; 48% of 
respondents) and those participating less than 3 times 
per week (coded 0), to measure frequent participation. 
We checked whether different thresholds for high and 
low frequency of participation (e.g., > 3 vs. ≤3) affected 
our results, but this was not the case (see our replication 
website).

Figure 2. Screenshot of the CAPI interface of the survey experiment used by a hypothetical respondent. Note: The description was freely translated from Dutch.

Table 1. Features and levels of the sports partner discrete choice experiment.

Sports partner feature Levels

A1.Social comparison L1.Really likes to compare sports performances (+)
L2.Somewhat likes to compare sports performances (±)
L3.Does not like to compare sports performances (-)

A2.Knowledge about training and technique L1.Knows more than you about effective training andthe right technique (+)
L2.Knows as much as you about effective training andthe right technique (±)
L3.Knows less than you about effective training and theright technique (-)

A3.Companionship L1.Exercises to socially engage (+)
L2.Wants a combination of social interaction andpurposeful training (±)
L3.Exercises purposefully and seriously (-)

A4.Encouragement L1.Always encourages you (+)
L2.Sometimes encourages you (±)
L3.Never encourages you (-).
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Lastly, we assessed respondents’ gender, categorized as male 
(coded as 1) or female (coded as 0). Those who indicated 
a different gender were excluded from our analyses due to 
their small number.

Analytical strategy

Respondents evaluated 3 choice-sets consisting of 3 fictive 
sports partners. The outcome variable is dichotomous (taking 
on value of 1 if a given profile is chosen and 0 otherwise). We 
describe respondent preferences for sports partners by com
puting marginal means. In the context of a completely 
balanced conjoint experiment like ours, marginal means repre
sent the mean choice outcome across all appearances of 
a particular sports partner feature level, averaging across all 
other features. Since respondents were presented with 3 alter
natives, the grand mean is by definition about 0.33 (i.e., 33% of 
all profiles shown is chosen). We therefore subtract this base
line probability from the marginal mean, such that scores 
above (below) zero indicate feature levels that increase 
(decrease) profile attractiveness.

We present marginal means instead of the often-reported 
average marginal component effects (AMCE) (Hainmueller 
et al., 2014), in order to delve into interactions or subgroup 
preferences for sports partners. The interpretation of subgroup 
preferences using conditional AMCEs can be misleading as 
regression interactions are sensitive to the (arbitrarily) chosen 
reference category (Leeper et al., 2020). In our balanced design, 
AMCEs simply represent the difference between the marginal 
mean of a feature level and that of its reference level (for 
AMCEs, see our replication website).

To explore to what extent preferences for sports partner 
features differ across subgroups (e.g., men vs. women), we 
calculate conditional marginal means, which indicate the per
centage point deviation from the grand mean for each sub
group. We then take the difference in these conditional 
marginal means between the two subgroups. To formally test 
whether preferences for specific sports partner motivations are 

heterogenous across subgroups, we estimate a linear probabil
ity model with interaction terms between the subgrouping 
variable and the particular feature (levels). A nested model 
comparison between this equation an equation without such 
interactions provides an F-test of the null hypothesis that all 
interaction terms are equal to zero (Leeper et al., 2020).

Results

Figure 3 shows the marginal means (MM). In general, we 
observe a preference among respondents for sports partners 
who place an appropriate amount of emphasis on social com
parison—not too much, not too little. Ideal partners are 
knowledgeable about effective training and the right techni
ques, equaling or surpassing the respondents’ own knowledge 
level. Respondents favor sports partners who combine social 
engagement with purposeful training, yet they favor those who 
prioritize social engagement over those who exercise solely 
seriously. Finally, regular encouragement from sports partners 
is highly valued.

Do sports partner preferences depend on an individual’s 
activity level?
Figure 4 shows the conditional marginal means (CMM) across 
different subgroups. The first column shows the conditional 
marginal means for respondents currently active (blue) and 
respondents currently inactive (orange). The second column 
breaks down the marginal means further based on whether 
currently active respondents reported a high (≥3 times per 
week; blue) or low (<3 times per week; orange) frequency of 
sports participation. The difference-in-CMMs are displayed in 
black.

Inactive individuals exhibit a stronger attraction to sports 
partners who dislike comparing sports performances, and 
a stronger aversion to sports partners who really like comparing, 
when compared to active individuals (F(3, 3.60) = 5.46, p < .001). 
Likewise, the attraction (aversion) to sports partners who dislike 

Figure 3. Marginal means. Marginal means reflect the percentage point deviation from the baseline probability of 0.33 for choosing sports partners with specific feature 
levels. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals, calculated via OLS regression with clustered standard errors.
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(really like) social comparison decreases once one becomes more 
active in sports (F(3, 1.61) = 2.44, p < .10).

Levels of favorability to knowledgeable sports partners do 
not differ based on whether individuals are currently active or 
not (F(3, 0.42) = 0.64, p < .59). However, highly active sporters 
are attracted to a greater degree to sports partners who know 
more than themselves about training and technique than their 
less active counterparts (F(3, 2.26) = 3.46, p < .05).

The most notable difference between active versus inac
tive people and between those with high versus low sports 
frequency lies in their level of attraction to emphasis on 
social engagement versus purposeful training. While every
one seems to prefer sports partners who combine both 

aspects, inactive people show a stronger attraction (aversion) 
to those emphasizing social enjoyment (purposeful training) 
than do active people (F(3, 24.64) = 38.65, p < .001). The 
same holds for people with a low sports frequency compared 
to those with a high sports frequency (F(3, 11.89) = 18.66, 
p < .001).

Last, we observe that individuals currently active are 
more strongly attracted to sports partners who encourage 
them more frequently than are inactive individuals (F(3, 
5.18) = 8.10, p < .001). However, this does not hold for indi
viduals with higher frequency of sports participation com
pared to those with lower frequency (F(3, 0.11) = 0.17, 
p < .92).

Figure 4. Conditional marginal means. Conditional marginal means are computed for subgroups (blue/yellow), and the difference between these conditional marginal 
means (black) are calculated.
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Do sports partner preferences depend on an individual’s 
activity level?
Finally, the last column of Figure 4 shows the conditional 
marginal means for men and women. We observe that men 
and women are much alike in their preferences for sports 
partners. The one notable difference is that women exhibit 
greater attraction (aversion) to sports partners who dislike 
(really like) social comparison, compared to men (F(3, 
10.26) = 15.60, p < .001). We do not find that women are 
attracted to a greater degree than men to sports partners who 
emphasize social engagement (F(3, 1.29) = 2.01, p < .12). Men 
and women do not display differential levels of favorability 
toward other sports partner features

Discussion and conclusion

Engaging in sports together clearly contributes to maintaining 
an active lifestyle. Thus, a crucial question arises for policy
makers and sports professionals: how can we effectively encou
rage people to participate in sports together? Yet, currently, 
there remains a lack of research on selection processes leading 
to sports partnerships.

To address this gap, we investigated the social and instru
mental factors in maintaining sports partnerships. Our unique 
design, combining longitudinal sporting network data and 
sports partner choice experiments, robustly shows that social 
aspects are the most important in encouraging continued 
sports partnerships. In real-life sporting networks, those who 
are emotionally closest remain sports partners, not those with 
similar skills. And when individuals are faced with hypotheti
cal sports partners, they prefer those who provide companion
ship and encouragement over those offering knowledge and 
social comparison. These patterns were consistent across var
ious sports activities. This underscores the idea that sports 
serve as important social arenas wherein people gravitate 
toward participation with their closest friends. These indivi
duals have the unique ability to transform sports activities 
from a mere physical activity into a social experience.

Our choice experiment not only clarified findings from our 
observational network data but also allowed us to explore 
whether sports partners have different motivational roles in 
attracting and retaining people in sports—a crucial inquiry in 
sports promotion research (Marcus et al., 2000).

While even seasoned athletes found companionship derived 
from sports partnerships very important, this was even more 
pronounced among those currently inactive or only moder
ately active. Verbal encouragement appeared highly appealing 
for respondents, regardless of their frequency of sports parti
cipation, albeit to a lesser extent among currently inactive 
individuals compared to their active counterparts. While the 
effect of encouragement on sports partner choice remained 
substantial among those currently inactive, it is possible that its 
smaller effect is due to currently inactive individuals not fully 
grasping the motivational impact verbal encouragement can 
have on them. Alternatively, they may sometimes perceive 
verbal encouragement as nagging or patronizing (Duncan & 
McAuley, 1993).

We expected the motivational role of sports partners to 
change as individuals become more active and experienced. 

Consistent with this, we found that social comparison and 
knowledge about training and technique—resources instru
mental to performance improvement—become increasingly 
desirable sports partner traits as individuals become more 
active.

Our findings contribute to several strands of literature. 
First, we echo prior research on the role of health and fitness 
status in tie formation in social networks. Previous studies 
have shown that similarity in health status has virtually no 
effect on tie formation (Copeland et al., 2023), nor does simi
larity in fitness, even in online fitness communities (Centola & 
van de Rijt, 2015)—online contexts where people are particu
larly expected to seek out others based on their fitness status. 
These studies demonstrate that, instead, similar demographics, 
which may indicate trustworthiness, identification, and mutual 
understanding, are the primary drivers of tie formation. Our 
analyses add that fitness status also has no effect on the main
tenance of social ties in sports.

Second, sports psychological studies on social comparisons 
indicate that athletes avoid social comparisons against unat
tainable standards (Diel, Broeker, et al., 2021). Our findings 
echo this but add an important nuance: large skills gaps— 
which could potentially trigger such demotivational compar
isons—do not matter on their own (Study 1) unless empha
sized through social comparisons (Study 2).

Third, research on gender differences in sports motivation 
shows that men and women tend to have different motivations 
for being active in sports. Women’s involvement in sports is 
less driven by competition and social comparison compared to 
men’s (Deaner et al., 2016; Pereira et al., 2021). Women have 
also been found to be more self-critical about their bodies and 
experience more pronounced negative impacts of social com
parisons on their self-esteem compared to men (Franzoi et al.,  
2012). Our findings contribute to the literature by highlighting 
how the gender disparities in sports motives and comparison 
tendencies can lead to differential selection preferences when 
choosing sports partners.

We found that sports clubs, despite motivating people to 
keep active (e.g., Franken et al., 2022) and providing other 
benefits (e.g., quality training), do not promote more durable 
sports partnerships compared to less formalized sports set
tings. Therefore, sports clubs do not act as “social glue” driving 
sustainable sports collaborations, and this is not an additional 
mechanisms through which sports clubs promote continued 
sports participation. In the traditional club sports context of 
the Netherlands, which is similar to many Northern European 
countries, sports clubs are typically voluntary, organized mem
ber associations that focus primarily on competitions and offer 
training sessions tailored accordingly. While this competitive 
environment can be motivating for some participants, our 
findings suggest that it is not appealing for many. This holds 
especially for those who are currently not involved in sports. 
To attract new members, sports clubs might therefore benefit 
from offering a more diverse range of physical and social 
activities. Additionally, even among those who are currently 
active in sports, there is a general aversion to social compar
ison. This aversion may partially explain why sports clubs fail 
to nurture more stable social sporting relationships compared 
to other settings.

RESEARCH QUARTERLY FOR EXERCISE AND SPORT 9



The Scandinavian model of club sports can serve as 
a promising example (Bergsgard & Norberg, 2010). In 
this model, children are guided not by results and achieve
ments until the age of sixteen but by the enjoyment of 
playing and having fun, avoiding division into competitive 
groups. Our expectation is that in Scandinavian countries 
people are less likely to leave clubs due to less emphasis 
on competition, subsequently resulting in more stable 
sporting relations in clubs as compared to other types of 
organizational settings (e.g., informal groups, gyms).

There is also growing evidence regarding barriers to 
participation, particularly for women, within and outside 
club-organized sports (Eime et al., 2015). Women are 
known to be less involved in club sports and face higher 
dropout rates. Our study suggests that the competitive focus 
of clubs may be an additional barrier contributing to this 
greater dropout.

In our models we controlled for many traditional explana
tions for social tie maintenance from the social network litera
ture (see Appendix B) and consistent with previous research 
(e.g., Marin & Hampton, 2019), our findings underscore the 
importance of opportunity structures: close geographical 
proximity and frequent interaction between individuals are 
crucial for tie maintenance, also in sporting networks. 
Surprisingly, gender similarity did not enhance tie stability in 
sports partnerships, in contrast to research on other relation
ship types, such as discussing important matters (Jeroense 
et al., 2024), practical helping (Tulin et al., 2021) and friend
ship (van Duijn et al., 2003).

In conclusion, to encourage people to take up sports 
together and continue their shared involvement over time, 
the emphasis should be on the social aspects of participation. 
Sports organizations, clubs and professionals can collaborate 
with non-sports organizations, such as schools, neighbor
hood organizations, leisure clubs or students associations. 
This facilitates easy access to social sporting opportunities. 
Moreover, social network-based behavior change strategies 
should be tailored to individuals’ activity levels, prioritizing 
social enjoyment while gradually integrating elements like 
social comparison and knowledge transfer as individuals 
become more active and experienced. However, it is crucial 
to also consider the gender composition of sporting con
texts, recognizing that women may be less inclined toward 
social comparison.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This study was supported by the Dutch Research Council (NWO) [grant 
no. NWA.1160.18.249].

Institutional review board statement

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee Social Science of 
Radboud University [ECSW-2021-099 (Study 1) and ECSW-LT-2022- 
11-30-15458 (Study 2)].

Informed consent statement

Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the 
study.

Data availability statement

The data presented in Study 1 are openly available in DANS Data Station 
SSH at doi:10.17026/SS/GODKDR. While all data for Study 2 will be 
accessible at a later time, essential components required for replicating 
our conjoint analyses are provided on our replication website.

ORCID

Rob Franken http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9715-617X
Hidde Bekhuis http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6174-5637
Jochem Tolsma http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4411-6932

References

Barber, B. L., Stone, M. R., Hunt, J. E., & Eccles, J. S. (2005). Benefits of 
activity participation: The roles of identity affirmation and peer group 
norm sharing. In J. L. Mahoney, R. W. Larson, & J. S. Eccles (Eds.), 
Organized activities as contexts of development (pp. 197–222). 
Psychology Press.

Bergsgard, N. A., & Norberg, J. R. (2010). Sports policy and politics – The 
Scandinavian way. Sport in Society, 13(4), 567–582. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/17430431003616191  

Borgers, J., Breedveld, K., Tiessen-Raaphorst, A., Thibaut, E., 
Vandermeerschen, H., Vos, S., & Scheerder, J. (2016). A study on the 
frequency of participation and time spent on sport in different orga
nisational settings. European Sport Management Quarterly, 16(5), 
635–654. https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2016.1196717  

Centola, D., & van de Rijt, A. (2015). Choosing your network: Social 
preferences in an online health community. Social Science & Medicine, 
Special Issue: Social Networks, Health and Mental Health, 125, 19–31.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.05.019  

Chase, M., & Dummer, G. (1993). The role of sports as a social status 
determinant for children. Research Quarterly for Exercise & Sport, 63 
(4), 418–424. https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.1992.10608764  

Copeland, M., Kamis, C., & West, J. S. (2023). To make and keep friends: 
The role of health status in adolescent network tie formation and 
persistence. Social Networks, 74, 216–223. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
socnet.2023.04.005  

Crane, J., & Temple, V. (2015). A systematic review of dropout from 
organized sport among children and youth. European Physical 
Education Review, 21(1), 114–131. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1356336X14555294  

Dalen, H. B., & Seippel, Ø. (2021). Friends in sports: Social networks in 
leisure, school and social media. International Journal of 
Environmental Research & Public Health, 18(12), 6197. https://doi. 
org/10.3390/ijerph18126197  

Deaner, R. O., Balish, S. M., & Lombardo, M. P. (2016). Sex differences in 
sports interest and motivation: An evolutionary perspective. 
Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences, 10(2), 73. https://doi.org/10.1037/ 
ebs0000049  

Diel, K., Broeker, L., Raab, M., & Hofmann, W. (2021). Motivational and 
emotional effects of social comparison in sports. Psychology of Sport & 
Exercise, 57, 102048. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102048  

Diel, K., Grelle, S., & Hofmann, W. (2021). A motivational framework of 
social comparison. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 120(6), 
1415–1430. https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000204  

Duncan, T. E., & McAuley, E. (1993). Social support and efficacy cogni
tions in exercise adherence: A latent growth curve analysis. Journal of 
Behavioral Medicine, 16(2), 199–218. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
BF00844893  

Eccles, J. S., & Barber, B. L. (1999). Student council, volunteering, basket
ball, or marching band: What kind of extracurricular involvement 

10 R. FRANKEN ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1080/17430431003616191
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430431003616191
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2016.1196717
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.05.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.05.019
https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.1992.10608764
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2023.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2023.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X14555294
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X14555294
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18126197
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18126197
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000049
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102048
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000204
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00844893
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00844893


matters? Journal of Adolescent Research, 14(1), 10–43. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/0743558499141003  

Eime, R., Harvey, J., Charity, M., Casey, M., Westerbeek, H., & Payne, W. 
(2015). Four-year trends in sport participation and retention: The 
gender differences. Journal of Science & Medicine in Sport, 19, e33– 
e34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2015.12.455  

Eime, R. M., Harvey, J. T., Brown, W. J., & Payne, W. R. (2010). Does 
sports club participation contribute to health-related quality of life? 
Medicine & Science in Sports and Exercise, 42(5), 1022–1028. https:// 
doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0b013e3181c3adaa  

Eime, R. M., Payne, W. R., & Harvey, J. T. (2008). Making sporting clubs 
healthy and welcoming environments: A strategy to increase 
participation. Journal of Science & Medicine in Sport, 11(2), 146–154.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2006.12.121  

Feld, S. L. (1981). The focused organization of social ties. The American 
Journal of Sociology, 86(5), 1015–1035. https://doi.org/10.1086/227352  

Franken, R., Bekhuis, H., & Tolsma, J. (2022). Running together: How 
sports partners keep you running. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 
4. https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2022.643150  

Franken, R., Bekhuis, H., & Tolsma, J. (2023a). Kudos make you run! How 
runners influence each other on the online social network Strava. Social 
Networks, 72, 151–164. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2022.10.001  

Franken, R., Bekhuis, H., & Tolsma, J. (2023b). The sports and friendships 
study 2021-2023 [dataset]. DANS Data Station Social Sciences and 
Humanities, V1. https://doi.org/10.17026/SS/GODKDR 

Franzoi, S. L., Vasquez, K., Sparapani, E., Frost, K., Martin, J., & Aebly, M. 
(2012). Exploring body comparison tendencies: Women are 
self-critical whereas men are self-hopeful. Psychology of Women 
Quarterly, 36(1), 99–109. https://doi.org/10.1177/0361684311427028  

Fujimoto, K., Snijders, T. A. B., & Valente, T. W. (2018). Multivariate 
dynamics of one-mode and two-mode networks: Explaining similarity 
in sports participation among friends. Network Science, 6(3), 370–395.  
https://doi.org/10.1017/nws.2018.11  

Gadžić, A., & Vučković, I. (2009). Participation in sports and sociometric 
status of adolescents. Biomedical Human Kinetics, 1(2009), 83–85.  
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10101-009-0021-y  

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society. University of California 
Press.

Hainmueller, J., Hopkins, D. J., & Yamamoto, T. (2014). Causal inference 
in conjoint analysis: Understanding multidimensional choices via sta
ted preference experiments. Political Analysis, 22(1), 1–30. https://doi. 
org/10.1093/pan/mpt024  

I&O Research. (n.d.). The I&O research panel [WWW document]. 
Retrieved February 27, 2024.

Jeroense, T., Spierings, N., & Tolsma, J. (2024). Similarity and differences 
in age, gender, ethnicity, and education as explanatory factors of tie 
loss in the core discussion network. Social Networks, 76, 135–149.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2023.09.003  

Leeper, T. J., Hobolt, S. B., & Tilley, J. (2020). Measuring subgroup 
preferences in conjoint experiments. Political Analysis, 28(2), 
207–221. https://doi.org/10.1017/pan.2019.30  

Lindenberg, S. (1996). Continuities in the theory of social production 
functions. In S. Lindenberg & H. B. G. Ganzeboom (Eds.), Verklarende 
Sociologie: Opstellen voor Reinhard Wippler (pp. 169–184). Thesis 
Publishers.

Marcus, B., Forsyth, L., Stone, E., Dubbert, P., Mckenzie, T., Dunn, A., & 
Blair, S. (2000). Physical activity behavior change: Issues in adoption 
and maintenance. Health Psychology, 19(1, Suppl), 32–41. https://doi. 
org/10.1037/0278-6133.19.Suppl1.32  

Marin, A., & Hampton, K. N. (2019). Network instability in times of 
stability. Sociological Forum, 34(2), 313–336. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
socf.12499  

Pereira, H. V., Palmeira, A. L., Encantado, J., Marques, M. M., Santos, I., 
Carraça, E. V., & Teixeira, P. J. (2021). Systematic review of psycholo
gical and behavioral correlates of recreational running. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 12, 624783. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.624783  

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American 
community. Simon and Schuster.

Sahli, H., Selmi, O., Zghibi, M., Hill, L., Rosemann, T., Knechtle, B., & 
Clemente, F. M. (2020). Effect of the verbal encouragement on psy
chophysiological and affective responses during small-sided games. 
International Journal of Environmental Research & Public Health, 17 
(23), 8884. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17238884  

Scheerder, J. B., & Seghers, J. (2016). Dropping out from clubs, 
dropping in to sport light?: Organizational settings for youth 
sports participation. In K. Green & A. Smith (Eds.), Routledge 
handbook of youth sport (pp. 158–174). Routledge.

Schmitz, C. (2020). LimeSurvey: An open source survey tool. LimeSurvey 
project hamburg, Germany. 2012. http://www.limesurvey.org 

Schüttoff, U., Pawlowski, T., Downward, P., & Lechner, M. (2018). 
Sports participation and social capital formation during 
Adolescence*. Social Science Quarterly, 99(2), 683–698. https://doi. 
org/10.1111/ssqu.12453  

Sheridan, D., Coffee, P., & Lavallee, D. (2014). A systematic review of 
social support in youth sport. International Review of Sport & Exercise 
Psychology, 7(1), 198–228. https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2014. 
931999  

Snijders, T. A. B., & Bosker, R. J. (2012). Multilevel analysis: An introduc
tion to basic and advanced multilevel modeling. Sage.

Steenbergen, B., Bekhuis, H., Wiertsema, S., Franken, R., 
Spruijtenburg, G., & van Abswoude, F. (2019). TRansition into active 
living (TRIAL) [WWW document]. Retrieved June 20, 2024, from 
https://www.nwo.nl/projecten/nwa116018249-0 

Theberge, N. (2000). Gender and sport. In J. Coakley & E. Dunning (Eds.), 
Handbook of sports studies (pp. 322–333). SAGE.

Tolsma, J. (2023). Tutorial marginal effects [WWW document]. Retrieved 
October 27, 2023, fromhttps://www.jochemtolsma.nl/tutorials/me/ 

Tulin, M., Mollenhorst, G., & Volker, B. (2021). Whom do we lose? The 
case of dissimilarity in personal networks. Social Networks, 65, 51–62.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2020.11.003  

Ullrich-French, S., & Smith, A. L. (2009). Social and motivational pre
dictors of continued youth sport participation. Psychology of Sport & 
Exercise, 10(1), 87–95. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2008.06. 
007  

van Duijn, M. A. J., Zeggelink, E. P. H., Huisman, M., Stokman, F. N., & 
Wasseur, F. W. (2003). Evolution of sociology freshmen into 
a friendship network. Journal of Mathematical Sociology, 27(2–3), 
153–191. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222500305889  

Wäsche, H., Dickson, G., Woll, A., & Brandes, U. (2017). Social network 
analysis in sport research: An emerging paradigm. European Journal 
for Sport and Society, 14(2), 138–165. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
16138171.2017.1318198  

Whiteman-Sandland, J., Hawkins, J., & Clayton, D. (2018). The role of 
social capital and community belongingness for exercise adherence: 
An exploratory study of the CrossFit gym model. Journal of Health 
Psychology, 23(12), 1545–1556. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1359105316664132

RESEARCH QUARTERLY FOR EXERCISE AND SPORT 11

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558499141003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558499141003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2015.12.455
https://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0b013e3181c3adaa
https://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0b013e3181c3adaa
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2006.12.121
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2006.12.121
https://doi.org/10.1086/227352
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2022.643150
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2022.10.001
https://doi.org/10.17026/SS/GODKDR
https://doi.org/10.1177/0361684311427028
https://doi.org/10.1017/nws.2018.11
https://doi.org/10.1017/nws.2018.11
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10101-009-0021-y
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10101-009-0021-y
https://doi.org/10.1093/pan/mpt024
https://doi.org/10.1093/pan/mpt024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2023.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2023.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1017/pan.2019.30
https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-6133.19.Suppl1.32
https://doi.org/10.1037/0278-6133.19.Suppl1.32
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12499
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12499
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.624783
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17238884
http://www.limesurvey.org
https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.12453
https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.12453
https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2014.931999
https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2014.931999
https://www.nwo.nl/projecten/nwa116018249-0
https://www.jochemtolsma.nl/tutorials/me/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2020.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2020.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2008.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2008.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/00222500305889
https://doi.org/10.1080/16138171.2017.1318198
https://doi.org/10.1080/16138171.2017.1318198
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105316664132
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105316664132


Appendix A. Data collection, network measurement, and descriptive statistics of Study 1

Data collection

For Study 1, we used data of the Dutch “Sports and Friendships” study (Franken et al., 2023b). The overarching aim of this study was to explore the (co-) 
evolution of multiple dimensions of students’ social relations throughout student life and its consequences for their sports participation and academic 
experiences and outcomes. The study was piloted among a small cohort of first-year students (N = 89) enrolled at a research university or university of 
applied sciences of a major Dutch city in the academic year in the academic year 2021–2022. The next academic year (2022–2023), the study was refined 
and conducted among a large sample of university students from all year groups (N = 655).

We obtained student contact information from the university sports center, of students who, during their online registration, had given permission to 
be approached for scientific research. In our main cohort, this amounted to roughly 50% of all students who enrolled for a university sports center 
membership and approximately 10% of the entire student body, totaling more than 5,000 Dutch-speaking students.

Exclusions comprised participants from the pilot cohort and those who had previously opted out, yielding a list of 5,227 students. These students were 
sent invitations via mail for questionnaire wave 1 at the start of the academic year in September 2022. Questionnaires were delivered in Dutch and were 
administered via LimeSurvey (Schmitz, 2020). To increase response rates, we raffled of 10 annual subscriptions at the sports center for the next 
academic year. To enhance exposure, an invite was posted on the university sports center’s smartphone app, which is used for registering for sports 
courses and booking gym sessions. Two reminders were sent. 1,135 students filled out the questionnaire, 15 students opted out (response rate = .22).

In January 2023, after the first semester, 1,116 respondents who had listed at least one network partner in the first questionnaire were sent an 
invitation for a second questionnaire (wave 2). Of those, 608 respondents completed it, resulting in a response rate of .54. Respondents were given 5 
Euro vouchers after completing Wave 2. In July 2023, just before the summer break, a third and last questionnaire was administered among previous 
participants. To promote response, we raffled of 5 annual subscriptions at the sports center. 420 respondents completed it (response rate = .38).

The questionnaires assessed various social network dimensions via multiple name generator questions, multiple attributes of alters and ego-alter 
dyads, dynamic measures of life-course transitions, and much more. More details on the study design and specific questions asked are documented in 
the codebook. The study has been approved by the Ethics Committee Social Science of Radboud University The anonymized data used for this paper, 
along with the codebook, have been deposited in the DANS Data Station Social Sciences and Humanities.

In our sample, female students make up 76% of respondents (see Table A1), while among all students enrolled at the university sports center at the 
time our data collection started, approximately 63% were female. Our survey participants are slightly younger (M = 21.83, SE = 2.36) compared to the 
average student age of around 23. Students from research universities were overrepresented in our sample, which is not surprising, given that roughly 
80% of students enrolled at the university sports center at the time our data collection, studied at a research university. Importantly, we do not observe 
selective panel attrition based on factors such as gender, educational institution type (research university vs. university of applied science), or study year.

Measuring personal networks

The “Sports and Friendships” study used an extended egocentric name generator method to delineate respondents’ personal network and collect 
information about alters. It asked respondents to name the people whom they were connected to in four ways: (1) confiding or discussing important 
matters, (2) studying together, (3) being best friends, and (4) doing sports and exercise together. The four name generator questions administered were: 

(1) “Most people discuss important personal matters with others. When you look back on [period], who were the most important people you discussed 
important issues with? Please provide up to five names (their first name and the first letter of their last name). If you would like, you can also provide 
nicknames, as long as you know who they are for future reference. Please fill in one name per box.”

(2) “We would also like to ask about the people you study with, such as those you collaborate with on a project or do homework with. When you think 
back on [period], who were the most important people you have studied with. For each person, please fill in one box.”

(3) “We are curious about your friendships. The people you can count as your closest friends are often few and far between. Who would you count as 
your closest friends? You can name up to five. Please fill in one person per box.”

(4) “Some people mainly exercise alone, while others exercise with others. If you look back on [period], who are your most important sports partners? 
Please provide up to five names, entering one person per box.”

In response to each name generator, respondents provided the names of up to 5 alters.

Table A1. Descriptive statistics of egos included in study 1.

Count Min. Max. Mean SD

Age 409 17 32 21.83 2.36
Gender (1=yes, 0=no)

Man 409 0 1 0.24
Woman 409 0 1 0.76

Education (1=yes, 0=no)
University of applied science 409 0 1 0.14
Research university 409 0 1 0.86
Education year

First year 409 0 1 0.24
Second year 409 0 1 0.17
Third year or above 409 0 1 0.59

Sports variables
Sports network size (no. of sports partners) 409 1 5 3.56 1.31
Number of sports types 409 0 10 3.61 1.83
Weekly sports activity (averaged over sports types) 409 0 6 1.55 0.98
Sporting skills (averaged over sport types) 409 1 9 6.53 0.99
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For wave 1 (September 2022), respondents were asked to reflect on the social relations (confidants, friends, study and sports partners) they had in the 
six months before the previous summer holiday. In wave 2 (January 2023) and wave 3 (July 2023), they were asked to reflect on their social relations 
from the previous semester.

Following each name generator, participants were asked to rate the closeness of the relationship between the listed alters. After that, respondents 
completed an adjacency matrix to indicate which pairs of names referred to the same alter (see Figure A1). In waves 2 and 3, following the four name 
generators, respondents filled out an adjacency matrix that indicated whether alters listed at that moment were the same as alters listed previously. 
Name interpreter questions were asked to obtain additional information about the alters and dyadic relationships.

Descriptive statistics

Table A1 describes the characteristics of egos. Table A2 describes the characteristics of their sports partners at time t.

Table A2. Descriptive statistics of ego’s (non-kin) sports partnerships at time t.

Count Min. Max. Mean SD

Geographical proximity
Same house 1,426 0 1 0.12
Same municipality 1,426 0 1 0.70
Outside municipality 1,426 0 1 0.18

Communication frequency 1,426 1 7 6.04 1.04
Emotional closeness 1,426 1 4 3.00 0.93
Relationship duration (years) 1,426 0 15 3.91 3.95
Relationship role

Sports partner 1,426 0 1 1.00
Best friend 1,426 0 1 0.41
Study partner 1,426 0 1 0.16
Confidant 1,426 0 1 0.33

Gender composition dyad
Man-man 1,426 0 1 0.15
Man-woman 1,426 0 1 0.27
Woman-woman 1,426 0 1 0.58

Sports variables
Ego-alter skill difference 1426 0 9 1.25 1.18

Social sports environment
Sports club 1,426 0 1 0.35
Informal group 1,426 0 1 0.12
Commercial gym 1,426 0 1 0.25
Unorganized 1,426 0 1 0.10
Missing information 1,426 0 1 0.18

Observation period
Waves 1–2 1,426 0 1 0.67
Waves 2–3 1,426 0 1 0.33

Sports partnership maintained at t+1 1,426 0 1 0.43

Figure A1. Screenshot of the CAPI interface used by a hypothetical ‘sports and friendships’ respondent to match alters after the ‘study network’ name generator.
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Figure B1. Average marginal effects on the maintenance of sports partnerships at t+1. Notes: Average marginal effects (AME) represent the average change of the 
probability that the outcome equals (i.e., a sports partner is maintained) for a one-unit change in the explanatory variable of interest. For dichotomous variables, we 
compare a change in predicted value between the reference category (denoted by the unfilled point on the zero line) and the category of interest. For continuous 
variables (indicated in italics), we take the partial derivative. We took both fixed and random effects into account when calculating predicted outcomes. Effects are 
transformed to percentages. Error bars reflect 95% bootstrapped (N=500) confidence intervals.

Table B1. Results of multilevel logit models predicting sports partnership continuation.

M1: main predictors M2: sports behavior dyad M3: dyadic covariates M4: multiplexity
M5: 

replacement candidates

(Intercept) −0.65 (0.12)*** −0.68 (0.12)*** −0.80 (0.24)** −0.93 (0.26)*** −0.86 (0.26)***
Ego-alter skill diference −0.08 (0.07) −0.09 (0.07) −0.09 (0.07) −0.10 (0.07) −0.09 (0.07)
Emotional closeness 0.55 (0.07)*** 0.56 (0.07)*** 0.33 (0.09)*** 0.23 (0.10)* 0.24 (0.10)*
Informal group −0.22 (0.22) −0.10 (0.22) −0.19 (0.23) −0.25 (0.24) −0.33 (0.24)
Commercial gym 0.47 (0.17)** 0.47 (0.17)** 0.30 (0.18) 0.27 (0.19) 0.20 (0.19)
Unorganized 0.13 (0.22) 0.23 (0.23) 0.07 (0.24) 0.05 (0.24) −0.05 (0.25)
Missing 0.03 (0.24) 0.06 (0.24) −0.10 (0.25) 0.00 (0.25) 0.01 (0.25)
Period: waves 2-3 0.68 (0.18)*** 0.68 (0.18)*** 0.66 (0.18)*** 0.61 (0.19)*** 0.59 (0.19)**
Ego skill 0.09 (0.07) 0.01 (0.08) −0.00 (0.08) −0.00 (0.08) 0.00 (0.08)
Mean sports frequency dyad 0.21 (0.07)** 0.16 (0.07)* 0.16 (0.08)* 0.18 (0.08)*
Same municipality 0.36 (0.18)* 0.39 (0.18)* 0.39 (0.18)*
Roommate 0.19 (0.25) 0.20 (0.25) 0.17 (0.25)
Communication frequency 0.54 (0.10)*** 0.50 (0.10)*** 0.50 (0.10)***
Years known −0.04 (0.07) −0.07 (0.07) −0.07 (0.07)
Woman-man −0.07 (0.22) −0.12 (0.22) −0.13 (0.22)
Woman-woman −0.13 (0.20) −0.15 (0.20) −0.15 (0.20)
Friendship 0.03 (0.18) 0.01 (0.18)
Confidant 0.49 (0.18)** 0.48 (0.18)**
Study partner −0.21 (0.18) −0.23 (0.18)
No. of replacement candidates −0.14 (0.08)
AIC 1830.18 1823.41 1790.83 1786.93 1785.89
BIC 1882.80 1881.30 1880.30 1892.18 1896.40
Log Likelihood −905.09 −900.71 −878.42 −873.47 −871.94
Num. obs. 1426 1426 1426 1426 1426
Num. groups: ego 409 409 409 409 409
Var: ego (Intercept) 0.29 0.29 0.35 0.37 0.36

***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05

Appendix B. Average marginal effects and underlying multilevel logit model results

Figure B1 shows the AMEs of all variables included in our models. Table B1 shows the underlying logit model results.
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Appendix C. Data collection and descriptive statistics of Study 2

Data collection

For Study 2, we used survey data of “Transition into Active Living” (TRIAL) project. The overarching aim of this study was to examine the 
influence of various life course transitions on individuals’ physical activities and sports participation. The surveys were conducted by the 
survey agency I&O Research (I&O Research, n.d.). I&O Research maintains a panel of individuals who have granted permission to take part in 
repeated online survey tasks. In 2021, the panel consisted of nearly 32K active members. Panel participants are selected through probability 
sampling; typically, via sampling from the (Municipal) Personal Records Database (in Dutch: BRP). In addition, I&O Research recruits 
participants via sampling from the Basic Registration Addresses and Buildings (in Dutch: BAG) and through targeted campaigns and social 
media.

In October 2021, all panel members aged 16–40 (N = 7,646) were invited to complete the first questionnaire. In October 2022, those who had 
completed the first survey (response rate: 46%) and who were still part of the survey panel (N = 4,560) were invited for a second survey task (response 
rate: 70%). Our choice experiment was implemented in this second survey wave. Survey participants were incentivized through a point system: 
respondents earn points depending on the number, length, and complexity of survey tasks, and after reaching a specific threshold, these points can be 
exchanged for vouchers or to make a charitable donation.

Table C1 shows descriptive statistics of key variables describing our sample.

Table C1. Descriptive statistics of TRIAL sample.

Count Mean SD Min. Max.

Age 3,206
Gender (1=yes, 0=no)

Man 3,206
Woman 3,206
Other/missing 3,206

Education (1=yes, 0=no)
Low 3,206 0.02
Medium 3,206 0.21
High 3,206 0.76

Currently active in sports (1=yes, 0=yes) 3,206 0.64 0 1
Number of sports types currently involved ina 2,067 1.49 0.68 1 3
Current weekly sports frequencya 2,067 2.64 1.77 0.50 14

aOnly those currently active were included in this measure. Respondents could list a maximum of 3 sports activities.
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