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Abstract 
“Coach-athlete” guanxi, being one of the most important contents in the ecology sport, would significantly 
affect athletic performance. Based on the spirit of cultural consciousness, ecology sports are regarded as the 
object to discuss the effect of “coach-athlete” guanxi on organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior as well as the mediation of perceived organizational support by applying supervisor-
subordinate guanxi (SSG) under ecology sport. Proper “coach-athlete” guanxi could effectively enhance 
athletes’ organizational commitment and organizational citizenship behavior, and “coach-athlete” guanxi 
normally appears effects on organizational citizenship behavior through perceived organizational support, 
which presents complete mediation. However, perceived organizational support merely shows partial 
mediation on guanxi and organization organizational commitment. 
Keywords: “coach-athlete” guanxi, supervisor-subordinate guanxi, organizational commitment, 
organizational citizenship behavior, perceived organizational support 
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INTRODUCTION 
Coaches and athletes are the primary people in 

sports field, and the relationship is the basic and the core 
in sports field (Guo and Hu 2011). A lot of research 
proved the remarkable effects of “coach-athlete” guanxi 
on athletes’ athletic conditions and athletic performance 
(Frey and Kennt 2006). Along with the advance of social 
economy and the emergence and development of 
professional sports domestically, the relationship 
between coaches and athletes has changed from 
“apprentice system” to “contract” relationship, 
particularly football and basketball with high 
professionalization. The role of coach in a team has 
changed from “master” to “manager”, and the major 
responsibility is no longer teaching skills and motions, 
but applying the comprehensive capabilities to manage 
and integrate team resources for the best performance. 
“Coach-athlete” guanxi is developed as the supervisor-
subordinate guanxi (SSG) in an organization (Van 
Eijnatten and Dijkstra 2005). The change of domestic 

“coach-athlete” guanxi has opened a new thought for 
the management of sports teams, i.e. applying research 
theories related to supervisor-subordinate guanxi in 
management science to study the “coach-athlete” 
guanxi in sports team. Current research on supervisor-
subordinate guanxi in organizations contains two 
theories. One is the western Leader Member Exchange 
(LMX), as a branch of leadership in management 
science, which could effectively explain the effect of 
supervisors on subordinates (Graen 1995, Wu et al. 
2017). The other is native supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi (SSG) in China. From domestic “coach-athlete” 
guanxi and relevant research, SSG is more suitable for 
the research on domestic “coach-athlete” guanxi. 

With quantitative method, the relationship between 
“coach-athlete” guanxi and athletes’ organizational 
commitment (OC), organizational citizenship behavior 
(OCB), and perceived organizational support (POS) is 
discussed in this study. Organizational commitment 
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and organizational citizenship behavior, two variables 
broadly concerned in the research on human behavior 
in organization, present close relationship with 
employees’ loyalty, performance, burnout, and 
turnover intention and reveal critical function on the 
development and advance of an organization (Lai and 
Siu 2006). Perceived organizational support is the 
perception of employees about the support from the 
organization (Wu et al. 2016). When employees present 
positive cognition of organizational support, they would 
appear more positive opinions and belief in the 
organization. Organizational commitment and 
organizational citizenship behavior, two variables 
closely related to organizational performance, show 
positive effects on organizational performance. It is the 
same in sports teams. Particularly, for the group with 
high professionalization, organizational commitment 
and organizational citizenship behavior in sports teams 
reveal close relationship with athletes’ agreement with 
organization goals and value, willingness to devote to 
the organization, and expression of strong intention to 
continuously stay in the team (Wu et al. 2014). 
Domestic professional football clubs are selected as the 
object in this study to discuss the relationship between 
“coach-athlete” guanxi and organizational 
commitment, organizational citizenship behavior. 
Coaches, as the supervisor in a sports team, try to 
communicate with each athlete through different 
methods and form different relationship with each 
athlete through communication. In this case, would the 
relationship between coaches and athletes affect 
athletes’ organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior? Would athletes thoroughly 
perceiving the emphasis of the sports team on the 
contribution (perceived organizational support) 
influence the relationship between “coach-athlete” 
guanxi and organizational commitment, organizational 
citizenship behavior? Solving such questions could 
enhance the management of a sports team, establish the 
united and harmonious in ecology sport, and improve 
the relationship between coaches and athletes to further 
provide theoretical references for promoting the athletic 
standard of the sports team. 

THEORY BASIS AND HYPOTHESIS 
PROPOSAL 

Supervisor-Subordinate Guanxi in Sports Team 
Since 1930s, foreign researchers started to concern 

about supervisor-subordinate guanxi in organizations, 
and LMX was the mostly approved supervisor-
subordinate guanxi in western research. However, 
domestic researchers considered in past years that LMX 

was not suitable for the situation in China. In 
comparison with western societies, supervisor-
subordinate guanxi, under domestic cultural 
background, was more sensitive and the effect on 
employees was more obvious. For this reason, 
researchers considered that domestic research on 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi in organizations was 
more meaningful than western ones (Guo 2011). 
Supervisor-subordinate guanxi under Chinese situation 
contained three theories of “basic theory of guanxi”, 
“tool exchange theory”, and “proposed family theory”. 
In the definitions, “proposed family theory” presented 
in the ecology sport. The theory indicated that, under 
Chinese background, both parties in the “guanxi” were 
not kinship, but emphasized friendship. Chen et al. 
proposed that the degree of supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi being similar to family members revealed the 
relationship between both parties; the deep sense of 
affection, the involvement in private life, and the 
obedience of subordinates to supervisors could be used 
for evaluating supervisor-subordinate guanxi (Chen 
and Tjosvold 2007, Wu et al. 2014). 

Domestic “coach-athlete” guanxi is developing 
towards contractual relationship, but such relationship 
between both parties is not obvious. It does not reflect 
obvious vertical duality and social exchange 
relationship. Besides, the continuity of “apprentice” 
guanxi, which athletes are trained in sports teams, and 
the effect of ecology sport have domestic “coach-
athlete” guanxi present obvious SSG characteristics. 
Moreover, a lot of research proved that domestic 
“coach-athlete” guanxi was actually a Chinese-style 
interpersonal relationship (Li and Wang 2009, Wu et al. 
2016). For this reason, SSG is more suitable for current 
research on domestic “coach-athlete” guanxi. There has 
not been a uniform and broadly approved concept for 
SSG, but it is regarded as the most important 
interpersonal relationship in various organizational 
situations in China. On one hand, people are more 
sensitive to supervisor-subordinate guanxi in Chinese 
societies and organizations where “relationship 
orientation” and “power distance” are emphasized. On 
the other hand, supervisor-subordinate guanxi present 
various connections with several organizational 
phenomena (Farh et al. 1998). 

SSG has been applied to various types of research on 
organization management, but there has not been the 
research on domestic sports organizations. Research on 
the relationship between “coach-athlete” SSG and some 
organizational behavior variables, from the aspect of 
management science, has not been done. It is 



 
 
 A Study of Effects of Supervisor-Subordinate Guanxi on Organizational Commitment … 
 

 
Ekoloji 27(106): 1077-1085 (2018)  1079 
 

considered that the research on SSG in professional 
football club, from the aspect of cultural characteristics 
in China, would promote the development of 
management of domestic group projects and is a clear 
reflection of cultural consciousness. 

Relationship between Supervisor-Subordinate 
Guanxi and Organizational Commitment 

There has not been a uniform and broadly approved 
concept about supervisor-subordinate guanxi, but it is 
the most important interpersonal relationship in various 
organizational situations in China. On one hand, people 
are more sensitive to supervisor-subordinate guanxi in 
Chinese societies and organizations where “relationship 
orientation” and “power distance” are extremely 
emphasized. On the other hand, supervisor-
subordinate guanxi reveals various connections with 
several organizational phenomena (Farh et al. 1998, Wu 
et al. 2014, 2016). Organizational commitment refers to 
the strength of an individual agreeing with and 
participating in an organization. Different from the 
contracts related to tasks and professional roles signed 
by individuals and organizations, it is a “psychological 
contract”. Research pointed out the critical effect of 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi on organizational 
outputs, where employee satisfaction and organizational 
commitment were important outcome variables 
(Cheung et al. 2009) and would present notable effects 
on employees’ work performance (Pan and Zhou 2010). 
Employees who kept good relationship with supervisors 
in the organization would acquire more resources from 
supervisors. In addition to work data and funds, such 
resources were the trust and support from supervisors 
and could expand the employees’ work to create more 
convenient conditions that they could enhance work 
performance as well as gradually appear organizational 
commitment. Research proved that the positive 
interaction between athletes and coaches in sports teams 
could enhance athletic performance as well as create 
good internal management of the sports teams. The 
close cooperation between athlete-coach guanxi and 
training could generate related life forms. It is therefore 
considered in this study that supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi in sports teams would affect athletes’ 
organizational commitment, and the following 
hypothesis is proposed. 

H1: “Coach-athlete”supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
in Chinese professional football clubs shows 
positive effects on athletes’ organizational 
commitment. 

Relationship between Supervisor-Subordinate 
Guanxi and Organizational Citizenship 

Behavior 
Organizational citizenship behavior refers to 

employees performing extra-role behaviors beneficial to 
the organization, which were not requested for formal 
roles, nor introduced with labor contrasts, but were 
composed of a series of informal cooperation to 
enhance the organizational efficacy (Chen and Aryee 
2007). Lin and Ho (2010) proved the effect of 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi on organizational 
citizenship behavior. Further research indicated that 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi could affect 
organizational and individual performance through 
organizational citizenship behavior. From the aspect of 
organization, good supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
could positively influence organizational outputs of 
organizational citizenship behavior and conflict 
resolution to further promote the competitive 
advantages of the organization (Han and Altman 2009). 
From the aspect of individuals, supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi would positively influence subordinates’ loyalty 
to supervisors to further appear different effects on 
subordinates’ challenge-oriented organizational 
citizenship behavior (extra-role behavior) and 
subordinate-oriented organizational citizenship 
behavior (in-role behavior) to eventually affect 
subordinates’ task performance. It is therefore 
considered in this study that supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi in university football teams would influence 
athletes’ organizational citizenship behavior. The 
following hypothesis is further proposed. 

H2: “Coach-athlete”supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
in Chinese professional football clubs presents 
positive effects on athletes’ organizational 
citizenship behavior. 

Relationship between Supervisor-Subordinate 
Guanxi and Perceived Organizational Support 

Eisenberger and Huntington first proposed 
perceived organizational support in 1986 and 
considered that organizational concerns about and 
emphases on employees were the factors in retaining 
employees in the organizations; organizations’ 
commitment to employees appeared before employees’ 
organizational commitment. From current situations, 
there has not been the research on the relationship 
between supervisor-subordinate guanxi and perceived 
organizational support, but a lot of studies concern 
about the relationship between LMX and perceived 
organization support. Research pointed out the positive 
effect of LMX on perceived organization support 
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(Ishfaq et al. 2013). Research indicated that supervisors 
and subordinates had to offer something, which the 
opposite party considered valuable and both parties 
regarded fair and reasonable, at work. For instance, after 
a subordinate offered something valuable for the 
supervisor, the supervisor would selectively accept 
those valuable things to him/her and respond to the 
subordinate (Eisenberger et al. 2001). In the process, the 
supervisor stood for the organization, and the response 
of the supervisor presented the response of the 
organization to the subordinate’s performance. Such a 
situation is obvious in sports teams in China. Athletes, 
being subordinates, could directly contact coaches, i.e. 
supervisors, that a lot of demands are transferred to the 
clubs through coaches. In this case, coaches’ responses 
to athletes are regarded as from the organization; it is 
related to perceived organizational support. A lot of 
research therefore discovered that high-quality LMX 
allowed subordinates acquiring more high-level 
perceived organizational support (Harris et al. 2011, 
Singh and Krishna 2015). Although supervisor-
subordinate guanxi is, to some degree, different from 
LMX, both of them reflect the relationship between 
supervisors and subordinates in organizations that they 
present certain similarity. It was mentioned that coaches 
were the representatives of organizations in sports 
teams, and athletes’ demands were reflected through 
coaches. As a result, coaches’ feedback to team 
members’ performance, to some degree, was the 
organization’s responses to team members’ 
performance. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is 
proposed. 

H3: “Coach-athlete”supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
in Chinese professional football clubs reveals 
positive effects on athletes’ perceived 
organizational support. 

Mediation Effect of Perceived Organizational 
Support 

Research proved that both organizational 
commitment and organizational citizenship behavior 

were the outcome variables of perceived organizational 
support, i.e. perceived organizational support revealing 
effects on employees’ organizational commitment and 
organizational citizenship behavior (Bishop et al. 2005, 
George and Brief 1992, Kraimer and Wayne 2004). 
Meanwhile, supervisor-subordinate guanxi would 
affect employees’ organizational commitment and 
organizational citizenship behavior. The following 
hypotheses are therefore proposed in this study. 

H4: “Coach-athlete” perceived organizational 
support in Chinese professional football clubs 
shows mediation between “guanxi” and 
organizational commitment. 

H5: “Coach-athlete” perceived organizational 
support in Chinese professional football clubs 
presents mediation between “guanxi” and 
organizational citizenship behavior.  

Based on above theoretical analyses and hypotheses, 
the following theoretical model is proposed in this 
study. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Sample and Subject 
Athletes of professional football sports teams in 

China are the major research object in this study. Total 
225 athletes of 9 professional football clubs in China 
(from Beijing, Shanghai, Sichuan, Chongqing, Hubei, 
and Jiangsu) are surveyed. 

Measurement of Variable 
The major measured variables contain supervisor-

subordinate guanxi, organizational commitment, 
organizational citizenship behavior, and perceived 
organizational support, and the scales are referred to 
western researchers’ literatures and scales with Chinese 
characteristics. The supervisor-subordinate guanxi is 
referred to Wong et al. (2010); the organizational 
commitment scale is referred to Williams et al. 
(Williams and Anderson, 1991); the organizational 
citizenship behavior scale is referred to Allen et al. 

 

Fig. 1. Theoretical model 
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(Allen and Meyer 1990); and the perceived 
organizational support is referred to Eisenberger et al. 
(1997). Above scales are scored with Likert 5-point 
scale. 

RESULT AND ANALYSIS 

Reliability, Validity and Correlation Analysis 
SPSS17.0 is used for testing the Cronbach’s α 

coefficient in this study. The α coefficients of 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi, organizational 
commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and 
perceived organizational support reveal 0.85, 0.85, 0.90, 
and 0.66, respectively, larger than 0.60 (Table 1). 
Furthermore, the correlation coefficient of supervisor-
subordinate guanxi and organizational commitment 
appears r=0.53, P<0.01, the correlation coefficient of 
organizational citizenship behavior shows r=0.32, 
P<0.01, the correlation coefficient of is r=0.41, 
P<0.014, the correlation coefficient of organizational 
commitment and perceived organizational support 
shows (r=0.0.59, P<0.01), and the correlation 
coefficient of organizational citizenship behavior and 
perceived organizational support appears r=0.60, 
P<0.01, Table 1. They provide reference for further 
tests of hypotheses and revel the statistical meaning of 
synchronous changes among variables to further 
analyze the cause-effect among variables. 

Factor Analysis is applied to test the validity of scales. 
The tests show that the factor loads of supervisor-
subordinate guanxi, organizational commitment, 
organizational citizenship behavior, and perceived 
organizational support are larger than 0.50 and the 

cumulative rate of explanation appear 66.13%, 66.18%, 
69.67%, and 67.23%, respectively, presenting better 
validity of the 4 scales. 

Common Method Variance Analysis 
Partial Correlation Analysis, proposed by Podsakoff 

et al. (2003), is utilized for testing the significant 
common method variance (CMV). The results reveal 
remarkable correlation coefficients of variables that 
common method variance is not obvious in this study. 

Regression Analysis 
The variables of age, position on the field, and 

number of transfer are controlled in this study. Linear 
regression equations are established among supervisor-
subordinate guanxi, organizational commitment, 
organizational citizenship behavior, and perceived 
organizational support to confirm the relationship with 
the significance of β. The regression results are shown 
in Table 2 & 3. 

Main effect analysis 
From Table 2, supervisor-subordinate guanxi in 

professional football teams presents positive effects on 
organizational commitment (β=0.407, p<0.01), 
organizational citizenship behavior (β=0.266, p<0.01), 
and perceived organizational support (β=0.317, 
p<0.01) that H1, 2, 3 are proved. Meanwhile, it explains 
that high-quality supervisor-subordinate guanxi could 
result in higher-level athletes’ organizational 
commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and 
perceived organizational support. 

Table 1. Reliability analysis and correlation analysis 
variable questions α coefficient 1 2 3 4 

1. supervisor-subordinate guanxi 8 0.85 1    
2. organizational commitment 18 0.85 0.53** 1   

3. organizational citizenship behavior 21 0.90 0.32** 0.61** 1  
4. perceived organizational support 8 0.66 0.41** 0.59** 0.60** 1 

** stands for P<0.01 

Table 2. Regression Analysis of supervisor-subordinate guanxi towards organizational commitment, organizational 
citizenship behavior, and perceived organizational support 

dependent variable 
organizational commitment organizational citizenship 

behavior 
perceived organizational 

support 
M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 

control 
variable 

age -0.038 -0.045 -0.039 -0.044 -0.035 -0.040 
position on the field 0.056 0.024 -0.002 -0.024 0.020 -0.006 
number of transfer -0.098 -0.043 -0.019 0.017 -0.034 0.008 

argument supervisor-
subordinate guanxi  0.407**  0.266**  0.317** 

F 2.958* 18.450** 0.085 0.332** 0.106 0.414** 
R2 0.047 0.031 0.007 0.010 0.011 0.172 
△R2 0.047* 0.247** 0.007 0.103** 0.011 0.161** 

* stands for P<0.05, ** for P<0.01 
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Mediation effect 
From Table 3, supervisor-subordinate guanxi 

shows positive effects on organizational commitment 
(β=0.407, p<0.01). After adding perceived 
organizational support, perceived organizational 
support reveals remarkable effects on organizational 
commitment (β=0.465, p<0.01) and supervisor-
subordinate guanxi still shows notable effects on 
organizational commitment (β=0.260, p<0.01), but 
the β coefficient reduces obviously. It conforms to the 
condition of partial mediation, explaining the prediction 
function of supervisor-subordinate guanxi to 
organizational commitment partially fulfilled through 
perceived organizational support. H4 is not proved. 

Table 3 reveals the positive effect of supervisor-
subordinate guanxi on organizational citizenship 
behavior (β=0.266, p<0.01). After adding perceived 
organizational support, the effect of perceived 
organizational support on organizational citizenship 
behavior is significant (β=0.585, p<0.01), while the 
effect of supervisor-subordinate guanxi on 
organizational citizenship behavior is no longer 
remarkable (β=0.081, p>0.05). It conforms to the 
condition of mediation, explaining the prediction 
function of supervisor-subordinate guanxi to 
organizational citizenship behavior being fulfilled 
through perceived organizational support. H5 is proved. 

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

Positive Correlations between “Coach-Athlete” 
Guanxi and Organizational Commitment, 

Organizational Citizenship Behavior 
“Coach-athlete” guanxi in Chinese professional 

football teams shows notable prediction on 
organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior. It reveals the higher quality of 
coach-athlete relationship, the higher athletes’ 
organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior. Such a research result is consistent 
with the research conclusions on enterprises and public 
organizations of the government, showing that 

supervisor-subordinate guanxi (“coach-athlete” guanxi) 
in domestic sports field is still a key factor in the changes 
of organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior. 

In the organizational situations in China, 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi is mostly the mix of 
hierarchical relationship, job affiliation, and ethical 
relationship. In addition to such characteristics, coach-
athlete guanxi in sports team might exist in master-
apprentice relationship. Coaches even play the role of 
“parents” of some younger athletes. In the group 
project, a coach cannot keep the same relationship with 
several athletes. In this case, coaches, being “parents” 
and “managers”, have to properly deal with the 
relationship with each team member, fairly treat each 
member, and concern about athletes’ life and learning 
conditions beyond training, in addition to assistance and 
concerns during the training. Such behaviors would 
directly affect team members’ senses of identification 
and belongingness to the sports teams and further 
influence the team performance.  

Athletes in some lower-level league teams, due to 
short funds, might have to do some logistics businesses, 
e.g. collecting equipment, arranging the field, and 
cleaning clothes, which are covered in organizational 
citizenship behavior. It presents important function on 
the formation of good norms of organizational behavior 
in the team and advance teamwork. Coaches’ 
perception and management of athletes’ organizational 
citizenship behavior would reflect the management 
standard that correctly dealing with the relationship 
with athletes is a key factor in enhancing the 
management standard. 

Mediation of Perceived Organizational Support 
“Coach-athlete” guanxi in Chinese professional 

football clubs shows partial effects on organizational 
commitment through perceived organizational support, 
and perceived organizational support reveals partial 
mediation between guanxi and organizational 
commitment. Such situations might be caused by other 

Table 3. Regression Analysis of the mediation of perceived organizational support 
dependent variable 

organizational commitment organizational citizenship behavior 
M7 M8 M9 M10 

control variable 
age -0.038 -0.027 -0.039 -0.020 

position on the field 0.056 0.026 -0.002 -0.020 
number of transfer -0.098 -0.047 -0.019 0.012 

argument supervisor-subordinate guanxi  0.260**  0.081 
mediator perceived organizational support  0.465**  0.585** 

F 2.958* 30.106** 0.430 20.454** 
R2 0.047 0.461 0.007 0.368 
△R2 0.047* 0.414** 0.007 0.360** 

* stands for P<0.05, ** for P<0.01 
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mediation; or, subordinates’ organizational 
commitment, in Chinese situations, would appear on 
the loyalty to certain people (supervisor) and the 
relationship among people is sensitive that 
organizational commitment might be reduced once the 
relationship is damaged (Harris et al. 2011). It is the 
same in professional football clubs; athletes’ loyalty and 
identification to the teams are indeed the loyalty and 
identification to the coaches. When the coach-athlete 
relationship is damaged, the timely approval to team 
members’ performance from coaches, being the 
representatives of organizations, would not necessarily 
enhance team members’ organizational commitment. 
For this reason, in addition to timely feedback to 
athletes’ performance, coaches, when managing teams, 
should pay more attention to dealing with the 
relationship with athletes, especially for a team, with 
group projects, intending to create teamwork.  

“Coach-athlete” guanxi in Chinese professional 
football clubs affects organizational citizenship behavior 
through perceived organizational support, which 
appears mediation between guanxi and organizational 
citizenship behavior. It might because organizations 
measure the training and contest performance of 
athletes in professional football clubs through bonuses 
and promotion. A lot of low-level league coaches would 
manage the training and contest of sports teams as well 
as other relevant affairs, due to limited conditions. 
Athletes therefore would regard coaches as the 
representatives of organizations that coaches’ timely 
responses to the performance could advance the 
participation in various affairs in the sports teams. So 
far, coaches respond to athlete performance through 
following routes. 1. Providing timely affirmation, in 
various occasions, on athletes’ excellent performance, 
particularly in training and contests. 2. Adjusting the 
positions of athletes with excellent training 
performance as the response. 3. Timely reporting the 
performance of sports teams to the management 

institutions and investors. 4. Offering assistance, with 
personal capability, in striving for the salaries and 
transfer for athletes. 

RESEARCH OUTLOOK 
When the development and reform of football 

business in China is progressively promoted, it should 
be clearly noticed that cultural problems are the core 
problem of football business in China. With the ecology 
sport in domestic professional football clubs as the 
object, the research could provide theoretical support 
and reference for the development of domestic 
professional sports and the enhancement of relevant 
sports. Successive research could focus on campus 
football, especially university sports team, and select 
more variables based on the reference of research on 
other organizations to discuss the dual identities of 
“teacher” and “coach” of sports team coaches. It would 
expand the research field, deeply and comprehensively 
understand the effect of the ecology sport, and further 
manifest the spirit of cultural consciousness. Moreover, 
the theories and research methods in management 
science could be introduced to the research on domestic 
professional sports teams to develop professional sports 
as well as deepen and reform athletic sports 
domestically. 
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