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Introduction: This mixed-methods study explored how social networks

influence academic self-e�cacy and life satisfaction among rural Chinese high

school students.

Methods: The study involved 454 students in the quantitative phase, utilizing the

Social Network Index (SNI), Academic Self-E�cacy Scale (ASES), and Satisfaction

with Life Scale (SWLS). The qualitative phase included interviewswith 28 students.

Results: Quantitative results revealed that network centrality (r = 0.34,

p < 0.001) and density (r = 0.28, p < 0.001) positively correlated with

academic self-e�cacy. Network centrality (r = 0.20, p < 0.001) and network

size (r = 0.22, p < 0.001) were positively correlated with life satisfaction.

Females exhibited higher academic self-e�cacy than males [t(452) = 3.52, p <

0.001], and network density increased with grade level [F(2,451) = 6.78, p =

0.001]. Qualitative themes highlighted supportive friendships as empowering,

competitive pressures within dense networks as both motivating and stressful,

and broader networks (including family) as vital for well-being.

Discussion: These findings emphasize the dual role of social networks in

fostering academic confidence and life satisfaction while also introducing

competitive stressors. This is particularly relevant in rural contexts where family

support is crucial. Implications include the need to promote supportive peer

relationships and mitigate the negative e�ects of competition.

KEYWORDS

social capital, academic self-e�cacy, life satisfaction, social networks, rural students,

narrative inquiry, family support

1 Introduction

Social networks and social capital are crucial in shaping educational outcomes by
providing access to essential resources, support, and information for academic success
(Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000; Dika and Singh, 2002). In this study, social capital is
defined as the networks, norms, and trust that enable cooperation and mutual benefit, with
a focus on how these elements influence rural Chinese high school students’ academic
and emotional outcomes. In educational settings, these networks include relationships
with peers, family, and educators, all of which influence students’ motivation, self-efficacy,
and overall wellbeing (Eccles and Roeser, 2015; Epstein, 2019). The dynamics of social
networks are especially important in rural areas, where limited resources and socio-
economic challenges can worsen educational inequities (Mishra et al., 2023; Roscigno et al.,
2006).

In rural China, educational disparities arise from socio-economic and resource-
based inequalities that restrict students’ access to quality education and support systems
(Talbert-Johnson, 2004; Owings and Kaplan, 2024). Students from lower socio-economic
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backgrounds often lack strong social capital, including mentorship
and academic resources, which negatively affects their academic
self-efficacy and life satisfaction (Gorski, 2017; Shifrer et al., 2013).
Understanding the intersection of social capital and educational
inequities is essential for examining how social networks influence
academic outcomes in these contexts (Bernardi and Ballarino, 2016;
Baquedano-López et al., 2013).

Existing research has thoroughly explored the role of social
capital in education, showing that strong and interconnected
social ties improve academic performance by providing emotional
support and access to resources (Putnam, 2000; Dika and Singh,
2002). Bonding social capital within close-knit groups, such as
family and close friends, offers essential support for managing
academic tasks, fostering a sense of belonging and motivation
(Ahn, 2012; Murray et al., 2020). Additionally, bridging and linking
social capital connect students to diverse networks and institutional
resources, further boosting their academic self-efficacy (Lin, 1999;
Kyne and Aldrich, 2020).

However, social networks present both opportunities and
challenges. While supportive peer relationships aid learning and
provide emotional support, they may also generate stress through
competition and social comparison (Fox and Moreland, 2015).
Social media use and exposure to idealized portrayals of peers’
success can foster inadequacy and lower motivation (Feinstein
et al., 2013; Vogel et al., 2015). Understanding these complex
impacts requires considering individual characteristics and peer
group dynamics (Juvonen et al., 2019; Samad et al., 2019). Family
support, distinct from peer influence, offers crucial emotional
stability and long-term guidance, impacting academic self-efficacy
and life satisfaction (Harris and Robinson, 2016; Roksa and Kinsley,
2019). In rural settings with limited institutional resources, family
involvement becomes even more critical for academic competence
and persistence (Baquedano-López et al., 2013), contributing to
better performance, resilience, and future aspirations (Fan and
Williams, 2010; Llorca et al., 2017).

Despite the established importance of social networks and
family support, limited research exists on their combined impact
on academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction among rural Chinese
high school students. Most studies focus on urban settings or
specific academic areas, leaving a gap in understanding rural
educational challenges (Mishra et al., 2023; Roscigno et al.,
2006). Furthermore, the dual role of social networks in providing
both support and pressure in these contexts warrants more
attention (Festinger, 1954; Fox and Moreland, 2015). This
study addresses these gaps by exploring how social networks
shape academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction among rural
Chinese high school students. Employing a mixed-methods
approach, it combines quantitative social network analysis (SNA)
with qualitative narrative inquiry to offer a comprehensive
view of peer relationships, family support, and social capital’s
influence on students’ academic and emotional wellbeing. The
study operationalizes social capital through network structures
(measured via Social Network Analysis) and relational qualities
(explored through interviews), linking these to academic and
emotional outcomes in rural settings. By focusing on rural settings,
the study aims to examine the socio-economic and resource-based
disparities that impact students’ educational experiences in these
areas (Talbert-Johnson, 2004; Owings and Kaplan, 2024).

This research significantly contributes to the literature on social
networks, particularly in rural China, by exploring the complexities
of peer relationships and the dual effects of support and pressure
on academic outcomes. It highlights the crucial role of family
support in resource-limited rural areas and examines educational
inequities through the lens of social capital, demonstrating how
access to networks, resources, and support systems contributes to
academic disparities. By addressing these interconnected factors,
the study offers valuable insights for educators, policymakers,
and stakeholders aiming to improve educational outcomes and
promote equity in rural settings. The findings can inform
targeted interventions to build social capital, strengthen support
networks, and mitigate the negative effects of competition and
social comparison.

2 Literature review

2.1 The foundation of social capital and
networks in academic success

Social capital refers to the networks, norms, and trust
facilitating cooperation and mutual benefit within society
(Bhandari and Yasunobu, 2009; Demir, 2021; Portes, 1998;
Putnam, 2000). In educational contexts, social capital profoundly
shapes academic outcomes by providing essential resources,
emotional support, and guidance through interpersonal networks,
significantly influencing students’ motivation, academic self-
efficacy, and life satisfaction (Eccles and Roeser, 2015; Epstein,
2019; Roksa and Kinsley, 2019). These two constructs, academic
self-efficacy and life satisfaction, were selected as key dependent
variables in this study because they represent critical dimensions
of students’ academic and overall wellbeing, both of which are
theorized to be significantly influenced by social capital and
network dynamics.

Social capital manifests in three distinct forms, each uniquely
supporting academic achievement and wellbeing. Bonding capital,
derived from close relationships within homogeneous groups
like family and friends (Ahn, 2012; Murray et al., 2020), offers
critical emotional and academic support for navigating educational
challenges. It facilitates access to resources and mentorship (Kutash
et al., 2013), fosters belonging that enhances academic motivation
(Uslu and Gizir, 2017), and strengthens self-efficacy—the belief
in one’s ability to succeed academically (Bandura, 1997). This
emotional backing from bonding capital directly bolsters self-
efficacy by reinforcing confidence in academic capabilities, a key
driver of persistence and performance (Pajares, 1996; Zimmerman,
2000). Furthermore, the sense of security and support provided
by strong bonding ties contributes to higher levels of life
satisfaction (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). In contrast, bridging
capital connects individuals across diverse groups (Claridge, 2018;
Kyne and Aldrich, 2020), providing access to novel information,
diverse perspectives, and broader opportunities. Such connections
stimulate intellectual growth, improve critical thinking, and
develop social skills through collaborative interactions (Dufur et al.,
2013; Jensen and Jetten, 2015). Bridging capital’s exposure to varied
resources and role models can enhance self-efficacy by offering new
strategies for success, while also boosting life satisfaction through
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a sense of connection across social boundaries and increased
opportunities (Lin et al., 2001). Linking capital ties students to
institutions and authority figures (Dika and Singh, 2002; Dufur
et al., 2013), granting access to institutional support such as
scholarships and counseling, essential for disadvantaged students
overcoming systemic barriers (Mishra, 2020; Woolcock, 1998).
This institutional support from linking capital can improve self-
efficacy by providing tangible resources for academic achievement
and elevate life satisfaction by reducing stress from educational
inequities and enhancing future prospects.

These forms of social capital underpin social networks
that significantly influence academic support and motivation.
Peer networks, as primary sources of bonding capital, create
collaborative learning environments that enhance academic
self-efficacy and engagement by encouraging mutual responsibility
(Topping, 2005; Van der Zanden et al., 2018). Such peer
interactions surpass mere emotional support, facilitating
structured opportunities for mutual accountability and collective
achievement (Wang et al., 2018). Peer collaboration provides
mastery experiences and vicarious learning—key sources of
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997)—while fostering belonging that
supports life satisfaction by fulfilling needs for relatedness and
companionship (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Similarly, family networks
boost motivation by reinforcing long-term educational aspirations.
Families establish stable, supportive environments, promoting
intrinsic motivation and sustained academic effort through
consistent expectations and encouragement (Fan and Chen,
2001; Hill, 2015; Ma et al., 2016; Riley, 2016). Unlike immediate
peer-driven dynamics, family support emphasizes perseverance
toward future-oriented goals. This consistent support from
family directly enhances self-efficacy by instilling confidence and
contributes to life satisfaction by providing a secure and predictable
environment. Educators, representing linking capital, substantially
contribute to student motivation through constructive feedback
and mentorship. Teachers who emphasize effort over innate ability
encourage students to view challenges as growth opportunities,
thus promoting self-efficacy and improvement (Dweck, 2006;
Ricard and Pelletier, 2016; Yeager and Dweck, 2020). Educator-led
mentorship programs further clarify the long-term benefits of
persistence, aligning current academic efforts with future career
aspirations (Crisp and Cruz, 2009; Hernandez et al., 2017). Teacher
feedback serves as verbal persuasion, a critical self-efficacy source
(Bandura, 1997), while mentorship enhances life satisfaction by
linking academic effort to personal purpose and future success.

Across these networks, fostering a sense of belonging
is crucial for student wellbeing and engagement. Inclusive,
supportive academic environments reduce isolation, sustaining
motivation and participation (Booker, 2007; Juvonen et al., 2019;
Van Herpen et al., 2020). This sense of belonging, facilitated
by strong social connections, directly contributes to higher
life satisfaction by fulfilling the fundamental human need for
relatedness (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Emotional support,
alongside instructional feedback, builds resilience against
academic challenges (Korpershoek et al., 2020), further bolstering
self-efficacy. In higher education, mentorship, community
ties, and digital platforms—such as online groups—support
underrepresented students by enhancing collaboration and

belonging, essential for motivation in complex settings (Nández
and Borrego, 2013; Tiryakioglu and Erzurum, 2011; Tzur et al.,
2023).

Social capital positively impacts academic outcomes (Jensen
and Jetten, 2015). Strong family and community networks boost
performance through shared expectations (Coleman, 1988),
while home- and school-based social capital enhance aspirations
and achievement (Dika and Singh, 2002; Huang, 2009; Parcel
et al., 2010). Human and social capital interactions further
improve competencies (Daly et al., 2021). Teacher networks,
like professional learning communities, create supportive
environments, improving outcomes (Demir, 2021; Jensen and
Jetten, 2015; Mishra, 2020). However, excessive bonding capital
can limit opportunities and reinforce inequalities (Lin, 1999;
Portes, 1998), and sustaining social capital is challenging in
resource-scarce areas (Mishra, 2020; Moshtari and Vanpoucke,
2021).

In summary, social capital shapes academic success through
networks providing support and resources. Inclusive networks,
leveraging peer, family, and teacher dynamics, improve outcomes,
particularly for disadvantaged students, by enhancing self-efficacy
and life satisfaction (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Ryan and
Deci, 2000). Therefore, understanding the interplay between social
capital, social networks, academic self-efficacy, and life satisfaction
is crucial for comprehending the holistic wellbeing and academic
trajectories of students, especially in the context of rural Chinese
high schools.

2.2 The multifaceted influences of social
connections on student wellbeing

Social networks within academic settings exert dual influences
on students, providing both essential support and potential
pressure that shape their academic outcomes and overall wellbeing,
including life satisfaction—the global evaluation of one’s quality of
life (Diener et al., 1985; Nández and Borrego, 2013; Samad et al.,
2019). These networks can foster collaboration, emotional support,
and motivation, but may also introduce stress, competition, and
distractions detrimental to academic focus (Fox and Moreland,
2015). Thus, a balanced understanding of social connections’
advantages and disadvantages is necessary to elucidate their impact
on life satisfaction and self-efficacy.

Supportive social networks facilitate academic assistance and
peer collaboration, creating shared learning experiences that
promote accountability, engagement, and motivation (Kilday and
Ryan, 2022; Wang and Eccles, 2013). Peer relationships often
extend beyond academics, offering emotional support that buffers
against stress and enhances students’ capacity to manage school
pressures (Lee et al., 2023). Strong peer ties foster a sense
of belonging, positively correlating with academic engagement
and success (Wang et al., 2018). Information shared among
peers also shapes students’ academic self-concept and motivation,
further influencing performance (Dudovitz et al., 2017; Rizzuto
et al., 2009). These peer dynamics enhance self-efficacy through
collaborative mastery experiences and boost life satisfaction by
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meeting needs for relatedness and support, per self-determination
theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

However, social networks can also create pressure, particularly
in competitive academic environments. According to Festinger’s
(1954) social comparison theory, evaluating oneself against others’
achievements—often idealized on social media—can heighten
stress, envy, lower self-esteem, and reduce motivation Feinstein
et al., 2013; Vogel et al., 2015. Excessive social media engagement
may distract from academic tasks, contributing to cognitive
overload and academic fatigue (Junco, 2015). Additionally,
pressure to maintain an idealized online presence and concerns
about privacy can further detract from academic focus (Bright et al.,
2015). Peer relationships may foster unhealthy competition; while
peer accountability can motivate students, competition within
networksmay also generate significant stress. Frequent social media
use during study periods has been linked to poorer academic
outcomes, undermining peer support’s benefits in high-pressure
settings (Felisoni and Godoi, 2018; Giunchiglia et al., 2018). Such
competitive pressures can erode self-efficacy by fostering doubt and
diminish life satisfaction through increased anxiety and isolation.

Distinct from peer and educator networks, family support
significantly influences students’ academic and emotional wellbeing
(Harris and Robinson, 2016; Roksa and Kinsley, 2019). Family
relationships provide unconditional emotional backing and long-
term guidance, critical to fostering academic resilience and success.
Family support notably enhances academic self-efficacy, as parents
create environments that instill confidence in students’ abilities
and encourage perseverance despite immediate setbacks (Bandura,
1994; Fan and Williams, 2010; Llorca et al., 2017; Schunk and
Zimmerman, 2007; Yap and Baharudin, 2016). Moreover, stable
and supportive family environments promote positive self-image
and emotional stability, key components of life satisfaction. Family
support acts as a buffer, reinforcing self-efficacy through consistent
encouragement and enhancing life satisfaction by providing a
secure emotional base.

Broader family networks, including siblings and extended
relatives, contribute emotional and academic resources. Siblings
provide peer-like support, while extended family offer guidance
complementing formal education (Galindo and Sheldon, 2012;
Gueldner et al., 2020). These networks enhance academic
performance and life satisfaction, mitigating socio-economic
disadvantages (Baquedano-López et al., 2013; Becker and Luthar,
2002). Consistent family involvement improves GPA over time,
bridging achievement gaps, and fostering long-term aspirations,
especially for disadvantaged students (Cheng et al., 2012; Ishimaru
et al., 2016).

Family support is particularly significant for ethnic minority
students in STEM, emphasizing educational value and aiding
complex academic paths (Hardy et al., 2018; Niehaus and Adelson,
2014). It also prevents dropout and sustains engagement by
promoting accountability and vision (Gil et al., 2021; Kim, 2014).
Synergy between family and school environments further boosts
self-efficacy and academic engagement, linking family background
to academic outcomes (Stubbs and Maynard, 2017; Weiser and
Riggio, 2010).

In summary, social networks in academia offer support but
also pose pressures, requiring balance to maximize benefits. Family

support, providing emotional stability and guidance, significantly
enhances resilience, self-efficacy, and life satisfaction, making these
constructs key outcomes for studying network effects.

2.3 Social capital as a lens for
understanding educational inequities

Educational inequities disproportionately affect marginalized
students, significantly hindering academic achievement and closely
relating to disparities in social capital (Gorski, 2017; Shifrer et al.,
2013). Social capital, defined as access to networks, resources,
and supportive relationships, either mitigates or exacerbates
these inequities. Students with strong social capital have greater
educational opportunities, while those lacking it—often from
lower socio-economic backgrounds—face substantial barriers
(Coleman, 1988). Unequal resource distribution, intensified
by socio-economic and geographical factors, deepens these
inequities, negatively impacting students’ academic self-efficacy
and life satisfaction (Talbert-Johnson, 2004). Limited social
capital undermines self-efficacy by restricting access to supportive
networks and diminishes life satisfaction by increasing stress
and isolation.

Racial disparities in resource access and social capital further
compound educational inequities (Roscigno and Ainsworth-
Darnell, 1999). Minority students frequently lack mentors and
role models essential to fostering academic self-efficacy and
success (Kumar, 2023). Limited social experiences and inadequate
institutional support widen socio-economic achievement gaps
(Thiem and Dasgupta, 2022). Such disparities are especially
pronounced in rural communities, where underdeveloped
educational infrastructure leads to fragmented social capital and
lower postsecondary attainment (Mishra et al., 2023; Roscigno
et al., 2006). Addressing these inequities requires strengthening
social capital through mentorship, community engagement, and
peer support. In rural contexts like China, where this study is
situated, these gaps directly affect self-efficacy and life satisfaction,
making them critical lenses for analysis.

Deep-seated socio-economic inequalities within educational
systems further perpetuate disparities, benefiting affluent students
with established networks while leaving disadvantaged students
behind (Tranter, 2012). Targeted initiatives, including school-
community partnerships, mentorship, and parental involvement
programs, are crucial for enhancing disadvantaged students’ social
capital, thus improving their academic performance, belonging,
self-efficacy, and motivation (Bernardi and Ballarino, 2016).

Educational inequities have significant psychological impacts,
as marginalized students face increased stress and reduced
belonging due to limited social capital (Quintana and Mahgoub,
2016). Interventions like mentorship and peer support can provide
emotional backing, while equitable resource distribution ensures
access to both material resources and resilience (Jones et al.,
2020). Chronic underfunding in schools serving low-income and
minority students restricts quality education and social capital
development (Cole-Henderson, 2014), perpetuating achievement
disparities (Darling-Hammond, 2013). Equitable funding policies,
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including investments in extracurriculars and teacher training, are
essential for equal opportunities (Owings and Kaplan, 2024).

Opportunity gaps in mathematics and science further
deepen inequities, with minority students often lacking advanced
coursework and qualified teachers, hindering development
and network-building (Gorski, 2017). Reforms should expand
access, improve training, and foster mentorship, but policies like
school choice must be carefully designed to avoid increasing
segregation (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Addressing inequities
requires tackling socio-economic, geographical, and psychological
factors linked to social capital disparities. Policies should balance
equitable resources with mentorship and peer support to promote
equity, enabling success for all students. This underscores self-
efficacy and life satisfaction as key outcomes reflecting the toll of
these disparities.

2.4 The present study

This study investigates academic self-efficacy and life
satisfaction as key indicators of how social networks, embedded
within the broader framework of social capital, influence the
academic success and overall wellbeing of rural Chinese high
school students. These constructs were selected as dependent
variables because they directly reflect the dual impact of social
capital: its role in facilitating academic achievement through
enhanced confidence and motivation (self-efficacy) and its
contribution to emotional wellbeing and overall quality of life (life
satisfaction). Academic self-efficacy, defined as students’ belief in
their ability to succeed in specific academic tasks such as studying
for exams or completing assignments (Bandura, 1997), is critical
because it drives motivation, effort, and persistence, leading to
better grades, test scores, and engagement in learning (Honicke
and Broadbent, 2016; Multon et al., 1991; Pajares, 1996; Richardson
et al., 2012; Zimmerman, 2000). Students with high self-efficacy
set challenging goals and persevere through difficulties, making
it a vital measure for understanding academic outcomes in rural
settings where resources may be limited. Life satisfaction, reflecting
students’ overall evaluation of their quality of life based on their
experiences and relationships (Diener et al., 1985), captures
emotional health, which is crucial during adolescence—a period of
significant developmental changes (Erikson, 1968; Proctor et al.,
2009). High life satisfaction is linked to better mental health,
stronger social relationships, and improved academic adjustment,
making it essential for assessing wellbeing in rural Chinese high
schools where socio-cultural challenges may impact students’ lives
(Huebner et al., 2000; Seligman, 2002).

Social networks play a significant role in shaping academic self-
efficacy. Supportive peers, family, and educators offer feedback,
collaborative learning opportunities, and encouragement that build
students’ confidence in their academic abilities (Bandura, 1997;
Epstein, 2019). For example, peer study groups provide mastery
experiences, observing successful peers offers vicarious learning,
and positive feedback from teachers serves as verbal persuasion—
all key sources of self-efficacy (Eccles and Roeser, 2015). Similarly,
social networks influence life satisfaction by meeting fundamental
needs for connection and support. Positive relationships reduce

loneliness, foster a sense of purpose, and enhance wellbeing, while
negative interactions, such as competitive pressures amplified by
social comparisons, can lower satisfaction (Vogel et al., 2015). In
rural China, where institutional resources may be scarce, family,
and peer networks are particularly critical for both academic
confidence and emotional health.

We analyzed gender differences in academic self-efficacy and
life satisfaction based on research suggesting potential variations
(Ma et al., 2016; Llorca et al., 2017) and social role theory (Eagly
and Wood, 2016), considering the influence of traditional gender
roles in rural China. Grade-level differences were explored using
adolescent development theory (Erikson, 1968) and social network
research (Wang et al., 2018), anticipating network evolution to
impact self-efficacy and life satisfaction.

Based on the literature, this study tests the
following hypotheses:

1. Stronger social networks (higher centrality and density) will be
associated with higher academic self-efficacy (Coleman, 1988;
Lin, 1999).

2. Supportive social networks (larger size and higher density) will
be positively associated with life satisfaction, while networks
with high competition will be negatively associated with life
satisfaction (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Feinstein et al., 2013;
Vogel et al., 2015).

3. Family support will moderate the relationships between social
networks and both academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction,
strengthening positive effects in resource-limited rural areas
(Fan and Williams, 2010; Llorca et al., 2017).

4. Female students will report higher academic self-efficacy than
male students (Ma et al., 2016; Eagly and Wood, 2016).

5. Network density will increase with grade level, and students in
higher grades will report higher academic self-efficacy and life
satisfaction (Erikson, 1968; Wang et al., 2018).

Additionally, we explored the role of other demographic
variables, such as age, in relation to self-efficacy and life satisfaction,
without specific hypotheses due to limited prior research in this
context. These hypotheses align with the study’s goal of examining
how social networks, as social capital, influence rural students’
academic and emotional lives, aiming to understand how network
structures and relational support help or hinder students in rural
Chinese high schools to inform educational improvements and
wellbeing in these underserved areas.

3 Methods and materials

3.1 Subjects

This study employed a two-phase mixed-methods design to
examine rural high school students inmainland China. Participants
were recruited using purposive sampling from two rural high
schools located in Sichuan Province (Southwest China) and
Heilongjiang Province (Northeast China). These provinces were
selected to capture variation in rural contexts, such as economic
activities and cultural influences, while focusing on high school
students. School principals and teachers assisted with participant
recruitment, ensuring representation from all grade levels (10–12).
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TABLE 1 Distribution of qualitative phase participants by key

characteristics.

Characteristic Category Number of participants

Gender Male 11

Female 17

Grade 10 9

11 10

12 9

Academic
self-efficacy

Low (<45) 7

Medium (45–60) 14

High (>60) 7

Network size Small (0–2) 8

Medium (3–5) 12

Large (≥6) 8

Network density Low (<0.2) 9

Medium (0.2–0.4) 10

High (>0.4) 9

A total of 454 students participated in the quantitative phase
(39%male, n= 177; 61% female, n= 277; average age 17.2 years, SD
= 0.8). The gender imbalance reflected the higher number of female
students in the sampled schools and potentially greater female
participation willingness. This was addressed by including gender
as a control variable in analyses. Ethical guidelines were followed,
with informed consent obtained from all participants and parental
consent for those under 18. Data was collected anonymously.

Ethical guidelines were strictly followed throughout the
study. Informed consent was obtained from school principals,
teachers, and each student participant. Parental consent was
secured for students under 18. Students received an information
sheet explaining the study’s purpose, procedures, and their right
to withdraw at any time. All questionnaires were completed
anonymously, and identifying information was removed during
data analysis. The study protocol received approval from the
Institutional Review Board at Daejin University.

For the qualitative phase, a purposive sub-sample of 28 students
was selected from the initial SNA sample to ensure diversity in
network characteristics and academic self-efficacy scores, aiming to
explore the relationship between social capital and academic self-
efficacy. Selection criteria included varying levels of academic self-
efficacy (low:<45, medium: 45–60, high:>60), network size (small:
0–2 friends, medium: 3–5 friends, large: ≥6 friends), and network
density (low: <0.2, medium: 0.2–0.4, high: >0.4). Participants
were chosen to represent a mix of these categories, accounting for
grade level and aiming to reflect the quantitative sample’s gender
distribution (11males, 39%; 17 females, 61%; average age 17.3 years,
SD= 0.7). This slightly deviated from the intended gender balance
to prioritize diversity across key variables, as detailed in Table 1.
The same ethical procedures were followed, with written informed
consent obtained prior to semi-structured interviews conducted in
private school settings and audio-recorded.

3.2 Instruments

This study employed a combination of instruments to collect
data on social networks, academic self-efficacy, and life satisfaction
among rural high school students in China.

3.2.1 Social network analysis (SNA)
The Social Network Index (SNI) developed by Cohen et al.

(1997) was adapted for this study. While the core name-generator
question remained unchanged, asking students to list their closest
friends within the school, certain modifications were implemented
to enhance its suitability for the rural Chinese high-school context.
Students were instructed to “list up to six classmates you talk with
at least three times a week and whom you would feel comfortable
asking for academic help.” Pilot work showed that six nominations
balanced recall accuracy with questionnaire length; fewer than
5% of respondents wished to list more names. This design aligns
with social capital theory by targeting bonding social capital—
close-knit ties that provide academic and emotional support (Ahn,
2012)—and allows measurement of network structures central to
the construct (Putnam, 2000).

First, the original instructions were simplified and translated
into Chinese, ensuring clarity for the target population. Second,
the pilot test revealed that some students were hesitant to list
friends due to concerns about confidentiality. To address this, the
questionnaire was modified to emphasize the anonymous nature of
the data collection and to assure students that their responses would
not be shared with teachers or school administrators. Finally, minor
adjustments were made to the wording of some items to ensure
cultural relevance and avoid any potential misinterpretations.

In addition to the name generator, four follow-up items were
asked for each nominated friend: (a) frequency of academic
discussion, (b) frequency of non-academic interaction, (c)
perceived academic support, and (d) perceived emotional support.
Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never to 5
= very often/very much). Summed across all listed friends, these
ratings yielded continuous indicators of academic interaction and
emotional support that could be analyzed alongside structural
metrics. These items were included to capture the relational
quality of social capital, such as trust and support, complementing
the structural measures like network size, density, and centrality
(Coleman, 1988). For example, network centrality reflects access
to resources and information, while density indicates the strength
of bonding ties within peer groups (Lin, 1999). Because every
student answered the same four Likert-type questions, the resulting
item set (24 observed variables: 4 items × up to 6 friends, with
missing values coded as 0) was suitable for confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA).

The modified SNI was reviewed by experts in social network
analysis for content validity, and the pilot test confirmed that
the changes improved both comprehension and the quality of
responses. These adaptations ensured that the instrument captured
relevant social dynamics while maintaining high reliability
(Cronbach’s α > 0.85) and internal consistency, consistent
with prior studies. The CFA treated the 24 indicators as
reflective of a single latent factor labeled “Perceived Network
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Support.” This factor aligns with the relational dimension
of social capital, emphasizing the trust and mutual support
embedded in students’ networks. The CFA results supported the
unidimensional structure of the SNI, with acceptable model fit
indices: χ²/df = 2.31, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.06
(90% CI= 0.04–0.08), SRMR= 0.05.

3.2.2 Academic self-e�cacy
The Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (ASES) developed by Pintrich

and De Groot (1990). The ASES is a widely used measure that
assesses students’ confidence in their ability to perform academic
tasks. This scale includes items rated on a Likert scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Reliability of the ASES
has been well-documented, with Cronbach’s alpha values typically
above 0.80 (Pintrich and De Groot, 1990). For this study, the ASES
was translated into Chinese and back-translated to ensure linguistic
accuracy. A pilot test with a subset of students confirmed the scale’s
clarity and relevance. Given the translation and adaptation of the
ASES, CFA was also employed to assess its construct validity within
the Chinese sample. The model fit indices indicated a good fit to the
data, confirming the scale’s structural validity: χ2/df = 2.85, CFI=
0.92, TLI= 0.90, RMSEA= 0.07 (90%CI: 0.05, 0.09), SRMR= 0.06.

3.2.3 Life satisfaction
The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) developed by Diener

et al. (1985). The SWLS is a brief, five-item instrument designed
to measure global cognitive judgments of one’s life satisfaction.
Participants rate each item on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The SWLS
has been extensively validated, with high internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha typically around 0.87) and good test-retest
reliability (Diener et al., 1985). The scale was translated into
Chinese, with back-translation procedures ensuring accuracy. A
pilot test confirmed its applicability and comprehension among the
target population. Similarly, CFA was performed on the translated
SWLS to evaluate its construct validity. The results demonstrated
acceptable model fit, supporting the use of the SWLS in this
population: χ2/df = 3.12, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.88, RMSEA = 0.08
(90% CI: 0.06, 0.10), SRMR= 0.07.

3.2.4 Interview
A semi-structured interview guide was designed for this study

to examine student social networks, perceived academic support
from friends, and how these networks influenced academic goals
and wellbeing. The guide featured open-ended questions with
prompts to encourage detailed responses and capture students’
experiences. A pilot test with two students from the initial
SNA sample was conducted to evaluate the clarity and flow
of the questions and their ability to elicit meaningful data.
Minor adjustments were made to the wording and order of
questions based on the feedback, improving the interview process
for participants.

The interview guide was developed iteratively, informed by
existing literature on social capital, academic self-efficacy, and

student wellbeing in rural settings. The pilot test ensured the
questions were appropriate for the target population and produced
relevant insights. To ensure the trustworthiness of the data,
member checking was employed. After each interview, participants
reviewed a summary of their key points and provided feedback on
its accuracy. This process allowed for clarification or amendments,
enhancing the credibility of the findings.

3.3 Procedure

This mixed-methods study employed a two-phase approach,
commencing with a quantitative phase using social network
analysis (SNA) followed by a qualitative phase involving narrative
inquiry. Initial contact was established with school principals from
two rural high schools in Sichuan and Heilongjiang provinces,
China. Following the acquisition of informed consent from the
principals, teachers facilitated participant recruitment. Information
sheets detailing the study’s purpose, procedures, and participant
rights were distributed to students in grades 10–12. Written
consent was obtained from students aged 18 or older, and parental
consent was secured for those under 18.

During a designated class period, students completed a self-
administered questionnaire. Researchers were available to address
queries and ensure proper completion. Completed questionnaires
were collected anonymously. Data completeness was verified, and
friendship nominations were coded using Gephi and UCINET
SNA software. Key network metrics—network size (number
of unique nominations), density (ratio of actual to possible
connections within the ego network), and degree centrality
(number of direct ties, computed using UCINET algorithms)—
were calculated. Gephi and UCINET were used for visualization
and computation, with results cross-verified for reliability. The
SNI instrument’s reliability was confirmed through a pilot test
(Cronbach’s alpha > 0.85).

For the qualitative phase, 28 students were purposively selected
from the initial SNA sample based on variation in network
characteristics (size, density), academic self-efficacy scores, and
gender balance to ensure diverse perspectives. These students were
individually contacted and invited for semi-structured interviews
(45–60min) held in private school locations, with informed
consent obtained prior to scheduling and audio-recording. The
interview guide explored students’ perceptions of their social
networks, friendships, interaction frequency and nature, and the
influence of these relationships on academic goals, study habits,
and wellbeing.

All interviews were transcribed verbatim by a professional
service. Researchers reviewed transcripts for accuracy, removing
identifying information. An iterative coding process identified
key themes related to social capital, academic self-efficacy,
and life satisfaction, with multiple coding rounds ensuring
comprehensive theme development (Saldaña, 2016). Data
integration occurred during analysis, using SNA metrics and
academic self-efficacy scores to group students for deeper
qualitative data analysis. This triangulation facilitated cross-
validation between quantitative network data and qualitative
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narratives, enriching the understanding of how network structures
and student perceptions influenced academic self-efficacy and
life satisfaction (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2017). The integrated
analysis provided insight into the dual role of social networks—as
sources of support and potential stressors—within the academic
lives of students in rural China.

3.4 Data analysis

This mixed-methods study employed both quantitative and
qualitative approaches for a comprehensive examination of the
interplay between social networks, academic self-efficacy, and life
satisfaction among rural Chinese high school students. Descriptive
statistics summarized the sample’s demographic characteristics
(age, gender, grade level) and key variables (network size, density,
academic self-efficacy, life satisfaction). Social network analysis
(SNA) was conducted using UCINET (Borgatti et al., 2002) and
Gephi (Bastian et al., 2009) to examine the structural properties
of students’ social networks, computing metrics such as density,
centrality, and ego-network characteristics to identify patterns
of social interaction and support. Inferential statistics, including
independent samples t-tests and ANOVAs, examined differences
in academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction across demographic
and network characteristics. Multiple regression analysis in SPSS
(Version 27) assessed the predictive power of social network
variables on academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction, controlling
for demographics. The reliability of the scales was confirmed
using Cronbach’s alpha, with values exceeding 0.80 indicating high
internal consistency.

The qualitative data from semi-structured interviews were
analyzed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) guidelines. Transcribed interviews were imported into
NVivo (version 12) to facilitate coding. An initial coding scheme,
based on research questions and literature review, included codes
like “peer support,” “academic pressure,” and “family influence.”
Open coding allowed for emergent codes (e.g., “shared struggles,”
“fear of falling behind”). The coding process was iterative, with
multiple researchers independently coding a subset of transcripts
to ensure inter-coder reliability, resolving discrepancies through
consensus. Constant comparison refined and merged codes into
broader themes (e.g., “The Value of Supportive Friendships”). Axial
coding explored relationships between themes. Member checking
with participants enhanced the trustworthiness of qualitative
findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

4 Results

4.1 Quantitative phase

The quantitative phase of this study involved the analysis
of data collected through the Social Network Index (SNI), the
Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (ASES), and the Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWLS) from 454 rural high school students in China. The
results provide insights into the social network structures, levels of
academic self-efficacy, and life satisfaction among the participants.

4.1.1 Descriptive statistics
The sample consisted of 454 rural high school students from

China, with 39% male (n = 177) and 61% female (n = 277).
The average age of the participants was 17.2 years (SD = 0.8),
with a slight positive skewness (0.2) and negative kurtosis (−0.5),
indicating a relatively normal age distribution.

Regarding the grade distribution, the sample was evenly spread
across grades 10 (33%, n= 150), 11 (34%, n= 154), and 12 (33%, n
= 150), ensuring a balanced representation of students at different
stages of their high school education.

The descriptive statistics (Table 2) provide insights into
participants’ demographics, social network structures, academic
self-efficacy, and life satisfaction. The average network size (number
of close friends) was 4.3 (SD = 0.9), showing a near-normal
distribution (skewness = 0.1, kurtosis = −0.6). Network density,
the proportion of actual to possible connections, was 0.32 (skewness
= 0.4, kurtosis = −0.7), indicating moderate connectivity. Degree
centrality, the number of direct ties, averaged 3.7 (SD = 1.2) with
skewness= 0.3 and kurtosis=−0.8.

The Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (ASES) had a mean score of
53.6 (SD = 10.2), with high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α

= 0.89) and a near-normal distribution (skewness = 0.1, kurtosis
= −0.4), showing most students felt academically confident. The
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) had a mean of 24.8 (SD =

6.3) with strong reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.87), slight negative
skewness (−0.2), andmoderate kurtosis (−0.5), suggesting generally
moderate to high life satisfaction.

4.1.2 Gender di�erences in academic
self-e�cacy and life satisfaction

Independent samples t-tests examined gender differences in
academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction (Table 3). Females
reported significantly higher self-efficacy (M = 54.8, SD = 9.8)
than males (M = 51.2, SD = 10.6), t(452) = 3.52, p < 0.001, with a
moderate effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.35), indicating gender’s role in
self-efficacy. No significant difference was found in life satisfaction
between females (M = 24.6, SD = 6.2) and males (M = 25.1, SD =

6.5), t(452) = −0.85, p = 0.396.This suggests that gender does not
significantly impact life satisfaction in this sample.

4.1.3 Relationship between social network
characteristics and academic self-e�cacy

Pearson correlation analyses revealed significant positive
correlations between network centrality and academic self-efficacy
(r = 0.34, p < 0.001), and between network density and academic
self-efficacy (r = 0.28, p < 0.001), as shown in Table 4. These
findings suggest that students who hold more central positions in
their social networks and those with denser networks tend to have
higher academic self-efficacy. This highlights the importance of
social network structure in influencing students’ confidence in their
academic abilities.

4.1.4 Predictors of academic self-e�cacy
A multiple regression analysis was conducted to identify the

predictors of academic self-efficacy, incorporating network size,
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics.

Variable N % Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s alpha

Gender

Male 177 39

Female 277 61

Age (years) 454 100 17.2 0.8 0.2 −0.5

Grade

Grade 10 150 33

Grade 11 154 34

Grade 12 150 33

Social network characteristics

Network size 454 100 4.3 0.9 0.1 −0.6

Network density 454 100 0.32 0.09 0.4 −0.7

Degree centrality 454 100 3.7 1.2 0.3 −0.8

Academic self-efficacy 454 100 53.6 10.2 0.1 −0.4 0.89

Life satisfaction 454 100 24.8 6.3 −0.2 −0.5 0.87

TABLE 3 Gender di�erences in academic self-e�cacy and life satisfaction.

Variable Gender N Mean SD t p-value Cohen’s d

Academic self-efficacy Male 177 51.2 10.6 3.52 <0.001 0.35

Female 277 54.8 9.8

Life satisfaction Male 177 25.1 6.5 −0.85 0.396 –

Female 277 24.6 6.2

TABLE 4 Correlations between social network characteristics and

academic self-e�cacy.

Variable Network centrality Network density

Academic self-efficacy 0.34∗∗ 0.28∗∗

Life satisfaction 0.20∗∗ 0.22∗∗

∗∗p < 0.001.

network density, degree centrality, gender, and grade level as
predictors. The results, displayed in Table 5, indicate that the
overall model was significant, F(5,448) = 23.45, p < 0.001, and
explained 24.7% of the variance in academic self-efficacy (R² =

0.247). Degree centrality (β = 0.31, p < 0.001) and network
density (β = 0.27, p < 0.001) emerged as significant predictors,
indicating that students with higher centrality and denser networks
exhibit greater academic self-efficacy. Gender also emerged as a
significant predictor (β = 0.18, p < 0.001), with female students
reporting higher self-efficacy. Network size and grade level did not
significantly predict academic self-efficacy (p > 0.05).

4.1.5 Life satisfaction and social network
characteristics

Pearson correlation analyses also showed a significant positive
correlation between life satisfaction and network size (r = 0.22,

TABLE 5 Multiple regression analysis for predictors of academic

self-e�cacy.

Predictor B SE β t p-value

Network size 0.45 0.34 0.08 1.32 0.187

Network density 6.12 1.15 0.27 5.32 <0.001

Degree centrality 4.87 0.76 0.31 6.41 <0.001

Gender (female) 3.21 0.84 0.18 3.82 <0.001

Grade level 0.15 0.41 0.02 0.37 0.711

R²= 0.247, F(5, 448) = 23.45, p < 0.001.

p < 0.001), indicating that students with larger social networks
reported higher life satisfaction. Additionally, network centrality
was positively correlated with life satisfaction (r = 0.20, p < 0.001).
These correlations, presented in Table 4, suggest that students who
are more central in their social networks and those with more
extensive networks tend to experience higher life satisfaction.

4.1.6 Network characteristics across grades
ANOVA was conducted to assess differences in network

characteristics across grades. The results (Table 6) showed
significant variation in network density, F(2,451) = 6.78, p = 0.001.
Grade 12 students had the highest network density (M = 0.35, SD
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TABLE 6 ANOVA results for network density across grades.

Grade N Mean SD F p-value

Grade 10 150 0.29 0.09 6.78 0.001

Grade 11 154 0.31 0.08

Grade 12 150 0.35 0.07

Post-hoc Tukey HSD: Grade 12 > Grade 10, p < 0.05; Grade 12 > Grade 11, p < 0.05.

= 0.07), compared to grade 10 (M = 0.29, SD = 0.09) and grade
11 (M = 0.31, SD = 0.08). Post-hoc Tukey HSD tests confirmed
that the differences between grade 12 and both grades 10 and 11
were significant (p < 0.05). These results suggest that as students
advance in high school, their social networks become denser,
reflecting stronger peer connections in the final year. Figure 1
illustrates the friendship network structure, with nodes colored
by grade and sized by degree centrality, highlighting the higher
network density in Grade 12 (see Table 6). This visualization also
informed subsequent qualitative themes by revealing patterns of
social integration and isolation.

In summary, these findings highlight the role of social networks
in students’ academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction. Female
students reported higher self-efficacy than males, and social
network centrality and density were positively correlated with both
academic confidence and life satisfaction. The variation in network
density across grades emphasizes the increasing importance of peer
relationships in later high school years.

4.2 Qualitative findings: narrative inquiry

The semi-structured interview questions were designed to
explore students’ perceptions of their friendships, the academic
and emotional support they received, and the pressures they
faced within their social circles. Specific questions included: “How
do your friends help you with schoolwork?” “Do you ever feel
pressure from your friends to perform better academically?” and
“How do your relationships with family or relatives influence your
school life?” These questions aligned with the study’s main themes
of supportive friendships, competitive pressures, and broader
social networks.

The coding process followed a thematic analysis approach
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). Initial open coding identified recurring
ideas such as “peer encouragement,” “academic comparison,” and
“family guidance.” These codes were then refined and grouped into
broader themes through axial coding, resulting in three key themes
that captured the nuanced ways social networks shaped students’
experiences. The themes were further triangulated with SNA data to
examine how network characteristics—such as centrality, density,
and size—related to students’ narratives.

4.2.1 Theme 1: centrality and perceptions of
supportive friendships

Students with high network centrality (many direct
connections) frequently described their friendships as a key
source of academic and emotional support. These students, often
central in their social networks, reported feeling empowered

by their numerous ties. For example, a Grade 11 student
with high centrality and high academic self-efficacy said, “I
have a lot of friends who are always willing to help. If I don’t
understand something, I can ask different people and get different
perspectives.” This aligns with the quantitative finding that
higher centrality correlates with greater academic self-efficacy
(r = 0.34, p < 0.001).

In contrast, students with low centrality expressed feelings of
isolation, which impacted their confidence. A Grade 10 student
with low centrality and lower self-efficacy noted, “I don’t havemany
close friends here, so when I struggle, I feel like I’m on my own. It
makes me doubt whether I can keep up.” This triangulation shows
how centrality not only provides access to resources but also shapes
students’ perceptions of their academic abilities.

4.2.2 Theme 2: network density and experiences
of competition

Students in denser networks—where friends were more
interconnected—reported a complex relationship with
competition. While some found the close-knit nature motivating,
others felt overwhelmed by constant comparison. A Grade 12
student in a high-density network with moderate self-efficacy
explained, “Everyone in my group knows each other’s grades,
so there’s always this pressure to do better. It pushes me, but
sometimes it’s too much.” This reflects the quantitative finding that
network density is positively correlated with academic self-efficacy
(r = 0.28, p < 0.001), but also adds nuance by showing density can
increase stress.

Students in less dense networks felt less competitive pressure.
A Grade 11 student with a low-density network and high life
satisfaction remarked, “My friends aren’t all connected, so there’s
less talk about who’s doing better. It’s more relaxed, and I can focus
onmy own progress.” This suggests that while denser networksmay
boost academic confidence for some, they can also heighten anxiety
for others, a tension not fully captured in the quantitative data.

4.2.3 Theme 3: network size and the role of
broader social support

Beyond in-school friendships, students with larger social
networks—including family and relatives—described a broader
support system that enhanced their wellbeing. A Grade 10 student
with a large network and high life satisfaction shared, “I have a
big family, and they’re always there for me. Even if school gets
tough, I know I have people to lean on.” This aligns with the
quantitative correlation between network size and life satisfaction
(r = 0.22, p < 0.001).

Students with smaller networks often relied heavily on a few key
relationships, which could be both a strength and a vulnerability.
A Grade 12 student with a small network but high academic self-
efficacy said, “I don’t have many friends, but my parents are very
involved. They push me to do well, and that’s enough for me.” This
highlights how smaller, intimate networks can still provide critical
support, especially with strong family involvement.

Overall, triangulating SNA and interview data reveals that
network characteristics shape students’ experiences in distinct
ways. High centrality amplifies the benefits of supportive
friendships, while dense networks can foster both motivation
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FIGURE 1

Friendship network for 454 rural Chinese high school students. Nodes are colored by grade (blue = 10, green = 11, orange = 12) and sized by degree

centrality. Edge opacity scales with tie strength (stronger ties are darker). Insets show: the ego network of a high centrality “broker” (top right); the

core of a dense clique, with nodes colored by grade (bottom right, upper portion); and an ego in a peripheral position with few ties (bottom right,

lower portion).

and stress. Larger networks, including family ties, contribute to
wellbeing, offering a buffer against academic pressures. These
refined themes provide a nuanced understanding of how social
networks influence rural students, extending beyond generic ideas
of support and competition.

5 Discussion

The present study explored the intricate role of social networks
in shaping academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction among rural
Chinese high school students. Our mixed-methods approach,
integrating quantitative social network analysis with qualitative
narrative inquiry, provided a comprehensive understanding of how
peer relationships, family support, and social capital influence

students’ academic and emotional wellbeing. Drawing on social
capital theory, we aimed to elucidate how network structures and
relational dynamics contribute to these outcomes, and our findings
offer nuanced insights into this process.

5.1 Social network structures and academic
self-e�cacy

Our quantitative findings revealed a significant positive
association between social network centrality and density, and
academic self-efficacy among rural Chinese high school students.
This directly supports social capital theory, demonstrating higher
academic confidence among students with greater embeddedness
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in strong, interconnected social networks (Dika and Singh, 2002;
Putnam, 2000). Specifically, the positive correlation between
network centrality, a manifestation of bridging social capital,
indicates that access to diverse resources and information bolsters
students’ belief in their academic capabilities (Lin, 1999). Similarly,
the importance of network density, reflecting bonding social
capital, suggests that cohesive peer groups provide a supportive
environment enhancing self-efficacy (Ahn, 2012). Qualitative
data corroborate these findings, with students describing how
supportive friendships, indicative of strong bonding capital,
facilitated collaborative learning and provided crucial academic
and emotional encouragement, as exemplified by a Grade 11
student with high centrality stating the benefit of diverse
perspectives accessible through numerous connections. This aligns
with Bandura’s (1994) social cognitive theory, where self-efficacy
is nurtured within supportive social contexts. Furthermore,
qualitative insights highlighted the role of family support as linking
social capital, connecting students to essential resources and long-
term guidance, particularly vital in resource-constrained rural
environments (Woolcock, 1998). The potential of bridging social
capital, through connections with diverse peers, to enhance self-
efficacy by exposing students to varied problem-solving approaches
(Kyne and Aldrich, 2020; Lin, 1999) was also supported by
student narratives.

5.2 Gender di�erences in academic
self-e�cacy

A notable finding was that female students reported
significantly higher academic self-efficacy than their male
counterparts. This result, while diverging from some earlier
research, resonates with more recent studies indicating evolving
gender dynamics in education (Llorca et al., 2017; Ma et al.,
2016). In the Chinese context, this might reflect shifting societal
expectations and educational practices that increasingly encourage
female academic engagement (Fan and Chen, 2001; Hill, 2015).
Our finding aligns with social role theory (Eagly and Wood, 2016),
suggesting that in rural China, societal norms may encourage
girls to prioritize academic effort and seek social support more
readily than boys, potentially fostering higher levels of self-efficacy.
The emphasis on diligence and relational interdependence in
female socialization within this cultural context (Mishra, 2020;
Murray et al., 2020) might also contribute to enhanced academic
self-regulation and a greater propensity to engage in collaborative
learning and help-seeking behaviors (Topping, 2005; Van der
Zanden et al., 2018), further reinforcing their self-efficacy.
However, it is important to consider that gender differences
in self-efficacy can be domain-specific (Niehaus and Adelson,
2014), and future research could explore these nuances within our
study population.

5.3 The dual nature of social networks:
support and pressure

Our qualitative findings corroborated the dual nature of social
networks in students’ academic lives, acting as both sources of

support and pressure, consistent with existing literature (Fox and
Moreland, 2015; Nández and Borrego, 2013). Supportive peer
relationships fostered learning and provided crucial emotional
reinforcement, thereby enhancing both academic self-efficacy
and life satisfaction (Eccles and Roeser, 2015; Wang et al.,
2018). Students’ descriptions of collaborative learning and mutual
encouragement underscored the benefits of bonding social capital
in promoting belonging and motivation (Ahn, 2012; Murray
et al., 2020; Van Herpen et al., 2020). The qualitative data
also highlighted the vital role of peer emotional support in
mitigating academic stress and fostering resilience (Booker,
2007; Lee et al., 2023). Conversely, the pressure to meet peer
achievements and the presence of unspoken competition within
social circles frequently led to heightened anxiety and reduced
self-confidence (Feinstein et al., 2013; Vogel et al., 2015), aligning
with Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory. The influence
of network structure was also evident, with students in denser
networks often reporting greater competitive pressures (Felisoni
and Godoi, 2018; Giunchiglia et al., 2018), suggesting that while
density, representing strong bonding capital, can foster support,
it can also amplify the negative effects of social comparison
within close-knit groups. This was illustrated by a Grade 12
student in a high-density network who admitted, “Everyone
in my group knows each other’s grades, so there’s always
this pressure to do better. It pushes me, but sometimes it’s
too much.”

5.4 Family support as a distinct and critical
influence

This study strongly emphasizes the crucial and distinct role
of family support in shaping the academic self-efficacy and
life satisfaction of rural high school students. Our qualitative
findings revealed that family relationships provide essential
emotional support and long-term guidance, which differs from
the more immediate, task-focused support often offered by
peers (Harris and Robinson, 2016; Roksa and Kinsley, 2019).
The encouragement received from parents and extended family
members was consistently linked to students reporting greater
academic confidence and resilience, reinforcing the established
importance of family involvement in fostering academic self-
efficacy and motivation (Fan and Williams, 2010; Llorca et al.,
2017; Mishra, 2020). In the context of resource-limited rural areas,
family support often serves as a primary source of emotional
and educational stability, effectively compensating for potential
institutional deficits, thus acting as a vital form of linking
social capital at the familial level (Baquedano-López et al., 2013;
Boonk et al., 2018; Woolcock, 1998). Furthermore, family support
appeared particularly vital for students who lacked strong in-
school networks, playing a crucial role in maintaining their
engagement and overall wellbeing, which aligns with research
on the contributions of extended family (Galindo and Sheldon,
2012; Gueldner et al., 2020). As a Grade 12 student with a
small network noted, “I don’t have many friends, but my parents
are very involved. They push me to do well, and that’s enough
for me,” highlighting the significance of family involvement for
some students.
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5.5 Educational inequities and social capital

The findings of this study highlight the significant role of
social capital, manifested through social networks, in shaping
educational outcomes within rural Chinese high schools, where
socio-economic disparities are prevalent (Gorski, 2017; Shifrer
et al., 2013). Our results directly illustrate how disparities in
social capital are linked to educational inequities: students with
smaller or weaker social networks, often from lower socio-
economic backgrounds, exhibited lower levels of academic self-
efficacy and life satisfaction. This aligns with the understanding that
limited social capital can exacerbate existing educational inequities
(Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000; Roscigno and Ainsworth-Darnell,
1999). For instance, qualitative data revealed that students with
fewer close peer connections expressed isolation and a lack of
confidence, supported by quantitative findings indicating positive
correlations between network size and centrality with self-efficacy
(r = 0.34, p < 0.001) and life satisfaction (r = 0.22, p < 0.001).
These findings underscore the critical importance of fostering
social capital in rural China, where underdeveloped infrastructure
and scarce resources can deepen socio-economic gaps (Mishra
et al., 2023; Roscigno et al., 2006). Qualitative interviews further
emphasized the compensatory role of family support, a crucial form
of linking social capital at the familial level, for students with weak
peer networks, as exemplified by aGrade 12 student stating parental
encouragement helps them stay on track despite having few friends.
This highlights how strong family ties can buffer the negative
impacts of limited peer social capital, particularly for disadvantaged
students (Baquedano-López et al., 2013; Becker and Luthar, 2002;
Woolcock, 1998). Our study’s findings strongly support the notion
that interventions aimed at enhancing social capital through
initiatives like mentorship, community engagement, and parental
involvement can be crucial in mitigating educational disadvantages
and promoting equity (Bernardi and Ballarino, 2016).

6 Implications

The findings of this study have important implications for
educational practice and policy. First, recognizing the dual
nature of social networks is essential for educators aiming to
promote positive peer interactions while minimizing competitive
pressures. Implementing structured group activities that emphasize
collaboration and shared goals can foster academic self-efficacy and
life satisfaction among students. These activities create a supportive
learning environment where teamwork is prioritized. Educators
must also be alert to signs of unhealthy competition and provide
resources such as counseling services and stress management
workshops to help students cope with these pressures.

Second, strengthening family involvement in education
is especially important in rural areas where schools often
lack adequate resources. Schools can promote parent-teacher
partnerships and create opportunities for parental involvement to
support students’ academic motivation and resilience. For instance,
organizing workshops that teach parents how to support their
children’s learning at home can help reinforce these connections.
Additionally, schools can partner with community organizations to
enhance social capital and offer students broader support networks.

Collaborating with local stakeholders can provide mentorship
opportunities and after-school programs that enrich students’
educational experiences.

Third, addressing educational inequities requires systemic
efforts to expand social capital for disadvantaged students.
Policymakers should ensure equitable resource allocation so
that schools serving low-income and minority students receive
the necessary funding to offer high-quality education and
opportunities for social capital building. Programs such as
mentorship initiatives, extracurricular activities, and peer-support
groups can connect students with mentors and role models
who provide both academic and personal guidance. Additionally,
increasing awareness among educators and stakeholders about the
value of inclusive school environments can encourage the adoption
of practices that promote social integration and academic success
for all students.

7 Limitations and future research

Despite the valuable insights gained, this study presents several
limitations that offer promising avenues for future research. Firstly,
the generalizability of our findings may be limited by the sample’s
geographic restriction to two rural high schools within China.
Future research should aim to include a more diverse sample,
encompassing a wider range of rural and urban schools across
different regions, to enhance the broader applicability of the
results. Secondly, the cross-sectional design of this study prevents
us from establishing causal inferences between social network
characteristics and academic self-efficacy. Longitudinal studies are
warranted to provide deeper insights into the dynamic interplay
between these factors, allowing researchers to track changes in
students’ social networks over time and assess their subsequent
impact on academic outcomes.

Thirdly, while our Social Network Analysis effectively captured
structural aspects of social capital, such as network centrality and
density, it did not fully account for normative elements like trust
and reciprocity. Although these aspects were explored through the
qualitative phase, future research could benefit from integrating
quantitative measures of relational quality to provide a more
comprehensive assessment of social capital. Fourthly, the reliance
on self-reported data may have introduced social desirability bias.
To enhance the validity of future findings, researchers could
incorporate objective measures of academic performance, as well
as observational data on social interactions, to complement self-
report measures.

Fifthly, while the qualitative phase yielded valuable in-depth
insights, the relatively small sample size of 28 students may have
limited the depth and breadth of the analysis. Future studies
could consider expanding the qualitative component to explore
additional themes and provide a more nuanced understanding of
the multifaceted factors influencing academic self-efficacy and life
satisfaction in this context. Finally, future research should consider
examining the intersectionality of various factors, including socio-
economic status, cultural background, and geographic location,
to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the complex
influences on academic outcomes among rural Chinese high school
students. Furthermore, investigating the evolving role of digital
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social networks in this population, particularly given the increasing
prevalence of online interactions, could illuminate contemporary
dynamics shaping students’ academic and emotional wellbeing.

8 Conclusion

In conclusion, this study underscores the complex role
of social networks in shaping academic self-efficacy and life
satisfaction among rural high school students in China. The
findings reveal that while social networks offer essential support,
they can also introduce pressures that affect students in varied
ways. Understanding these multifaceted relationships is key for
educators, policymakers, and stakeholders seeking to improve
educational outcomes and promote equity. By fostering strong
peer and family support systems and addressing the structural
inequalities that hinder social capital, educational environments
can be created that empower all students to succeed. Targeted
interventions that strengthen social capital and provide both
emotional and academic support can help reduce the impact of
socio-economic disadvantages. Ultimately, an integrated approach
that considers social, emotional, and structural factors is crucial
for enhancing academic self-efficacy, life satisfaction, and overall
student wellbeing.

Data availability statement

The data analyzed in this study is subject to the following
licenses/restrictions: The datasets generated and/or analyzed
during the current study are not publicly available due to privacy
and ethical restrictions but are available from the corresponding
author on reasonable request. Requests to access these datasets
should be directed to Ping Zhu, zhuping1105@126.com.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Institutional
Review Board (IRB) of Daejin University, South Korea. The
studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation

and institutional requirements. Written informed consent for

participation in this study was provided by the participants’ legal
guardians/next of kin.

Author contributions

PZ: Conceptualization, Investigation, Methodology, Resources,
Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing – original
draft, Writing – review & editing. TW: Data curation, Formal
analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration,
Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review
& editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for
the research and/or publication of this article.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to express their gratitude to the
students, parents, teachers, and school administrators who
participated in this study.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

References

Ahn, J. (2012). Teenagers’ experiences with social network sites:
relationships to bridging and bonding social capital. Inf. Soc. 28, 99–109.
doi: 10.1080/01972243.2011.649394

Bandura, A. (1994). “Self-efficacy,” in Encyclopedia of Human Behavior, Vol. 4, ed.
V. S. Ramachaudran (New York, NY: Academic Press), 71–81.

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The Exercise of Control. New York, NY: W.H.
Freeman and Company.

Baquedano-López, P., Alexander, R. A., and Hernandez, S. J. (2013). Equity issues
in parental and community involvement in schools: what teacher educators need to
know. Rev. Res. Educ. 37, 149–182. doi: 10.3102/0091732X12459718

Bastian, M., Heymann, S., and Jacomy, M. (2009). Gephi: an open source software
for exploring and manipulating networks. Proc. Int. AAAI Confer. Web Soc. Media 3,
361–362. doi: 10.1609/icwsm.v3i1.13937

Baumeister, R. F., and Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: desire for
interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychol. Bull. 117,
497–529. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497

Becker, B. E., and Luthar, S. S. (2002). Social-emotional factors affecting
achievement outcomes among disadvantaged students: closing the achievement gap.
Educ. Psychol. 37, 197–214. doi: 10.1207/S15326985EP3704_1

Bernardi, F., and Ballarino, G. (Eds.). (2016). Education, Occupation and
Social Origin: A Comparative Analysis of the Transmission of Socio-Economic
Inequalities. Cheltenham; Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing.
doi: 10.4337/9781785360459

Bhandari, H., and Yasunobu, K. (2009). What is social capital? A comprehensive
review of the concept. Asian J. Soc. Sci. 37, 480–510. doi: 10.1163/156853109X4
36847

Frontiers in Psychology 14 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501328
mailto:zhuping1105@126.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2011.649394
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X12459718
https://doi.org/10.1609/icwsm.v3i1.13937
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15326985EP3704_1
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781785360459
https://doi.org/10.1163/156853109X436847
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Zhu and Wang 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501328

Booker, K. C. (2007). Likeness, comfort, and tolerance: examining African
American adolescents’ sense of school belonging. Urban Rev. 39, 301–317.
doi: 10.1007/s11256-007-0053-y

Boonk, L., Gijselaers, H. J., Ritzen, H., and Brand-Gruwel, S. (2018). A review of
the relationship between parental involvement indicators and academic achievement.
Educ. Res. Rev. 24, 10–30. doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2018.02.001

Borgatti, S. P., Everett, M. G., and Freeman, L. C. (2002). Ucinet for Windows:
Software for Social Network Analysis. Harvard, MA: Analytic Technologies.

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual. Res.
Psychol. 3, 77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Bright, L., Kleiser, S., and Grau, S. (2015). Too much Facebook? An exploratory
examination of social media fatigue. Comput. Human Behav. 44, 148–155.
doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.048

Cheng, W., Ickes, W., and Verhofstadt, L. (2012). How is family support
related to students’ GPA scores? A longitudinal study. Higher Educ. 64, 399–420.
doi: 10.1007/s10734-011-9501-4

Claridge, T. (2018). Functions of social capital–bonding, bridging, linking. Soc.
Capital Res. 20, 1–7.

Cohen, S., Doyle, W. J., Skoner, D. P., Rabin, B. S., and Gwaltney, J. M.
(1997). Social ties and susceptibility to the common cold. JAMA 277, 1940–1944.
doi: 10.1001/jama.1997.03540480040036

Cole-Henderson, B. (2014). “Organizational characteristics of schools
that successfully serve low-income urban African American students,” in
Crespar Findings (1994-1999) (New York, NY: Psychology Press), 77–91.
doi: 10.1080/10824669.2000.9671381

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. Am. J. Sociol.
94, S95–S120. doi: 10.1086/228943

Creswell, J. W., and Plano Clark, V. L. (2017). Designing and Conducting Mixed
Methods Research, 3rd Edn. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Crisp, G., and Cruz, I. (2009). Mentoring college students: a critical
review of the literature between 1990 and 2007. Res. High. Educ. 50, 525–545.
doi: 10.1007/s11162-009-9130-2

Daly, A. J., Liou, Y. H., and Der-Martirosian, C. (2021). A capital idea: exploring the
relationship between human and social capital and student achievement in schools. J.
Profess. Capit. Commun. 6, 7–28. doi: 10.1108/JPCC-10-2020-0082

Darling-Hammond, L. (2013). “Inequality and school resources,” in Closing the
Opportunity Gap: What America Must Do to Give Every Child an Even Chance, eds.
K. G. Welner, and P. L. Carter (New York, NY: Oxford University Press), 77–97.
doi: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199982981.003.0006

Darling-Hammond, L. (2015). The Flat World and Education: How America’s
Commitment to Equity Will Determine our Future. New York, NY: Teachers
College Press.

Demir, E. K. (2021). The role of social capital for teacher professional learning
and student achievement: a systematic literature review. Educ. Res. Rev. 33:100391.
doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2021.100391

Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., and Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with
life scale. J. Pers. Assess. 49, 71–75. doi: 10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13

Dika, S. L., and Singh, K. (2002). Applications of social capital in
educational literature: a critical synthesis. Rev. Educ. Res. 72, 31–60.
doi: 10.3102/00346543072001031

Dudovitz, R. N., Perez-Aguilar, G., Kim, G., Wong, M. D., and Chung, P.
J. (2017). How urban youth perceive relationships among school environments,
social networks, self-concept, and substance use. Acad. Pediatr. 17, 161–167.
doi: 10.1016/j.acap.2016.10.007

Dufur, M. J., Parcel, T. L., and Troutman, K. P. (2013). Does capital at home matter
more than capital at school? Social capital effects on academic achievement. Res. Soc.
Stratif. Mobil. 31, 1–21. doi: 10.1016/j.rssm.2012.08.002

Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. New York, NY:
Random House.

Eagly, A. H., and Wood, W. (2016). “Social role theory of sex differences,”
in The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Gender and Sexuality Studies, eds. P. van
Lange, A. Kruglanski, and E. T. Higgins (Thousand Oaks, CA: Wiley-Blackwell), 1–3.
doi: 10.1002/9781118663219.wbegss183

Eccles, J. S., and Roeser, R.W. (2015). “School and community influences on human
development,” in Developmental Science, eds. M. Bornstein, and M. Lamb (Mahwah,
NJ: Erlbaum Press), 645–728.

Epstein, J. L. (2019). “Theory to practice: school and family partnerships lead
to school improvement and student success,” in School, Family, and Community
Interaction, eds. C. L. Fagnano, and B. Z. Werber (Boulder, CO: Westview Press),
39–52. doi: 10.4324/9780429305375-4

Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity: Youth and Crisis. New York, NY: W.W. Norton
and Company.

Fan, W., and Williams, C. M. (2010). The effects of parental involvement on
students’ academic self-efficacy, engagement and intrinsic motivation. Educ. Psychol.
30, 53–74. doi: 10.1080/01443410903353302

Fan, X., and Chen, M. (2001). Parental involvement and students’
academic achievement: a meta-analysis. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 13, 1–22.
doi: 10.1023/A:1009048817385

Feinstein, B. A., Hershenberg, R., Bhatia, V., Latack, J. A., Meuwly, N., and Davila, J.
(2013). Negative social comparison on Facebook and depressive symptoms: rumination
as a mechanism. Psychol. Popular Media Cult. 2, 161–170. doi: 10.1037/a0033111

Felisoni, D. D., and Godoi, A. S. (2018). Cell phone usage and
academic performance: an experiment. Comput. Educ. 117, 175–187.
doi: 10.1016/j.compedu.2017.10.006

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relat. 7,
117–140. doi: 10.1177/001872675400700202

Fox, J., and Moreland, J. J. (2015). The dark side of social networking sites: an
exploration of the relational and psychological stressors associated with Facebook use
and affordances. Comput. Human Behav. 45, 168–176. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.083

Galindo, C., and Sheldon, S. B. (2012). School and home connections and children’s
kindergarten achievement gains: the mediating role of family involvement. Early Child.
Res. Q. 27, 90–103. doi: 10.1016/j.ecresq.2011.05.004

Gil, A. J., Antelm-Lanzat, A. M., Cacheiro-González, M. L., and Pérez-Navío, E.
(2021). The effect of family support on student engagement: towards the prevention of
dropouts. Psychol. Sch. 58, 1082–1095. doi: 10.1002/pits.22490

Giunchiglia, F., Zeni, M., Gobbi, E., Bignotti, E., and Bison, I. (2018). Mobile
social media and academic performance. Comput. Human Behav. 82, 177–185.
doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2017.12.041

Gorski, P. C. (2017). Reaching and Teaching Students in Poverty: Strategies for
Erasing the Opportunity Gap. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.

Gueldner, B. A., Feuerborn, L. L., and Merrell, K. W. (2020). Social and Emotional
Learning in the Classroom: Promoting Mental Health and Academic Success. New York,
NY: Guilford Publications.

Hardy, A., McDonald, J., Guijt, R., Leane, E., Martin, A., James, A., et al. (2018).
Academic parenting: work–family conflict and strategies across child age, disciplines
and career level. Stud. Higher Educ. 43, 625–643. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2016.1185777

Harris, A. L., and Robinson, K. (2016). A new framework for understanding parental
involvement: setting the stage for academic success. RSF Russell Sage Found. J. Soc. Sci.
2, 186–201. doi: 10.7758/RSF.2016.2.5.09

Hernandez, P. R., Bloodhart, B., Barnes, R. T., Adams, A. S., Clinton, S. M., Pollack,
I., et al. (2017). Promoting professional identity, motivation, and persistence: benefits
of an informal mentoring program for female undergraduate students. PLoS ONE
12:e0187531. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0187531

Hill, N. E. (2015). Including fathers in the picture: a meta-analysis of
parental involvement and students’ academic achievement. J. Educ. Psychol. 107:919.
doi: 10.1037/edu0000023

Honicke, T., and Broadbent, J. (2016). The influence of academic self-efficacy
on academic performance: a systematic review. Educ. Res. Rev. 17, 63–84.
doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2015.11.002

Huang, L. (2009). Social capital and student achievement in Norwegian secondary
schools. Learn. Individ. Differ. 19, 320–325. doi: 10.1016/j.lindif.2008.11.004

Huebner, E. S., Laughlin, J. E., Ash, C., and Gilman, R. (2000). Further validation of
the multidimensional students’ life satisfaction scale. J. Psychoeduc. Assess. 16, 118–134.
doi: 10.1177/073428299801600202

Ishimaru, A. M., Torres, K. E., Salvador, J. E., Lott, J., Williams, D. M. C., and Tran,
C. (2016). Reinforcing deficit, journeying toward equity: cultural brokering in family
engagement initiatives. Am. Educ. Res. J. 53, 850–882. doi: 10.3102/0002831216657178

Jensen, D. H., and Jetten, J. (2015). Bridging and bonding interactions in higher
education: social capital and students’ academic and professional identity formation.
Front. Psychol. 6:126. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00126

Jones, T. M., Fleming, C., Williford, A., and Research and Evaluation Team (2020).
Racial equity in academic success: the role of school climate and social emotional
learning. Child. Youth Serv. Rev. 119:105623. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105623

Junco, R. (2015). Student class standing, Facebook use, and academic performance.
J. Appl. Dev. Psychol. 36, 18–29. doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2014.11.001

Juvonen, J., Lessard, L. M., Rastogi, R., Schacter, H. L., and Smith, D. S. (2019).
Promoting social inclusion in educational settings: challenges and opportunities. Educ.
Psychol. 54, 250–270. doi: 10.1080/00461520.2019.1655645

Kilday, J. E., and Ryan, A. M. (2022). The intersection of the peer ecology and
teacher practices for student motivation in the classroom. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 34,
2095–2127. doi: 10.1007/s10648-022-09712-2

Kim, M. (2014). Family background, students’ academic self-efficacy, and
students’ career and life success expectations. Int. J. Adv. Counsel. 36, 395–407.
doi: 10.1007/s10447-014-9216-1

Frontiers in Psychology 15 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501328
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-007-0053-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.048
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9501-4
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.1997.03540480040036
https://doi.org/10.1080/10824669.2000.9671381
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-009-9130-2
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPCC-10-2020-0082
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199982981.003.0006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2021.100391
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543072001031
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2016.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2012.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118663219.wbegss183
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429305375-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410903353302
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1009048817385
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0033111
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2017.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.083
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2011.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22490
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.12.041
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1185777
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2016.2.5.09
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0187531
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2015.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2008.11.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/073428299801600202
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831216657178
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00126
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105623
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2019.1655645
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-022-09712-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-014-9216-1
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Zhu and Wang 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501328

Korpershoek, H., Canrinus, E. T., Fokkens-Bruinsma, M., and De Boer, H.
(2020). The relationships between school belonging and students’ motivational, social-
emotional, behavioural, and academic outcomes in secondary education: a meta-
analytic review. Res. Papers Educ. 35, 641–680. doi: 10.1080/02671522.2019.1615116

Kumar, R. (2023). Challenges and strategies for improving minority education
access and success. Sage Sci. Rev. Educ. Technol. 6, 48–58.

Kutash, K., Garraza, L. G., Ferron, J. M., Duchnowski, A. J., Walrath, C., and
Green, A. L. (2013). The relationship between family education and support services
and parent and child outcomes over time. J. Emot. Behav. Disord. 21, 264–276.
doi: 10.1177/1063426612451329

Kyne, D., and Aldrich, D. P. (2020). Capturing bonding, bridging, and linking social
capital through publicly available data. Risk Hazards Crisis Public Policy 11, 61–86.
doi: 10.1002/rhc3.12183

Lee,M., Lee, T., and Lee, S. M. (2023). Role of peer support in competitive classroom
climates: focusing on the mediation effect of academic hatred in the JD-R model. J.
Psychol. Counsel. Sch. 33, 221–232. doi: 10.1017/jgc.2021.24

Lin, N. (1999). Building a network theory of social capital. Connections. 22, 28–51.

Lin, N., Fu, Y. C., and Hsung, R.-M. (2001). “Measurement techniques for
investigations of social capital,” in Social Capital: Theory and Research, eds. N. Lin, K.
Cook and R. S. Burt (New York, NY: Aldine de Gruyter), 57–81.

Lincoln, Y. S., and Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage
Publications. doi: 10.1016/0147-1767(85)90062-8

Llorca, A., Cristina Richaud, M., and Malonda, E. (2017). Parenting, peer
relationships, academic self-efficacy, and academic achievement: direct and mediating
effects. Front. Psychol. 8:2120. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.02120

Ma, X., Shen, J., Krenn, H. Y., Hu, S., and Yuan, J. (2016). A meta-analysis of
the relationship between learning outcomes and parental involvement during early
childhood education and early elementary education. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 28, 771–801.
doi: 10.1007/s10648-015-9351-1

Mishra, A., Mishra, A., and Pandey, G. (2023). Spatial inequality and education:
unraveling the geographical dimensions of educational disparities. Techno. Learn. 13,
29–43. doi: 10.30954/2231-4105.01.2023.6

Mishra, S. (2020). Social networks, social capital, social support
and academic success in higher education: a systematic review with a
special focus on ‘underrepresented’ students. Educ. Res. Rev. 29:100307.
doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2019.100307

Moshtari, M., and Vanpoucke, E. (2021). Building successful NGO–business
relationships: a social capital perspective. J. Supply Chain Manage. 57, 104–129.
doi: 10.1111/jscm.12243

Multon, K. D., Brown, S. D., and Lent, R. W. (1991). Relation of self-efficacy beliefs
to academic outcomes: a meta-analytic investigation. J. Couns. Psychol. 38, 30–38.
doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.38.1.30

Murray, B., Domina, T., Petts, A., Renzulli, L., and Boylan, R. (2020). “We’re in this
together”: bridging and bonding social capital in elementary school PTOs. Am. Educ.
Res. J. 57, 2210–2244. doi: 10.3102/0002831220908848

Nández, G., and Borrego, Á. (2013). Use of social networks for academic purposes:
a case study. Electronic Library 31, 781–791. doi: 10.1108/EL-03-2012-0031

Niehaus, K., and Adelson, J. L. (2014). School support, parental involvement, and
academic and social-emotional outcomes for English language learners. Am. Educ. Res.
J. 51, 810–844. doi: 10.3102/0002831214531323

Owings, W. A., and Kaplan, L. S. (2024). Equity Audits and School Resource
Allocation: Applying Critical Resource Theory to Increase Equal Opportunity in Schools.
London: Taylor and Francis. doi: 10.4324/9781003493907

Pajares, F. (1996). Self-efficacy beliefs in academic settings. Rev. Educ. Res. 66,
543–578. doi: 10.3102/00346543066004543

Parcel, T. L., Dufur, M. J., and Cornell Zito, R. (2010). Capital at home
and at school: a review and synthesis. J. Marriage Fam. 72, 828–846.
doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00733.x

Pintrich, P. R., and De Groot, E. V. (1990). Motivational and self-regulated
learning components of classroom academic performance. J. Educ. Psychol. 82, 33–40.
doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.82.1.33

Portes, A. (1998). Social capital: its origins and applications in modern sociology.
Annu. Rev. Sociol. 24, 1–24. doi: 10.1146/annurev.soc.24.1.1

Proctor, C. L., Linley, P. A., andMaltby, J. (2009). Youth life satisfaction: a review of
the literature. J. Happiness Stud. 10, 583–630. doi: 10.1007/s10902-008-9110-9

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American
Community. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster. doi: 10.1145/358916.361990

Quintana, S. M., andMahgoub, L. (2016). Ethnic and racial disparities in education:
psychology’s role in understanding and reducing disparities. Theory Pract. 55, 94–103.
doi: 10.1080/00405841.2016.1148985

Ricard, N. C., and Pelletier, L. G. (2016). Dropping out of high school: the role of
parent and teacher self-determination support, reciprocal friendships and academic
motivation. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 44, 32–40. doi: 10.1016/j.cedpsych.2015.12.003

Richardson, M., Abraham, C., and Bond, R. (2012). Psychological correlates of
university students’ academic performance: a systematic review and meta-analysis.
Psychol. Bull. 138, 353–387. doi: 10.1037/a0026838

Riley, G. (2016). The role of self-determination theory and cognitive
evaluation theory in home education. Cogent. Educ. 3:1163651.
doi: 10.1080/2331186X.2016.1163651

Rizzuto, T. E., LeDoux, J., and Hatala, J. P. (2009). It’s not just what
you know, it’s who you know: testing a model of the relative importance
of social networks to academic performance. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 12, 175–189.
doi: 10.1007/s11218-008-9080-0

Roksa, J., and Kinsley, P. (2019). The role of family support in facilitating
academic success of low-income students. Res. High. Educ. 60, 415–436.
doi: 10.1007/s11162-018-9517-z

Roscigno, V. J., and Ainsworth-Darnell, J. W. (1999). Race, cultural capital, and
educational resources: persistent inequalities and achievement returns. Sociol. Educ.
158–178. doi: 10.2307/2673227

Roscigno, V. J., Tomaskovic-Devey, D., and Crowley, M. (2006). Education and the
inequalities of place. Soc. Forces 84, 2121–2145. doi: 10.1353/sof.2006.0108

Ryan, R. M., and Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation
of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being. Am. Psychol. 55:68.
doi: 10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68

Saldaña, J. (2016). The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers, 3rd Edn.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Samad, S., Nilashi, M., and Ibrahim, O. (2019). The impact of social networking
sites on students’ social wellbeing and academic performance. Educ. Inf. Technol. 24,
2081–2094. doi: 10.1007/s10639-019-09867-6

Schunk, D. H., and Zimmerman, B. J. (2007). Influencing children’s self-efficacy and
self-regulation of reading and writing through modeling. Reading Writing Q. 23, 7–25.
doi: 10.1080/10573560600837578

Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Authentic Happiness: Using the New Positive Psychology
to Realize Your Potential for Lasting Fulfillment. New York, NY: Free Press.

Shifrer, D., Callahan, R. M., and Muller, C. (2013). Equity or marginalization? The
high school course-taking of students labeled with a learning disability. Am. Educ. Res.
J. 50, 656–682. doi: 10.3102/0002831213479439

Stubbs, N. S., and Maynard, D. M. B. (2017). Academic self-efficacy, school
engagement and family functioning, among postsecondary students in the Caribbean.
J. Child Fam. Stud. 26, 792–799. doi: 10.1007/s10826-016-0595-2

Talbert-Johnson, C. (2004). Structural inequities and the achievement gap in urban
schools. Educ. Urban Soc. 37, 22–36. doi: 10.1177/0013124504268454

Thiem, K. C., and Dasgupta, N. (2022). From precollege to career: barriers facing
historically marginalized students and evidence-based solutions. Soc. Issues Policy Rev.
16, 212–251. doi: 10.1111/sipr.12085

Tiryakioglu, F., and Erzurum, F. (2011). Use of social networks as an educational
tool. Contemp. Educ. Technol. 2, 135–150. doi: 10.30935/cedtech/6048

Topping, K. J. (2005). Trends in peer learning. Educ. Psychol. 25, 631–645.
doi: 10.1080/01443410500345172

Tranter, D. (2012). Unequal schooling: how the school curriculum keeps students
from low socio-economic backgrounds out of university. Int. J. Inclusive Educ. 16,
901–916. doi: 10.1080/13603116.2010.548102

Tzur, S., Katz, A., and Davidovitch, N. (2023). “The impact of social
networks on student motivation and achievement,” in Discourses of Globalisation,
Multiculturalism and Cultural Identity (Cham: Springer International Publishing),
119–140. doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-92608-3_7

Uslu, F., and Gizir, S. (2017). School belonging of adolescents: the role of teacher-
student relationships, peer relationships and family involvement. Educ. Sci. Theory
Prac. 17. doi: 10.12738/estp.2017.1.0104

Van der Zanden, P. J., Denessen, E., Cillessen, A. H., and Meijer, P. C. (2018).
Domains and predictors of first-year student success: a systematic review. Educ. Res.
Rev. 23, 57–77. doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2018.01.001

Van Herpen, S. G., Meeuwisse, M., Hofman, W. A., and Severiens, S. E. (2020). A
head start in higher education: the effect of a transition intervention on interaction,
sense of belonging, and academic performance. Stud. Higher Educ. 45, 862–877.
doi: 10.1080/03075079.2019.1572088

Vogel, E. A., Rose, J. P., Okdie, B. M., Eckles, K., and Franz, B. (2015). Who
compares and despairs? The effect of social comparison orientation on social media
use and its outcomes. Pers. Individ. Diff. 86, 249–256. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2015.06.026

Wang, M. T., and Eccles, J. S. (2013). School context, achievement
motivation, and academic engagement: a longitudinal study of school
engagement using a multidimensional perspective. Learn. Instruct. 28, 12–23.
doi: 10.1016/j.learninstruc.2013.04.002

Wang, M. T., Kiuru, N., Degol, J. L., and Salmela-Aro, K. (2018). Friends,
academic achievement, and school engagement during adolescence: a social network
approach to peer influence and selection effects. Learn. Instruct. 58, 148–160.
doi: 10.1016/j.learninstruc.2018.06.003

Frontiers in Psychology 16 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501328
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2019.1615116
https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426612451329
https://doi.org/10.1002/rhc3.12183
https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2021.24
https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(85)90062-8
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.02120
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-015-9351-1
https://doi.org/10.30954/2231-4105.01.2023.6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.100307
https://doi.org/10.1111/jscm.12243
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.38.1.30
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831220908848
https://doi.org/10.1108/EL-03-2012-0031
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831214531323
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003493907
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543066004543
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00733.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.82.1.33
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.24.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-008-9110-9
https://doi.org/10.1145/358916.361990
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2016.1148985
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2015.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026838
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2016.1163651
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-008-9080-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-018-9517-z
https://doi.org/10.2307/2673227
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2006.0108
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-019-09867-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/10573560600837578
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831213479439
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-016-0595-2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124504268454
https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12085
https://doi.org/10.30935/cedtech/6048
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410500345172
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2010.548102
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92608-3_7
https://doi.org/10.12738/estp.2017.1.0104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2018.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1572088
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.06.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2013.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2018.06.003
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Zhu and Wang 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501328

Weiser, D. A., and Riggio, H. R. (2010). Family background and academic
achievement: does self-efficacy mediate outcomes? Soc. Psychol. Educ. 13, 367–383.
doi: 10.1007/s11218-010-9115-1

Woolcock, M. (1998). Social capital and economic development: toward
a theoretical synthesis and policy framework. Theory Soc. 27, 151–208.
doi: 10.1023/A:1006884930135

Yap, S. T., and Baharudin, R. (2016). The relationship between
adolescents’ perceived parental involvement, self-efficacy beliefs, and subjective

well-being: a multiple mediator model. Soc. Indic. Res. 126, 257–278.
doi: 10.1007/s11205-015-0882-0

Yeager, D. S., and Dweck, C. S. (2020). What can be learned from
growth mindset controversies? Am. Psychol. 75:1269. doi: 10.1037/amp00
00794

Zimmerman, B. J. (2000). Self-efficacy: an essential motive to
learn. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 25, 82–91. doi: 10.1006/ceps.1999.
1016

Frontiers in Psychology 17 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1501328
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-010-9115-1
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006884930135
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-015-0882-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000794
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1999.1016
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	A mixed-methods exploration of social networks, self-efficacy, and life satisfaction in rural Chinese high schools
	1 Introduction
	2 Literature review
	2.1 The foundation of social capital and networks in academic success
	2.2 The multifaceted influences of social connections on student wellbeing
	2.3 Social capital as a lens for understanding educational inequities
	2.4 The present study

	3 Methods and materials
	3.1 Subjects
	3.2 Instruments
	3.2.1 Social network analysis (SNA)
	3.2.2 Academic self-efficacy
	3.2.3 Life satisfaction
	3.2.4 Interview

	3.3 Procedure
	3.4 Data analysis

	4 Results
	4.1 Quantitative phase
	4.1.1 Descriptive statistics
	4.1.2 Gender differences in academic self-efficacy and life satisfaction
	4.1.3 Relationship between social network characteristics and academic self-efficacy
	4.1.4 Predictors of academic self-efficacy
	4.1.5 Life satisfaction and social network characteristics
	4.1.6 Network characteristics across grades

	4.2 Qualitative findings: narrative inquiry
	4.2.1 Theme 1: centrality and perceptions of supportive friendships
	4.2.2 Theme 2: network density and experiences of competition
	4.2.3 Theme 3: network size and the role of broader social support


	5 Discussion
	5.1 Social network structures and academic self-efficacy
	5.2 Gender differences in academic self-efficacy
	5.3 The dual nature of social networks: support and pressure
	5.4 Family support as a distinct and critical influence
	5.5 Educational inequities and social capital

	6 Implications
	7 Limitations and future research
	8 Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


