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Bonds and Norms: The Role of Chinese Sports Spirit in Promoting Online Moral Development
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Abstract: Among Generation Z college students, the use of symbols from Chinese sports spirit to reconstruct moral discourse
and shape collective emotions during interactive discussions on Weibo super topics related to major sporting events has
become a key issue in current online moral development. This study employs social representation theory as its analytical
framework, conducting semi-structured in-depth interviews with 30 active Generation Z university students engaged in Weibo
event discussions. Using thematic analysis, it uncovers the underlying logic through which their "sports-based moral rhetoric"
is constructed. The research process unfolds in three progressive stages: cognitive anchoring, emotional objectification, and
group cohesion. Core symbolic anchors such as "glorifying the nation" and "never giving up" serve to categorize ambiguous
online moral incidents into identifiable ethical issues. Through concrete imagery—such as iconic moments from classic
competitions and national flag ceremonies—the abstract spirit is transformed into emotionally resonant moral rhetoric.
Via herd expressions and ritualistic interactions within Weibo super topics, individual rhetoric spreads to the group level,
coalescing into a shared online moral emotional structure. Findings reveal that Generation Z students actively mobilize sports
spirit resources to construct moral meanings, rather than passively receiving ideological indoctrination. This study offers
micro-level insights into how Chinese sports spirit is disseminated and internalized in digital spaces, providing practical
reference for shifting online moral education from one-way promotion toward context-specific emotional engagement.

Keywords: Generation Z college students; Chinese sports spirit; Online moral development; Social representation theory
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