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ABSTRACT

Objectives: The present study aimed to to investigate the role of the leisure time physical activities in
the control of abnormal behaviours of male high school students in Tehran (Iran).

Methods: A sample of 1715 students was selected based on multi-stage cluster random sampling using
Cochran’s formula. The research instrument was an ad hoc questionnaire of abnormal behaviours
elaborated by the researchers and based on the previous literature. Its validity was confirmed by a group
of fifteen university teachers of physical education, sociology, and psychology. The reliability was
0.85 using Cronbach’s alpha. Descriptive statistics, inferential statistics, and independent samples t-
test (p<0.05) were used in the analysis of the data.

Findings: The results showed that participation in leisure time physical activities has a positive role in
reducing all the three areas of abnormal behaviours (maladaptive behaviours, anti-social behaviours,
and immoral behaviours).

Conclusions: Family leisure time planners, social and health policy makers are recommended to take

supportive measures in order to incorporate sports activities in students’ lifestyle.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Leisure time is an important issue in the education of the community especially the adolescents.
If activities compatible with social norms are not intended for adolescents, this will lead to more
abnormal behaviours. Numerous studies suggest that one of the causes of abnormal behaviours is that
the young people cannot spend their leisure time in a proper way. Leisure time includes all the activities
an individual does willingly after his/her disentanglement from occupational, familial, and social tasks
and commitments [1]. Numerous studies show that if school and college students do not spend their
leisure time in an optimal manner, they are more likely to approach social deviations. One way to spend
leisure time effectively is to take part in sports activities. One of the important goals intended by sports
activities is their social dimension. It is said that sports activities as a kind of leisure time activities are
a main tool for social control and that they bring useful educational effects [2]. The first time to use
sport as a social control mechanism dates back to nineteenth century in public schools of England [3].
There are numerous theoretical perspectives pointing to a direct contribution of physical activity to the
control of social behaviours. A behaviour is considered as abnormal when it is incompatible with the
regulations of the group.

In the studies related to sport and abnormal behaviours, two approaches are distinguished:
functionalist and critical. Functionalists believe that exercise makes people learn the desired values.
Contrarily, the advocates of critical approach maintain that exercise can transmit undesirable values
[4]. Based on the critical approach, conflicts may occur in sportsman students. Some sports also
increase the motivation for exerting force, cheating and predictive betting [5]. On the contrary, the
functionalist approach believes that exercise has an inverse effect on antisocial behaviours.

Hirschi's social bonding theory is a social control theory. According to this theory, four
elements can prevent deviant behaviours: attachment, commitment, involvement and belief. This
theory explains that when the elements of the social bond are strong, there is little likelihood that
individuals will commit antisocial behaviours [6]. Hawdon [7] replaces the concept of Hirsch's control
theory with the pattern of everyday physical activities and says that participation in activities that are
performed continuously is efficient in reducing the likelihood of engagement in deviant behaviour.
Also Agnew [2] suggests that leisure time activities combined with the four bonds of Hirschi's social
control theory can be effective in the reduction of the possibility of involvement in abnormal
behaviours. According to this theory, various sports programs such as midnight basketball league in
America [8], midnight basketball league in Australia, late night football league in Ireland are intended

to reduce levels of antisocial behaviour in these nations. Studies have been done on the role of sport as
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a social control mechanism, including the study of Ahmadi et al. [9], which showed that there is a
relationship between the way to spend leisure time and delinquency. Anvaralkholy [10] has concluded
that sports; especially martial arts; are enjoyed by a great number of juvenile offenders. That’s because
such activities raise the physical strength of a person with abnormal behaviours, and can create a
distinctive position for that person in comparison to the others. Aliverdinia et al. [11] used Hirschi's
social bonding theory to explain the relationship between sport and delinquency. The results indicated
that, when comparing team and individual sports, there was not a significant relationship between team
sports and delinquency.

Ebrahimi [12] concluded that sport doesn’t have a role in crime prevention, and the factors
should be sought in families and society. In his paper Agnew [2] assessed eight hypotheses regarding
the relationship between leisure and delinquency. In his study, he took the data from a random sample
of 600 adolescents. His findings showed that organized leisure activities are negatively associated with
delinquency. The results showed also that certain types of activities, especially unsupervised activities
with peers can be associated with antisocial behaviour.

Beeg et al. [13] did not find any support for the deterrence theory. He found out that young
people who had a high level of involvement in sport at the age of 15 displayed more deviation at the
age of 18, compared to those who had less involvement in sport at the age of 15. Also, Morris et al.
[14] concluded that exercise and physical activity by themselves are unlikely to have a significant effect
on the reduction of abnormal behaviour. They argue that an appropriate mechanism of social and
personal development can positively affect behaviour. Moreover, Holder [15] in his study concluded
that an active leisure life gives satisfaction and the two are directly related to each other. Furthermore,
Wilson et al. [16] stated that the students who participated in sports like basketball and football were
more likely to have behavioural problems.

In addition, Rutten et al. [17] studied the effect of organized exercise on the normative and non-
normative behaviour of young sportsmen. A total of 260 male and female soccer players and
competitive swimmers, completed the questionnaire of social desirability, pro-social and antisocial
behaviours and coach-sportsman relations. Findings showed that the sportsmen who had a normal
atmosphere in their exercise; and also a positive relationship with their coaches; had a low level of
antisocial behaviours.

The results of Janssen [18] and Folino [19] respectively indicated the positive contribution of
participation in physical activity in after-school time to the decrease in violence and increase in sense

of security, and the decrease of behavioural problems such as anger and aggressiveness.
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According to the results of the studies, we found that the results of research on the role of sport
in criminal and anti-social behaviours have been inconsistent. Stress is mainly laid on crime prevention
in the social and corrective policies and security measures of countries. If exercise is effective in
preventing crime by reducing abnormal behaviours, this can be a good reason for the necessity and
importance of the present study. In general, most studies have been done on the role of exercise in
crime and anti-social behaviour. However, no research has been carried out about the role of sport in
the control of abnormal behaviours in Iran. Research has been done mainly on the role of exercise on
psychological characteristics and delinquency [20]. Therefore, the aim of the present study was to

examine the role of leisure time activities in abnormal behaviour.
2. METHODS
2.1. Participants

The research population is all the male high school students in Tehran. The sample consists of
1841 students who were selected through multi-stage cluster sampling. They are from five different
geographical areas of Tehran city (Table 1). Moreover, because of the multiplicity of the statistical
community and the distribution of areas, five different geographical regions of Tehran were selected
according to the number of students in each area.

Table 1. The population and sample based on the geographical areas of Tehran through Cochran’s formula

Area North South Center East West Total
Population 9417 5930 8338 9073 15801 48559
Sample 369 361 368 368 375 1841

2.2. Procedures

After coordination with relevant departments of education in the five areas, the researchers
distributed the questionnaires at schools. The confidentiality was ensured during the whole process.
After collecting the questionnaires, 1715 questionnaires were used for analysis. The data obtained from
the questionnaires showed that 810 students participated in sports activities. The students who
participated at least in three sessions of sport activities per week were considered as physically active
students. A total of 905 individuals in the sample didn’t participate in these activities. The statistical
analyses were carried on these two groups. The research instrument was an ad hoc questionnaire of

abnormal behaviours elaborated by the researchers and based on the previous literature [20-22]. The
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questionnaire contained 35 items. The responses are presented in a five-point Likert Scale (strongly
disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, and strongly agree). Table 2 shows the categories
of the questionnaire. To assess the validity of questionnaire, the viewpoints of expert teachers of
physical education, and sociology were sought, and the required changes were conducted. The
reliability of the questionnaire was 0.85 (Table 3) using Cronbach’s alpha.
Table 2. Scales of Abnormal Behaviour and its categories
Maladaptive behaviours escape from school — absenteeism - escape from home - theft- usurping others’

property in school and outside - thinking of escape from school - company with
school leavers

Anti-social behaviours smoking - company with smokers - drinking alcohol - company with drinkers -
bad language — fight - damaging public property - damaging school equipment
Immoral behaviours cheating on exam - relation with opposite sex - going in front of opposite - sex

school - watching blue films and interest in them - studying sex-related
material - annoying parents

Table 3. Reliability coefficients of research measure in the preliminary study on a sample of 30

The criterion of measure reliability Cronbach’s alpha
Maladaptive behaviours 0.91
Anti-social behaviours 0.90
Immoral behaviours 0.82
Abnormal behaviour 0.85

2.3. Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics (frequency, percentage, mean, standard deviation, minimum, and
maximum) were used to describe the variables. Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to check the
normal distribution of the data. Independent T-test was used to compare means. All analyses were
carried out with SPSS 23.

3. RESULTS

Table 4 shows the distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of participants’ study
fields. Most of the participants belonged to Science (62 students, 35.1%), while the lowest frequency
appeared in Secondary first grade (277 students, 16.2%). (Table 4).

Table 4. Distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of study fields
Statistical index/ study field Frequency Percentage

Humanities 417 24.3
Science 602 35.1
Math-Physics 419 244
Secondary first grade 277 16.2
Total 1715 100
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Table 5 presents the distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of participants age.
The highest frequency appeared in 17 years old participants (717 students, 41.8%). The lowest
frequency was observed in 19 years old group (34 students, 2%).

Table 5. Distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of age
Statistical index/ age Frequency Percentage

15-year-old 50 2.9000
16-year-old 413 24.1
17-year-old 717 41.8
18-year-old 501 29.2
19-year-old 34 2
Total 1715 100

Table 6 illustrates the distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of sports field. The
highest frequency was observed in ball sports (1012 students, 59%). The lowest frequency appeared in
track and field sports (30 students, 1,7%).

Table 6. Distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of sports field
Statistical index/ sports field Frequency Percentage

Ball sports 1012 59
Body-building 276 16.1
Martial arts 276 16.1
Water sports 121 7.1
Track and field 30 1.7
Total 1715 100

Table 7 shows the distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of active and non-active
groups. In this case, the highest frequency was attributed to the non-active group (905 students, 52.8%).
The lowest result was revealed in the active group (810 students, 47.2%).

Table 7. Distribution of the frequency of the sample in terms of active and non-active groups

Statistical index Frequency Percentage
Active in sports activities 810 47.2
Non-active in sports activities 905 52.8
Total 1715 100

Table 8 describes the three areas of abnormal behaviours (maladaptive behaviours, anti-social
behaviours, and immoral behaviours). The higher score was found in anti-social behaviours (41.64),
while the lower score was found in maladaptive behaviours (34.93).
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Table 8. Descriptive statistics of the abnormal behaviours of the sample

Statistic/Variables Number Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum
Maladaptive behaviours 1715 34.93 9.01 10 67
Anti-social behaviours 1715 41.64 10.34 12 60
Immoral behaviours 1715 38.50 9.7 14 64
Abnormal behaviours 1715 115.09 23.77 43 166

The Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test showed that the data distribution was normal (Table 9).

Table 9. Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test
Statistical index/variables Z sig  Significance level

Maladaptive behaviours 0.95 0.31 0.05
Anti-social behaviours 1.01 0.18 0.05
Immoral behaviours 1.21 0.10 0.05
Abnormal behaviours 1.02 0.18 0.05

In Table 10, abnormal behaviours of the active group and the non-active group are compared.

Abnormal behaviours were significantly higher in the non-active group (p=0.001).

Table 10. Comparison of abnormal behaviours in active and non-active groups

Sig. level Degrees of freedom t Mean difference SD Mean Number Groups
0.001 1713 17.48 18.52 2296 106.34 810 Active group
20.99 124.86 905 Non-active group

In Table 11, maladaptive behaviours of the active group and the non-active group are compared.

Maladaptive behaviours were significantly higher in the non-active group (p=0.001).

Table 11. Comparison of maladaptive behaviours in active and non-active groups

Sig. level  Degrees of freedom t Mean difference  SD  Mean Number Groups
0.001 1713 13.29 5.51 9.38 32.34 810 Active group
7.57 37.85 905 Non-active group

In Table 12, anti-social behaviours of the active group and the non-active group are compared.
Anti-social behaviours were significantly higher in the non-active group (p=0.001).

Table 12. Comparison of anti-social behaviours in active and non-active groups

Sig. level Degrees of freedom t Mean difference  SD  Mean Number Groups
0.001 1713 16.16 7.53 9.82 38.08 810 Active group
942 4561 905 Non-active group

In Table 13, immoral behaviours of the active group and the non-active group are compared.
Immoral behaviours were significantly higher in the non-active group (p=0.001).
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Table 13. Comparison of immoral behaviours in active and non-active groups

Sig. level Degrees of freedom t Mean difference  SD  Mean Number Groups
0.001 1713 12.15 5.47 8.93 3592 810 Active group
9.70 41.39 905 Inactive group
4. DISCUSSION

Generally, with regards to the inferential findings of the research, we come to the conclusion
that a group of students who are active in leisure time sport activities have earned fewer points in the
three areas of maladaptive, anti-social, and immoral behaviours. It means that they have that they show
less abnormal behaviours. This reflects the fact that exercise has a positive role in reducing abnormal
behaviours. About the consistency of this research and other studies, enough care should be taken
because past research has not been done directly on abnormal behaviour and the role of exercise.
Therefore, with a little tolerance the findings of this study are consistent with Ravanbakhsh [21]. He
concludes that those students who have parents and have no behavioural problems in the family have
less abnormal behaviour than children without a parent or with family problems between parents. This
difference can be due to the existence or lack of a competent parent as source of parental supervision.
Since sports activities also have a monitoring or supervision source (coach), and are structured, this
can account for the low rate of abnormal behaviours among the students participating in leisure time
sports activities. In general, this research is directly or indirectly consistent with the findings of
previous studies [2, 11-12, 17-19].

This can be explained in the formation of commitment, entertainment, and attachments that are
the elements of social bonds of Hirschi [6]. When people become active and participate in organized
sports, they have more engagement and commitment to the organization and community, and in
consequence, they have less time to think in or to do abnormal behaviours. Moreover, participation in
constant and continuous physical activity can prevent abnormal behaviours since it fills in the free time
and engages the person. If leisure time is spent doing normal and social activity, no more time remains
for abnormal behaviour. Routine activity theory [23] supports this argument.

Existence of monitoring and modelling of coach can be one of the factors of the occurrence of
less abnormal behaviours among students active in leisure sports activities. Lack of participation in
structured activities was due to a lack of observation and strong supervision and also lack of appropriate
model paved the way for the abnormal behaviours. Existence of strong and powerful supervisor is

supported by third element theory of Cohen & Felson about the occurrence of crime and abnormal
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behaviour. On the other hand, participation in sports activities reduces abnormal behaviour by raising
self-esteem. This is supported by Aliverdinia et al. [11] that states that there is a negative, significant
relationship between attachment and self-esteem and delinquency. Since psychological problems and
lack of emotional discharge can be a cause for the occurrence of delinquency, participation in leisure
time sport activity can have a predictive role in the control of abnormal behaviours.

In addition, the results of this study can be explained using the theory of social pressure.
According to this theory, leisure time sports activity can be effective in reducing abnormal behaviours
due to its discharge and the compensation of frustrations in everyday life. Also, the findings of this
study are inconsistent with some studies mainly done on delinquency, like the study of Ebrahimi [12]
that state that physical activity does not have a preventive role in delinquency. In explanation of this,
it can be said that regardless of the fact that Ebrahimi’s research deals with delinquency, it is different
in the kind of its research population from the present study. Wilson et al. [16] suggest that students
who participate in basketball and football are more likely to have behaviour problems, the reason of
this inconsistency can be ascribed to the difference of the kinds of sports in the control of abnormal
behaviours in sports environments. This research is inconsistent with Begg et al. [13]. They concluded
that the student who have numerous behavioural problems at the ages of 17 and 18 at school, they were
engaged in sports activities from the age of 15 have spent most of their leisure time in sports activities.
Perhaps the reason for this is the lack of structured physical activity and the small size of the research
sample, or other factors may have been involved.

Finally, the first research hypothesis emphasizes that the maladaptive behaviour of the group
doing sports activities is lower than of the non-active students, in concordance with previous research.
Regarding the second hypothesis, Nazari [24] concluded that students participating in school sports
have less abnormal behaviour than any other sports environment because of the moral atmosphere, the
kind of sport, and the structure of different schools. With regard to the third hypothesis of the research,
the significant results about this aspect of the abnormal behaviour are also consistent with past research
[17].

5. CONCLUSIONS

This research shows that participation in leisure time sports has a positive role in reducing the
abnormal behaviours in the three aspects of maladaptive behaviour, anti-social behaviours, and
immoral behaviours. Regarding the fact that prevention is emphasized in health, security, punitive,
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social policies and measures, it is recommended that these measures are taken before starting the

college.

1 — Families are recommended to encourage their children to participate in sports activities in

their leisure time instead of spending it inactively.

2 — Schools and other educational institutes are recommended to plan and supply sports

programs, equipment and facilities, so that students can spend their leisure time properly.

3- Media are recommended to encourage students and others to participate more in exercise

and sports programs, and promote a culture of healthy lifestyle.
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