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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effect of leisure time on the formation of active citizenship through the mediating role of social capital
among 15-64-year-old citizens of llam. This quantitative study employed a descriptive-explanatory, cross-sectional, and applied research
design. The statistical population consisted of all 15-64-year-old citizens of Ilam, and the sample size was determined using Cochran’s
formula. Although the required sample size was 383, a total of 390 participants were included to ensure sampling adequacy. Data were
collected using questionnaires. Leisure time was measured using a 36-item researcher-made questionnaire, active citizenship was assessed
through a 14-item researcher-made questionnaire, and social capital was measured using a 36-item instrument based on conventional
indicators of formal relations, informal relations, and different dimensions of trust. Data were analyzed using SPSS and AMOS.
Exploratory factor analysis was used to identify leisure patterns and dimensions of active citizenship, confirmatory factor analysis was
applied to assess the measurement models, and structural equation modeling with bootstrapping was conducted to test the mediating role
of social capital. Exploratory factor analysis identified seven leisure patterns and three dimensions of active citizenship. In the direct
structural model, leisure time had a significant effect on active citizenship and explained 22% of its variance. After introducing social
capital into the model, the path from leisure time to social capital was significant, and the path from social capital to active citizenship
was also significant. However, the direct path from leisure time to active citizenship became non-significant in the presence of the
mediator. The coefficient of determination showed that leisure time explained 51% of the variance in social capital, while social capital
explained 73% of the variance in active citizenship. These inferential results confirmed the full mediating role of social capital. The
findings indicate that social capital fully mediates the relationship between leisure time and active citizenship. Therefore, leisure time
contributes to active citizenship not directly, but through strengthening social bonds, trust, formal and informal relations, and participatory
capacities. Accordingly, urban and cultural policymaking should move beyond a purely recreational understanding of leisure and promote
community-based, participatory, and socially integrative leisure programs that enhance social capital and foster active citizenship.
Keywords: Leisure Time; Social Capital; Active Citizenship; Citizens of Ilam; Structural Equation Modeling
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Leisure time has become one of the central domains of contemporary social life because it is no longer limited
to rest, recreation, or the passive use of free time. Rather, leisure represents a meaningful social field in which
individuals construct identities, establish relationships, experience well-being, and participate in collective life.
In modern societies, leisure patterns are shaped by social class, gender, age, health status, urban opportunities,
digital media, family relations, and access to public spaces. Therefore, leisure can be understood as both an
individual experience and a social mechanism through which citizens interact with others and develop social
capacities. Previous studies have shown that leisure-time activities, particularly active and socially oriented
forms of leisure, are associated with life satisfaction, mental well-being, subjective health, coping, and social
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participation (Kekaldinen et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2020; Wysokinska et al., 2025). At the same time, passive
and sedentary leisure may be linked to psychological difficulties and reduced mental health, especially when
leisure is detached from meaningful social interaction and physical engagement (Chun & Lee, 2023; Li &
Zeng, 2025).

Leisure-time physical activity has received particular attention in recent research because it connects individual
health with social interaction and collective participation. Studies indicate that regular physical activity during
leisure time is influenced by social-ecological factors and can contribute to public health, psychological
adjustment, and improved quality of life (Cavazzotto et al., 2020; Mohammed & Abuhassna, 2023).
However, access to leisure and participation in active leisure are not equally distributed across all social groups.
Constraints related to disability, gender roles, time poverty, decision-making power, social expectations, and
environmental barriers can limit the opportunity to participate in meaningful leisure activities (Khed &
Krishna, 2023; Ucar et al., 2023). Research on women’s leisure also shows that the quality and pattern of
leisure-time activities are shaped by life stages, social conditions, and the availability of sport and recreational
opportunities (Asadollahi et al., 2023; Rezaei et al., 2024). Thus, leisure should be examined not merely as
a personal preference, but as a socially structured domain with consequences for participation, well-being, and
citizenship.

Leisure is also important across developmental and institutional contexts. Among adolescents and students,
leisure time can affect social anxiety, autonomy, academic pressure, smartphone use, and patterns of physical
activity (Shahr Sabz, 2023; Zhao et al., 2024). Family leisure may provide an environment in which
adolescents experience responsibility, autonomy, and positive frustration, thereby learning to manage social
expectations and develop self-regulatory capacities (Borrell & Albertos, 2023). Among adults, leisure-time
physical activity has been associated with job satisfaction and broader life outcomes, suggesting that leisure
experiences may influence not only private well-being but also social and occupational functioning (Dallmeyer
etal., 2023). Moreover, during social crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, perceived risks related to leisure
and sport tourism may influence social happiness and public engagement (Mahmoudi et al., 2022). These
findings show that leisure is embedded in broader social systems and can either strengthen or weaken citizens’
social connectedness.

One of the key mechanisms through which leisure may influence civic outcomes is social capital. Social capital
refers to networks, trust, reciprocal relations, formal and informal ties, and the collective resources generated
through social interaction. In recent scholarship, social capital has been discussed as a determinant of
organizational resilience, sustainable tourism development, startup growth, investment knowledge, mental
health, and online learning quality (Samuel-Azran et al., 2025; Tokhali & Mohammadzadeh Qorbangqoli,
2025; Tubalawony, 2025; Wang & Chen, 2025; Zamaniyan et al., 2025; Zarei, 2025). These studies indicate
that social capital is not only a relational resource but also a foundation for cooperation, participation, learning,
adaptation, and collective action. Since many leisure activities occur through friendship networks, family
relations, public gatherings, sport groups, religious participation, media interactions, and community-based
activities, leisure can potentially generate social capital. In turn, social capital can create the trust and relational
infrastructure required for active citizenship. Active citizenship requires civic awareness, responsibility, public
participation, and the ability to pursue collective demands. Accordingly, the present study was conducted to
examine the effect of leisure time on the formation of active citizenship through the mediating role of social
capital among 15-64-year-old citizens of Ilam.

Methods and Materials

This study was quantitative in method, descriptive-explanatory in approach, cross-sectional in time horizon,
and applied in purpose. The statistical population consisted of all 15-64-year-old citizens living in the legal
urban area of llam. According to the 2016 national population and housing census, this population included
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140,986 citizens, consisting of 71,012 men and 69,974 women. The sample size was calculated using
Cochran’s formula, which yielded 383 participants. To ensure greater sampling adequacy, 390 citizens were
included as the final sample. The questionnaires were distributed using a combined sampling method,
including multistage cluster sampling and random sampling.

Data were collected using a multi-part questionnaire designed to measure leisure-time patterns, social capital,
and active citizenship. Leisure time was assessed through a researcher-made questionnaire consisting of 36
items. Since leisure indicators differed in scale and in the amount of time allocated to different activities, an
indexing method was used to transform the indicators into scale-free measures focused on time consumption.
Active citizenship was assessed using a researcher-made 14-item questionnaire measuring civic awareness,
responsibility, and demand-making. Social capital was measured using 36 items based on conventional
indicators used in national social capital surveys and previous academic studies. Social capital included
objective ties, such as formal and informal relations, and subjective ties, such as interpersonal, generalized,
and institutional trust. Face validity was confirmed through expert review. Construct validity was examined
through confirmatory factor analysis, while reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability.

Findings

The results of exploratory factor analysis identified seven leisure-time patterns: cost-oriented leisure, media-
oriented leisure, home-based leisure, sport-oriented leisure, empathetic leisure, ordinary leisure, and religious
leisure. Active citizenship was also reduced to three dimensions: civic awareness, responsibility, and demand-
making. The validity results showed that all AVE values were above 0.40, confirming convergent validity.
Discriminant validity was confirmed by comparing the square root of AVE with inter-construct correlations.
Reliability analysis also supported the adequacy of the measurement model. Most Cronbach’s alpha values
were above 0.70. Although the alpha values for religious leisure, responsibility, and demand-making were
below 0.70, all composite reliability values exceeded 0.70, confirming the reliability of all constructs.

The direct structural model examined the effect of leisure time on active citizenship. The model fit indices
were generally acceptable: CMIN/DF = 2.74, p = 0.000, GFI = 0.955, IFI = 0.893, TLI = 0.846, CFI = 0.890,
and RMSEA = 0.067. The direct path from leisure time to active citizenship was significant, with an
unstandardized coefficient of 0.614, standard error of 0.139, critical ratio of 4.420, and standardized coefficient
of 0.470. Bootstrapping confirmed the significance of this path, with a lower bound of 0.392, an upper bound
of 0.989, and p = 0.000. The coefficient of determination was 0.221, indicating that leisure-time patterns
explained 22.1% of the variance in active citizenship.

After confirming the direct relationship, the mediating model with social capital was tested. The structural
model with the mediator showed acceptable fit in several indices: CMIN/DF = 3.45, p = 0.000, GFI = 0.909,
IFI =0.823, TLI =0.774, CFI = 0.908, and RMSEA = 0.080. In this model, the path from leisure time to social
capital was significant, with an estimate of 0.371, standard error of 0.078, critical ratio of 4.489, and
standardized estimate of 0.608. The path from social capital to active citizenship was also significant, with an
estimate of 1.501, standard error of 0.305, critical ratio of 5.387, and standardized estimate of 0.756. However,
the direct path from leisure time to active citizenship became non-significant after entering social capital into
the model, with an estimate of 0.037, standard error of 0.132, critical ratio of 0.291, p =0.771, and standardized
estimate of 0.031. Bootstrapping results further confirmed that the path from leisure time to social capital and
the path from social capital to active citizenship were significant, whereas the direct path from leisure time to
active citizenship was not significant. The coefficient of determination was 0.510 for social capital and 0.729
for active citizenship, indicating that leisure time explained 51% of the variance in social capital and that the
model explained 72.9% of the variance in active citizenship.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings indicate that leisure time has a meaningful relationship with active citizenship, but this
relationship is fully explained through social capital. In the direct model, leisure-time patterns significantly
predicted active citizenship, suggesting that the way citizens spend their free time is related to their civic
awareness, responsibility, and demand-making. However, when social capital was included in the model, the
direct effect of leisure time on active citizenship disappeared, while the indirect pathway remained significant.
This means that leisure time does not automatically create active citizenship. Rather, leisure contributes to
active citizenship when it strengthens trust, social ties, formal and informal relations, and opportunities for
participation.

This finding highlights the central role of social capital as the mechanism that transforms leisure experiences
into civic capacities. Leisure activities that are isolated, passive, or purely consumption-based may have limited
civic effects. In contrast, leisure activities that involve cooperation, public presence, social interaction, sport
participation, family and community engagement, religious gatherings, and voluntary involvement can create
relational resources. These resources increase trust and social connectedness, which then support civic
awareness, responsibility, and participation in public affairs. Therefore, social capital operates as the bridge
between everyday leisure practices and active citizenship.

The results also suggest that urban and cultural planning should move beyond a narrow recreational
understanding of leisure. Leisure policy should not be limited to entertainment or time-filling programs.
Instead, it should be designed as part of a broader social development strategy. In a city such as llam, where
the coexistence of traditional relations, modern urban life, and emerging lifestyle changes creates complex
social conditions, leisure can become an important tool for strengthening collective life. If leisure opportunities
are accessible, safe, inclusive, and socially meaningful, they can support the development of social capital and
prepare citizens for more active participation in urban and civic life.

Overall, the study confirms the main research hypothesis: leisure-time activities affect the formation of active
citizenship through the mediating role of social capital. The model shows that social capital fully mediates this
relationship. Accordingly, the development of active citizenship requires attention not only to individual
awareness or formal civic education, but also to the everyday social spaces in which citizens meet, interact,
trust one another, and participate. Leisure time is one of the most important of these spaces. Strengthening
community-based, sport-oriented, cultural, family-based, religious, and voluntary leisure programs can
therefore contribute to the expansion of social capital and the promotion of active citizenship among urban
citizens.
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