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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the effects of sport participation and social support on psychological capital among prisoners in western Iran
and to examine the moderating role of organizational climate in these relationships. This applied study employed a descriptive-survey
design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical population comprised male and female prisoners in Kermanshah, Kurdistan,
Ilam, Lorestan, and Hamadan provinces, with an estimated population of approximately 10,000. Based on Cochran’s formula, the
minimum sample size was calculated as 370 and increased to 400 to compensate for incomplete questionnaires. Participants were selected
using a combination of multistage cluster and convenience sampling. Data were collected using questionnaires assessing sport
participation, multidimensional perceived social support, psychological capital, and organizational climate. Pearson correlation, one-way
analysis of variance, partial least squares structural equation modeling, and bootstrapping procedures were applied, with SmartPLS used
for structural model estimation. Sport participation had a significant positive effect on psychological capital ($=0.438, t=12.042, p<0.001).
Social support (f=0.241, t=7.397, p<0.001) and organizational climate ($=0.452, t=11.735, p<0.001) also significantly and positively
affected psychological capital. Furthermore, the interaction between sport participation and organizational climate ($=0.304, t=3.172,
p<0.001) and the interaction between social support and organizational climate ($=0.327, t=3.269, p<0.001) were significant and positive,
confirming the moderating role of organizational climate. The model explained 96.6% of the variance in psychological capital.
Psychological capital also differed significantly across organizational climate categories (F=47.62, p<0.001, n?>=0.24), with post-hoc
comparisons indicating significant differences among supportive, indifferent, and punitive climates. Sport participation and social support
are positively associated with prisoners’ psychological capital, while organizational climate both contributes directly to psychological
capital and strengthens these relationships. Accordingly, rehabilitation programs may benefit from integrating structured sport
participation, stronger social support networks, and a more supportive organizational climate to foster prisoners’ hope, self-efficacy,
resilience, and optimism.

Keywords: Sport Participation; Social Support; Psychological Capital; Organizational Climate; Prisoners; Structural Equation
Modeling.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Imprisonment constitutes a multidimensional experience involving not only the restriction of physical liberty
but also substantial changes in social relationships, personal autonomy, access to supportive resources,
everyday routines, and opportunities for meaningful participation. Prisoners must adapt to a highly regulated
institutional environment characterized by formal rules, surveillance, restricted interpersonal contact, and
limited control over many aspects of daily life. These conditions may place considerable pressure on
psychological adjustment and may contribute to loneliness, frustration, anger-related cognitive processes, and
difficulties in maintaining a positive orientation toward the future. Evidence from prison populations has
demonstrated that social loneliness and frustration are relevant to maladaptive emotional processes such as
anger rumination, highlighting the importance of identifying resources that may protect prisoners against the
psychological consequences of incarceration (Farahmand & Sharvani, 2022). Moreover, resocialization
should not be conceptualized solely as behavioral control or prevention of institutional misconduct. Rather, it
represents a broader process through which prisoners reconstruct personal and social capacities necessary for
successful adaptation and eventual reintegration into society (Rahro Khajeh et al., 2020). Social work
approaches to prisoner care similarly emphasize the importance of addressing psychological, interpersonal,
and rehabilitative needs simultaneously rather than relying exclusively on punitive mechanisms (Ramabh,
2020).

Within this context, psychological capital represents an important positive psychological resource.
Psychological capital generally encompasses hope, self-efficacy, resilience, and optimism and reflects an
individual’s positive psychological state and capacity to cope constructively with adversity. These resources
may be particularly important in correctional settings because prisoners commonly encounter prolonged
uncertainty, separation from significant others, limited autonomy, and institutional pressures. Psychological
capital has been associated with favorable indicators of psychological and social well-being in vulnerable
populations, suggesting that it may function as a meaningful personal resource under difficult life
circumstances (Esmaeili & Zargar Moradi, 2025). Research has also demonstrated that psychological capital
and social support may jointly operate as protective resources in the relationship between interpersonal
vulnerability and psychological symptoms (Mi et al., 2025). Consequently, identifying behavioral,
interpersonal, and organizational factors associated with stronger psychological capital among prisoners may
contribute to a more resource-oriented model of correctional rehabilitation.

Sport participation is one potentially modifiable behavioral resource that may contribute to psychological
capital. Sport provides opportunities for goal setting, competence development, self-regulation, achievement,
structured social interaction, and the experience of gradual improvement. A systematic review of sport
participation has shown that involvement in sport is associated with multiple psychological and social
outcomes and that mechanisms such as belonging, competence, social connection, and positive self-perception
may help explain these associations (Wade et al., 2026). Organized sport participation has also been associated
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with differences in physical activity, fitness, and motor competence (Malina et al., 2025), while motor
coordination itself has been linked to participation in organized sport settings (Mononen et al., 2025).
Although much of this evidence has been generated outside prison populations, these mechanisms may have
particular relevance to incarceration because structured sport can provide prisoners with opportunities to
experience agency, progress, mastery, and constructive interpersonal engagement within an otherwise
restrictive environment.

The social dimension of sport is equally important. Participation in sport frequently occurs within an
interpersonal context that involves cooperation, feedback, recognition, and group belonging. Social support
has been shown to play an important role in sport participation, including as a mediator of factors influencing
participation in sport-for-all activities (Najafi et al., 2025). Sport may also contribute to broader processes of
social participation and personal agency, as illustrated by research examining women’s sport participation and
its relationship with social transformation and changing social roles (Yang & Siu, 2025). More directly,
physical exercise has been positively associated with psychological capital, with perceived social support and
self-control identified as mechanisms contributing to this relationship (Lin et al., 2025). These findings
suggest that sport participation may contribute to psychological resources through both individual and
interpersonal pathways.

Social support itself represents another potentially important determinant of psychological capital among
prisoners. Incarceration may disrupt ordinary relationships with family members, friends, and other significant
people, thereby increasing the importance of remaining social ties. Research conducted in high-stress
populations has shown meaningful associations among perceived social support, psychological capital,
burnout, and engagement (Rahgoi et al., 2024). Social support has also been linked to adaptive outcomes
through psychological capital and self-efficacy, suggesting that external interpersonal resources can contribute
to the development of internal psychological resources (J. Zhou et al., 2024). Similarly, research examining
physical activity among older adults has indicated that social support and psychological capital can operate
sequentially in explaining psychological outcomes (A. Zhou et al., 2024). In correctional contexts, access to
supportive services and opportunities for continued engagement with social and educational resources may be
particularly important. Prisoners have distinctive needs and attitudes regarding access to health and social
welfare services (Rantanen et al., 2021), while access to education has also been emphasized as an important
component of empowerment and rehabilitation, particularly among female prisoners (Ryder, 2020).
However, behavioral and social resources do not operate independently of the institutional environment.
Organizational climate may determine whether sport opportunities and social support are translated into
positive psychological outcomes. A supportive climate characterized by respect, predictability, constructive
interactions, access to resources, and perceived fairness may facilitate the development of hope, efficacy,
resilience, and optimism, whereas an indifferent or punitive climate may constrain these processes.
Psychological and counseling interventions in correctional institutions further demonstrate the importance of
considering the broader environment in which rehabilitation occurs (Pahlewi, 2024). Therefore,
organizational climate may function both as a direct correlate of psychological capital and as a contextual
moderator that strengthens or weakens the effects of sport participation and social support. Despite growing
evidence regarding sport, social support, psychological capital, and correctional rehabilitation, these variables
have rarely been integrated into a single model among prisoners. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
explain the effects of sport participation and social support on the psychological capital of prisoners in western
Iran and to examine the moderating role of organizational climate.

Methods and Materials

This applied research employed a descriptive-survey design using partial least squares structural equation
modeling. The statistical population consisted of male and female prisoners in prisons located in Kermanshah,
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Kurdistan, Ilam, Lorestan, and Hamadan provinces in western Iran, with the total population estimated at
approximately 10,000 individuals. Eligibility criteria included at least three months of incarceration, sufficient
ability to complete the questionnaires, voluntary informed consent, and basic familiarity with sporting
activities. Based on Cochran’s formula for a finite population with a 95% confidence level and 5% margin of
error, the minimum required sample was calculated as 370 participants. To compensate for potentially
incomplete questionnaires, 400 prisoners were ultimately recruited through a combination of multistage cluster
and convenience sampling. The final sample consisted of 300 men and 100 women. Data were collected using
a 20-item sport participation questionnaire assessing the intensity and frequency of participation, motivation
and attitudes toward sport, and sport-related barriers; the 12-item Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social
Support assessing support from family, friends, and significant others; the 24-item Psychological Capital
Questionnaire assessing hope, self-efficacy, resilience, and optimism; and a 26-item organizational climate
questionnaire. Organizational climate scores were additionally used to classify participants into supportive,
indifferent, and punitive climate groups. Measurement quality was evaluated through Cronbach’s alpha,
composite reliability, average variance extracted, and discriminant validity. All constructs demonstrated
acceptable reliability and convergent validity. Data analysis included descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation
analysis, one-way analysis of variance, post-hoc Tukey comparisons, and PLS-SEM using SmartPLS.
Bootstrapping was applied to test the statistical significance of direct and moderating effects. Multicollinearity
was also examined using variance inflation factors, which ranged from 1.22 to 1.59 and indicated no serious
collinearity problem.

Findings

The structural model demonstrated significant relationships among all principal study variables. Sport
participation had a positive and statistically significant effect on psychological capital (f=0.438, t=12.042,
p<0.001), indicating that greater sport participation was associated with higher psychological capital.
Perceived social support also showed a significant positive effect on psychological capital (3=0.241, t=7.397,
p<0.001). Organizational climate had the strongest direct relationship with psychological capital among the
predictors included in the model (=0.452, t=11.735, p<0.001). The interaction between sport participation
and organizational climate was positive and statistically significant (=0.304, t=3.172, p<0.001),
demonstrating that organizational climate significantly moderated the relationship between sport participation
and psychological capital. Similarly, the interaction between social support and organizational climate was
statistically significant and positive (f=0.327, t=3.269, p<0.001), confirming a moderating effect of
organizational climate on the relationship between perceived social support and psychological capital. The
coefficient of determination for psychological capital was R?2=0.966, indicating that the predictors and their
interaction terms accounted for 96.6% of the observed variance in psychological capital in the study sample.
Additional group comparisons further supported the importance of organizational climate. One-way analysis
of variance demonstrated a statistically significant difference in psychological capital across supportive,
indifferent, and punitive organizational climates (F=47.62, p<0.001), with an effect size of n>=0.24. The mean
psychological capital score was 112.36 in the supportive climate group, 99.82 in the indifferent climate group,
and 89.45 in the punitive climate group. Tukey post-hoc comparisons indicated statistically significant
differences between all three organizational climate categories. Thus, prisoners perceiving their institutional
climate as more supportive reported substantially higher psychological capital than those perceiving an
indifferent or punitive climate.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that prisoners’ psychological capital is associated with an interconnected set of
behavioral, interpersonal, and organizational resources. Sport participation emerged as a substantial positive
predictor, suggesting that participation in physical and sporting activities may provide prisoners with
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opportunities to experience competence, progress, goal attainment, behavioral regulation, and constructive
social interaction. These experiences are conceptually compatible with the principal dimensions of
psychological capital. Mastering progressively difficult activities may strengthen self-efficacy, goal-directed
participation may foster hope, persistence despite physical and psychological challenges may contribute to
resilience, and repeated experiences of progress may reinforce positive expectations about future outcomes.
Within the highly regulated prison environment, sport may additionally provide an important domain in which
prisoners can exercise a degree of agency and experience achievement.

Social support also contributed significantly to psychological capital. This result indicates that psychological
resources are not exclusively individual attributes but may be strengthened through interpersonal relationships.
Support from family members, friends, and significant others may help prisoners maintain a sense of
belonging, personal value, continuity of identity, and connection with life outside prison. These experiences
can provide emotional and motivational resources that facilitate coping with incarceration and preserve
expectations for future reintegration. The finding is particularly important because imprisonment frequently
disrupts ordinary social networks and may intensify feelings of isolation. Strengthening supportive
relationships may therefore contribute not only to immediate emotional adjustment but also to the development
of internal psychological resources relevant to rehabilitation.

Organizational climate demonstrated both a strong direct association with psychological capital and significant
moderating effects. The direct relationship indicates that the institutional environment itself is meaningfully
related to prisoners’ positive psychological resources. A supportive organizational climate may increase
predictability, perceived respect, psychological safety, and access to developmental opportunities, whereas
punitive or indifferent climates may promote passivity, mistrust, and psychological depletion. The group
comparison findings reinforce this interpretation because psychological capital was highest under supportive
organizational conditions and lowest under punitive conditions.

More importantly, organizational climate altered the strength of the relationships between both sport
participation and social support and psychological capital. This suggests that neither sport nor social support
should be viewed independently of the setting in which they occur. Sporting opportunities are likely to have
greater psychological value when participation is fairly organized, consistently available, supported by staff,
and embedded within respectful institutional relationships. Similarly, social support may become more
psychologically beneficial when the organizational environment facilitates communication, access to
supportive services, respectful interactions, and a sense of safety. Thus, organizational climate may function
as an enabling context that allows behavioral and interpersonal resources to be translated more effectively into
positive psychological capacities.

Overall, the study supports an integrated model in which sport participation and social support are positively
associated with prisoners’ psychological capital, while organizational climate represents both an independent
contextual resource and a moderator of these associations. The findings imply that strengthening prisoners’
psychological capital may require more than individualized psychological interventions. Rehabilitation
strategies may be more effective when structured sporting opportunities, maintenance of supportive social
relationships, and improvements in the institutional climate are implemented concurrently. Nevertheless, the
very high explained variance should be interpreted cautiously because the study was cross-sectional and relied
predominantly on self-report measures. The findings therefore identify strong associations rather than
definitive causal effects. Within these limitations, the study indicates that a supportive correctional
environment combined with opportunities for sport participation and meaningful social support may provide
an important foundation for strengthening hope, self-efficacy, resilience, and optimism and for supporting
prisoners’ broader rehabilitation and preparation for successful social reintegration.
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