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Abstract

Objective: Public sports have a significant capacity to promote social capital and empower women; however, the
factors influencing this process require in-depth investigation. The present study was conducted with the aim of
designing a model of the impact of participation in public sports on social capital and social empowerment of
women.

Methodology: This research employed a qualitative approach using thematic analysis. The research population
consisted of managers, specialists, and experts in the field of public sports and women's sports, from which 24
participants were selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis.

Findings: The findings revealed that participation in public sports leads to the strengthening of social capital
through increasing social trust, expanding communication networks, enhancing social interactions, and reinforcing
the sense of social belonging. Furthermore, public sports play an effective role in women's social empowerment by
increasing self-confidence, self-efficacy, responsibility, and communication skills. In contrast, cultural, structural,
economic, and managerial barriers were identified as the most important factors limiting women's participation.
Conclusion: The results indicate that public sports, beyond being a physical activity, serve as an effective tool for
strengthening social capital, increasing social empowerment, and developing women's participation. The
development of women's public sports, formulation of supportive policies, improvement of infrastructure, and
reinforcement of cultural and educational programs can play a significant role in achieving social development
goals and improving women's quality of life.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the development of human societies has been evaluated not solely based on economic
indicators, but also through social, cultural, and human dimensions as fundamental components of
development. Women, constituting half of the population in any society, play a decisive role in the
process of social, cultural, and economic development. Active participation of women in various social
spheres not only enhances their individual status but also increases the developmental capacities of
society. Consequently, attention to factors affecting the promotion of women's social status and
providing grounds for their empowerment has become one of the main concerns of social planners and
policymakers (Javadipour & Sami-nia, 2013).

Public sports have emerged as one of the most significant domains influencing social development and
quality of life in recent years. Defined as a set of voluntary, organized, or unstructured physical
activities, public sports provide opportunities for participation across different segments of society and
generate numerous physical, psychological, social, and cultural benefits. Unlike competitive sports,
which primarily focus on competition and athletic achievement, public sports aim to promote public
health, increase social vitality, and develop social relationships among citizens. For this reason, many
countries have prioritized the development of public sports as an effective tool for enhancing human
and social capital (Arkhi et al., 2025).

One of the most important social outcomes of participation in sports activities is the formation and
strengthening of social capital. Social capital refers to communication networks, social trust, shared
norms, and the spirit of cooperation among community members. High levels of social capital lead to
increased social interactions, strengthened sense of social belonging, enhanced civic participation, and
improved social cohesion. Researchers believe that participation in collective activities, including
sports, can provide numerous opportunities for creating social connections, expanding human networks,
and strengthening mutual trust. From this perspective, public sports are not merely a physical activity
but a platform for developing social relationships and increasing social capital (Zargham Hajbi et al.,
2025).

On the other hand, women's social empowerment, as one of the key indicators of social development,
reflects women's increased ability to access resources, participate in decision-making, fulfill social roles,
and enjoy equal opportunities in society. Empowered women possess higher self-confidence, greater
social participation, and more effective capability to influence their surrounding environment. Social
empowerment is a process through which women gain greater control over their individual and social
lives and play a more active role in various societal arenas (Mahmoudian et al., 2025).

Despite the recognized importance of sports in women's social development, numerous cultural, social,
and structural barriers still hinder women's sports participation in many societies. Limited access to
sports facilities, family responsibilities, traditional attitudes toward women's sports activities, and lack
of supportive programs are among the factors affecting women's participation in public sports (Kiani &
Nazari, 2022). This situation underscores the critical importance of investigating the social
consequences of women's sports participation and elucidating its role in promoting social capital and
empowerment.

A review of previous studies reveals that most research has examined social capital and social
empowerment separately, with few studies simultaneously investigating the impact of public sports
participation on both variables. Furthermore, limited empirical evidence exists regarding the cultural
and social context of women in Iran (Zargham Hajbi et al., 2025). This research gap necessitates the
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present study, which aims to design a model of the impact of participation in public sports on social
capital and social empowerment of women. Accordingly, the main research question is: Does
participation in public sports have a significant impact on social capital and social empowerment of
women?

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this research is grounded in two main theories: Putnam's Social Capital
Theory and Zimmerman's Empowerment Theory.

Social Capital Theory: Putnam (2000) defines social capital as a set of networks, norms, and trust that
facilitate cooperation and coordination among individuals for mutual benefit. He identifies three main
components of social capital: social trust (belief in the honesty and cooperation of others), social
networks (relationships and connections among individuals), and norms of participation (shared rules
and values that facilitate cooperation). According to Putnam's perspective, any factor that can increase
social interactions and facilitate collective cooperation contributes to strengthening social capital
(Williams & Chinn, 2010). Public sports, due to their social and collective nature, serve as one of the
most important platforms for the formation and reinforcement of these three components. As Winand et
al. (2019) demonstrated, collective sports activities provide a context for expanding civic participation
and increasing social capital.

Empowerment Theory: Zimmerman (2000) conceptualizes empowerment as a process through which
individuals gain greater control over their lives and, through active participation in society, acquire the
ability to influence collective decision-making. According to this theory, empowerment can be
examined at three levels: individual (increasing self-confidence and self-efficacy), interpersonal
(developing communication skills and group participation), and social (active presence in social and
political arenas). Naraine and Parent (2016) found that women's regular participation in public sports
programs significantly enhances social trust, communication networks, and sense of community
belonging.

Conceptual Model: Based on these theoretical foundations, the present study proposes that participation
in public sports simultaneously influences both social capital and social empowerment. Public sports
participation is expected to strengthen social capital through increasing social trust, expanding
communication networks, and enhancing social interactions. Simultaneously, regular participation in
sports is expected to enhance women's social empowerment by improving self-confidence, self-efficacy,
responsibility, and communication skills (Kiani & Nazari, 2025). The conceptual model of this research
illustrates these relationships, showing how public sports participation serves as a catalyst for both social
capital formation and women's social empowerment.

Methodology

This research is applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms of approach, employing an
exploratory design using thematic analysis. The qualitative approach was chosen due to the nature of
the research topic and the necessity of deeply identifying the dimensions and mechanisms of the impact
of public sports participation on women's social capital and social empowerment. This approach enabled
a comprehensive understanding of the perspectives, experiences, and perceptions of experts and
managers in the field of sports and social affairs.

The research population consisted of managers, specialists, and officials of the Ministry of Sports and
Youth who were familiar with the field of public sports and women's sports. Sampling was conducted
purposefully using the snowball method. Individuals with relevant knowledge, experience, and expertise
related to the research topic were selected, and they were then asked to introduce other qualified
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individuals. The data collection process continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, ultimately
resulting in in-depth semi-structured interviews with 24 officials, managers, and experts from the
Ministry of Sports and Youth. Inclusion criteria included having at least five years of managerial or
expert experience in public sports, women's sports, or sports planning, familiarity with sports
development policies and programs, and willingness to participate in the research. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews, with each interview lasting between 45 to 75 minutes. All interviews
were recorded with participants' consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim. Data analysis was
conducted using thematic analysis, following the systematic process of familiarization, coding, theme
development, and model construction. To ensure trustworthiness, Lincoln and Guba's (1985) criteria
including credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability were applied.

Results

The findings revealed that participation in public sports strengthens social capital through increasing
social trust, expanding communication networks, promoting social interactions, and reinforcing the
sense of social belonging. These results align with previous international studies by Naraine and Parent
(2016) and Winand et al. (2019), as well as domestic research by Zargham Hajbi et al. (2025) and
Mahmoudian et al. (2025), all of which emphasized the role of public sports in increasing social trust,
expanding communication networks, and strengthening the sense of social belonging. From the
perspective of Putnam's (2000) social capital theory, any factor that can increase social interactions
contributes to strengthening social capital, and public sports precisely fulfill this function.
Furthermore, public sports play an effective role in women's social empowerment by increasing self-
confidence, self-efficacy, responsibility, and communication skills. This finding is consistent with the
research of Williams and Chinn (2010), Kiani and Nazari (2025), and Ghafouri (2025), which
demonstrated that public sports facilitate women's social empowerment by enhancing communication
skills and self-efficacy. According to Zimmerman's (2000) empowerment theory, participation in
collective activities increases the sense of control, competence, and active participation, which can be
realized in sports environments.

In contrast, cultural, structural, economic, and managerial barriers were identified as the most important
factors limiting women's participation. Participants pointed to cultural barriers (traditional attitudes and
gender stereotypes), structural barriers (lack of facilities and infrastructure, economic limitations),
managerial barriers (weak policymaking, lack of institutional support), and individual-family barriers
(family responsibilities, time constraints) as the most significant restricting factors. This finding aligns
with the results of studies by Kiani and Nazari (2022), Ghasemi et al. (2025), and Moharramzadeh et al.
(2025), which all emphasized the role of cultural and structural barriers in reducing women's sports
participation.

One of the important conceptual findings was the reciprocal relationship between social capital and
social empowerment. Participants believed that these two concepts exist in a bidirectional relationship,
where increased social capital provides the foundation for enhancing individual and social capabilities,
and women's empowerment in turn expands social participation and strengthens social capital. This
reciprocal interaction transforms public sports into one of the most effective tools for realizing social
development.

Conclusion
The results indicate that public sports, beyond being a physical activity, serve as an effective
tool for strengthening social capital, increasing social empowerment, and developing women's
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participation in society. Investment in women's public sports development should not be viewed
merely as an expenditure in the sports sector but as a strategic investment in human
development, social capital enhancement, and the realization of sustainable development goals.
Future research should employ mixed-methods approaches with broader statistical populations,
examine moderating variables such as education level, economic status, and family support,
and conduct comparative studies across different provinces. The findings provide valuable
evidence for policymakers, sports managers, and social planners to develop effective strategies
for promoting women's participation in public sports and enhancing their social empowerment.
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