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Abstract

Leisure activities serve as a valuable platform for personal growth and
self-actualization, and the type of activity can significantly influence
psychological well-being and individual development. The present
study aimed to evaluate and compare the flourishing potential of
sports and non-sports leisure activities among Iranian university
students. This applied research was conducted using a quantitative,
survey-based approach. Data were collected through a researcher-
made 12-item questionnaire developed based on international sources
and validated by experts. The statistical population included
undergraduate, master's, and doctoral students from various
universities in Iran, selected through convenience sampling and
voluntary participation. Data were analyzed using independent
samples t-tests. The findings indicated that participation in activities
such as sports and music was associated with higher levels of self-
actualization, whereas passive activities like watching television or
resting did not show significant effects. Moreover, the gap between
students’ actual and preferred leisure activities highlighted the need to
facilitate access to meaningful participation. Overall, when leisure
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activities align with individual preferences, they can play a crucial
role in achieving flourishing

Introduction

Leisure time has long been recognized as a space for personal growth
and self-actualization, yet limited research has explored which
specific types of leisure activities best facilitate such development.
This study aimed to evaluate and compare the self-actualization
potential of sports and non-sports leisure activities among Iranian
university students. Employing an applied, quantitative research
design, data were collected through a researcher-made 12-item
questionnaire developed using international literature and validated by
academic experts. The study population included undergraduate,
master’s, and doctoral students from various Iranian universities,
selected through convenience sampling. The reliability of the
instrument was confirmed by a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.864.
Independent samples t-tests were used for data analysis. Results
revealed that participation in physical activities like sports and
musical engagement was significantly associated with higher levels of
self-actualization, while passive activities such as watching TV or
resting showed no meaningful impact. Moreover, students expressed a
strong preference for engaging in artistic and cultural activities, but
many were unable to do so due to limited access or institutional
support. The findings underscore the importance of aligning leisure
opportunities with individual preferences and creating supportive
cultural and infrastructural conditions in universities. Overall, leisure
can become a meaningful path toward flourishing if personal
preferences are respected and institutional barriers are minimized.

Methods

This study was conducted using an applied quantitative approach to
examine the self-actualization potential of various leisure activities.
Data were collected through an online survey using a researcher-made
12-item questionnaire, developed based on relevant theoretical
frameworks and adapted from international sources such as the OECD
report Skills for Innovation and Research (2011) and Huppert and So
(2013). The questionnaire underwent face validation by eight
academic experts, with one item revised accordingly. To assess its
reliability, a pilot study was conducted with 30 participants, yielding a
Cronbach's alpha of 0.864, indicating acceptable internal consistency.
The statistical population consisted of Iranian students at
undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral levels from different
universities, selected through convenience sampling. The
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questionnaire was distributed voluntarily through online student
communication platforms, allowing open access to interested
participants. Data analysis involved independent samples t-tests to
determine differences in self-actualization levels based on types of
leisure activities.

Results

A total of 400 university students participated in the study, with a
higher proportion of female respondents. Most participants were
undergraduate students and the majority were single. The analysis
revealed a noticeable gap between students’ current and preferred
leisure activities. Although sports had the highest participation rate in
both actual and preferred contexts, more students preferred sports
activities than those currently engaged in them, indicating possible
access or opportunity barriers. Similarly, artistic activities such as
playing music, painting, photography, and theater showed higher
preference rates compared to current participation. Statistical analysis
using independent samples t-tests demonstrated significant differences
in self-actualization levels among students who engaged in sports and
music compared to those who did not. Participation in these activities
was associated with higher self-actualization scores. In contrast,
activities like watching TV, resting, gaming, and even listening to
music showed no statistically significant impact on self-actualization.
Some activities, like attending extracurricular classes, also had a
positive effect. These results suggest that not all leisure activities
contribute equally to personal growth and that active, expressive
engagements are more closely linked to self-actualization.

Discussion and conclusion

Self-actualization represents an individual’s fundamental drive to fully
realize their potential across physical, social, mental, and emotional
dimensions (Wanden-Berg, 2007). Maslow (1943) emphasized that
true self-actualization is rare, occurring in only about 2% of adults,
and requires individuals to express their inherent talents meaningfully.
Leisure plays a crucial role in this process by offering opportunities
for personal growth, social engagement, and meaningful experiences
(Anderson & Hine, 2012). When leisure activities align with
individual preferences and values, they enhance satisfaction and
overall well-being (Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). Moreover,
equitable access to leisure, supported by inclusive cultural policies
especially in university settings, fosters participation from diverse
social groups, promoting social justice and belonging (Moses, 2013;
Quaye & Harper, 2014). Providing accessible, multifaceted leisure
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environments—including sports and arts—contributes positively to
physical health, creativity, and social skills development (Sallis et al.,
2012; Demos & Morris, 2002). Thus, universities and communities
should implement interdisciplinary, participatory cultural policies and
support student-led initiatives to maximize the benefits of leisure for
self-actualization. Ultimately, leisure is not merely rest but a vital
catalyst for comprehensive human development, bridging individual
fulfillment with societal growth. Future research should employ
mixed-methods and interdisciplinary approaches to deepen
understanding of how leisure fosters self-actualization across diverse
populations.

Keywords: Active leisure, flourishing, leisure activities, mental well-
being, passive leisure
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