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Abstract

Working children, due to poverty and adverse living conditions, are often exposed to
psychological difficulties and a diminished sense of hope for the future. This study aimed to
examine the effect of a structured exercise program on hope and mental health among working
children. A quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest and a control group was employed.
The participants were 30 boys aged 10—15 years from District 12 of Tehran in 2022, selected
through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a
control group (n= 15). The intervention consisted of 24 football training sessions (three sessions
per week, each lasting 90 minutes) supervised by a coach holding an AFC “B” license. The
control group continued with their usual daily activities. Data were collected using Snyder’s
Hope Scale and the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ) and analyzed through analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) after controlling for pretest scores. Results indicated that the
experimental group showed a significant increase in hope (p=0.015,1>=0.19) and a significant
improvement in mental health (p = 0.001, n? = 0.66) compared with the control group. These
findings suggest that structured physical activity, such as football training, can serve as an
effective intervention to enhance hope and promote mental health in working children.
Therefore, it is recommended that sports activities such as football be considered an effective
intervention to improve cognitive function and mental health in this population.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Child labor is a persistent global issue, particularly in developing contexts where economic
hardship, migration, and family instability push children into premature and often exploitative
work conditions (Abdullah et al., 2022; Ahad et al., 2021). Such children face limited access to
education and play, which negatively affect their psychological well-being and hope for the
future (AFSHANTI et al., 2013; Mahdevar et al., 2023). Given that hope is a central component
of mental health and resilience (Laranjeira & Querido, 2022; Griggs, 2017). and that structured
physical activity is recognized as an effective intervention to reduce depression and anxiety
(Pascoe et al., 2020; Vella et al., 2021), the present study aimed to investigate the effects of a
football-based training program on hope and mental health among working children in Tehran.

Materials and Methods

This quantitative quasi-experimental study used a pretest-posttest design with a control group in a field
setting. The population included male working children aged 10—15 from Tehran’s District 12 in 2022.
Using convenience sampling, 30 participants were recruited based on a statistical power of 0.8, effect
size of 0.56 (Pascoe et al., 2020), and a significance level of 0.05, calculated using G*Power. Eligible
children who consented attended a session to discuss objectives and complete pretest questionnaires.
Inclusion criteria were male gender, age 1015, membership in Shush Children’s House, and no regular
physical activity. Exclusion criteria included unwillingness to participate and severe physical conditions.
Participants were randomly assigned to experimental (n=15) and control (n=15) groups.

Data were collected using:
1. Demographic Information Form: A checklist for age, education, and sibling numbers.

2. Schneider Hope Scale (SHS-12): A 12-item scale (Schneider et al., 1991) assessing hope
on a 5-point Likert scale (1=completely disagree to S=completely agree), with scores from 12
to 60. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89 and test-retest reliability 0.81 in Iran (Heydari et al., 2023);
this study’s alpha was 0.78.

3. General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28): The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28)
is a 28-item scale developed by Goldberg and Hillier (1979) to assess mental health through four
subscales: somatic symptoms, anxiety and sleep disturbances, social dysfunction, and depression.
It uses a 4-point Likert scale ranging from O (not at all) to 3 (very much), with total scores ranging
from 0 to 84. The scale demonstrated good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83
reported by Sorbi et al. (2018), and in the current study, the alpha was 0.79.

The experimental group participated in 24 sessions of structured football training (three 90-
minute weekly sessions, 5—7 PM) supervised by a licensed coach. Sessions included warm-up,
main activity (skills and matches), and cool-down. The control group maintained usual activities.
Pretest and posttest data were collected by the researcher. Statistical analysis was performed using
Shapiro-Wilk, Levene’s test, and ANCOVA in SPSS v21 with significance level 0.05.

Results

The sample included 30 male working children (15 experimental, 15 control), mean ages 12
(SD=1.41) and 13.2 (SD=1.6) years. Most were in lower secondary education. Chi-square and
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ANOVA confirmed no significant differences in age or education (p>0.05). Kolmogorov-
Smirnov and Levene’s tests confirmed normality and homogeneity of variance (p>0.05).
ANCOVA revealed significant posttest differences favoring the experimental group in hope
(p=0.015, F(1,27)=6.726), mental health (p<0.001, F(1,27)=54.163), somatic symptoms
(p=0.026, F(1,27)=5.535), anxiety and sleep disturbance (p<0.001, F(1,27)=25.304), social
functioning (p=0.003, F(1,27)=10.583), and depression (p<0.001, F(1,27)=19.698). The largest
effect size was observed in mental health (n*=0.66), followed by anxiety and sleep disturbance
(m*=0.48) and depression (1*=0.42).

Conclusion

Structured football training demonstrated positive effects on both hope and mental health
among child laborers. The results align with prior evidence highlighting the role of physical
activity in reducing stress, enhancing endorphins, and fostering social belonging (Di Liegro,
Schiera, Proia, & Di Liegro, 2019; Bailey, 2006). Despite limitations such as small sample size,
lack of long-term follow-up, and convenience sampling, the findings suggest that sports-based
interventions can be effective, low-cost strategies for supporting the psychological well-being
of working children. Future research should expand sample sizes, include longitudinal follow-
ups, and combine sports with counseling or social support to maximize benefits.
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