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Abstract

Sports play a functional role in human development. Regular sport participation 
has beneficial effects on physical, psychological and social wellbeing. It has posi-
tive effects on prevention and treatment of non-communicable diseases, physical 
appearance, enhance self-concept and external prestige, lower rates of suicidal 
ideation, reduce use of fossil fuels, and substantially increase life expectancy. 
The advent and excessive use of technology, academic workload coupled with the 
incidence of COVID-19, students become content with engaging more in seden-
tary activities. This chapter examined the psychological factors predicting sport 
participation among Japanese and foreign students in Sendai, Japan. The common 
choice of recreational sports are sedentary activities with a high level of perfor-
mance in terms of frequency, intensity, duration and long period of participation. 
Psychological factors of self-confidence, value, task familiarity, perceived success 
significantly predicts sport participation among university students. Therefore, 
there is need for increased awareness on benefit of sport participation within 
the university. Improved reconciliation between academic and physical educa-
tion programs, and development of attractive recreational sports considering the 
psychological process that leads to participation. To allay concerns during pan-
demic, self-organized, non-contact and outdoor sports should be encouraged with 
adequate preventive measures in place.

Keywords: Psychological factors, Physical activity, Sedentary activities,  
University students, Sport participation

1. Introduction

Regular physical activity, especially sport is proven to help prevent and treat 
non-communicable diseases such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes and breast and 
colon cancer. It also helps to prevent hypertension, overweight and obesity, improve 
mental health, quality of life and well-being [1, 2] and substantially increase life 
expectancy [3]. Participation in regular physical activity such as recreational sport 
has positive effects on both physical (appearance, slimness, conditioned body) 
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and psychological health and well-being (self-esteem, anxiety, depression, vitality, 
energy) [4, 5], enhanced self-concept [6], lower rates of suicidal ideation including 
both thoughts and intentions [7]. Leisure is psychological and social utilities that 
make it a significant influence to the quality of people’s lives, which connote how 
good, fulfilled, cheerful and comfortable they feel [8]. It has developed an increas-
ingly anticipated and significant component of people’s lives in modern societies 
[8]. In addition to the multiple health benefits of physical activity, societies that are 
more active can generate additional returns on investment including a reduced use 
of fossil fuels, cleaner air and less congested safer roads [1].

Sport is a group of physical exercises that may be classified into individual 
or team games with specific rules [9, 10]. It is recreational in nature because it 
enables people to take part when they like and for entertainment for both the 
participants and spectators watching such performance. Sport is organized or 
unorganized recreation [10]. Sport develops individual physical fitness and 
health/wellbeing, aid mental growth, facilitates internal unity and boosts external 
prestige. Sports helps the participants stay in shape, improve endurance, boost 
self-esteem, provide guidance and aid weight control, organize their time, boost 
friendships, teamwork and build relationships with their peers and adults. Sports 
generally offers healthy decisions such as avoiding smoking or drinking and offer 
hidden health benefits such as lower chance of getting osteoporosis or breast 
cancer later in life [10, 11].

World Health Organization (WHO) recommended that in order to improve 
cardiorespiratory and muscular fitness, bone health, reduce the risk of non-com-
municable diseases and depression: adults aged 18–64 should do at least 150 min-
utes of moderate-intensity aerobic physical activity throughout the week or do at 
least 75 minutes of vigorous-intensity aerobic physical activity throughout the week 
or an equivalent combination of moderate and vigorous-intensity activity; aerobic 
activity should be performed in bouts of at least 10 minutes duration; for additional 
health benefits, adults should increase their moderate-intensity aerobic physical 
activity to 300 minutes per week, or engage in 150 minutes of vigorous-intensity 
aerobic physical activity per week, or an equivalent combination of moderate and 
vigorous-intensity activity; muscle-strengthening activities should be done involv-
ing major muscle groups on 2 or more days a week [2].

It has been observed that there is an increasing decline in sport participation 
especially with the advent and excessive use of technology, academic workload 
coupled with the incidence of COVID-19, students become content with engaging 
more in sedentary leisure activities such as gaming, social network chatting, watch-
ing television and even sleeping. Worldwide, 1 in 4 adults, and 3 in 4 adolescents do 
not currently meet the global recommendations for physical activity [1]. Empirical 
evidence revealed that sports participation decreases as age increases [12]. In addi-
tion, both males and females’ sports participation declines as they move into adult 
life [13]. In Japan, large proportion of adults do not participate in regular leisure-
time physical activity [14]. The National Health and Nutrition Surveys in Japan 
for 1997, 2004, and 2009 revealed that 70–80% of the working generation (aged 
20–59 years) were not sufficiently active (i.e., were exercising less than 30 min 
twice a week) [15].

Usually, universities annually allocate funds for the development and/or mainte-
nance of sport facilities to fulfill students’ needs and encourage sport participation 
of the university community. Particularly, in Japan universities, there are active and 
viable sport clubs however, participation in such clubs required high level of com-
mitments, hard work, obedience, tolerance and selfless devotion. Student life of 
participants revolves primarily around membership, which indirectly discourages 
students who intend to participate solely for recreational purpose.
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Sports clubs in Japan universities are military in nature because of the strict rules 
of the club. For example, new club recruits are required to do jobs such as cleaning, 
maintenance of sport equipment and facilities before and after practice sessions/
day [16]. For foreign students in a relatively conservative city like Sendai, who 
readily have language barrier to contend with, adjusting to these customs could 
be challenging and discourage sport participation. More also, students without 
club engagement tend to engage or prefer to engage in part-time job prioritizing 
economic reason(s) of such engagement to health benefits inherent in sport par-
ticipation. Comparatively, there are also limited studies on psychological factors 
predicting sport participation among university students. It is on this premise this 
study aims to investigate psychological factors as predictor of sport participation 
among Japanese and foreign students in Sendai, Japan.

2. Review of related literature

Sport participation has been shown to be associated with many psychological 
and social benefits, beyond that derived from physical activity, including improve-
ments to self-control and emotional regulation [6]. These distinct benefits are 
perhaps due to unique characteristics of sport participation, compared with other 
forms of physical activity [17]. Variables such as gender, age, time available to 
participate and motivational factors such as fun, slimness, fitness and competition 
have shown to increase participation [18]. Sport participation was positively related 
to self-assessments of physical appearance and physical competence, physical 
self-esteem and general self-esteem [19]. Athletes whose behavior suggested 
stronger psychological connections to sport engaged more in terms of frequency, 
depth and breadth of sport-related behaviors [20]. Organized sports activities may 
somewhat contribute to healthy body mass index (BMI) and while healthy BMI can 
lead to increased participation in organized sports, it is also possible that increased 
participation in physical activity can lead to healthy BMI [21]. However, all forms 
of physical activity can provide health benefits if undertaken regularly and is of 
sufficient duration and intensity [1].

Self-confidence is one of the most related variables to sport performance [22]. 
It has also been shown to influence behaviors, attitudes, and sporting attainment 
[23]. Self-confidence is simply defined to be a self-perceived measure of one’s belief 
in one’s own abilities which is dependent upon contextual background and setting 
[24]. It is one’s belief in his courage, power and ability to take action using his own 
abilities as a source for his values and purposes. Self-confidence was also conceptu-
alized as self-efficacy. Self-confidence involves people’s belief to control themselves 
and their environment; a perceived ability that provides the possibility that athletes 
use their emotion appropriately to achieve sports aim [25]. Self-confidence is 
important in sportive performances as it affects performance positively especially 
in good feelings, behaviors, fast planning in competitions, undoubtedly giving 
the right decision in performance increase and in continuation of the competition 
[26]. Self-efficacy or confidence affects the choice of activities, effort expenditure, 
persistence in a given activity, and vulnerability to stress and depression [25].

Sport confidence influences performance through its effect on how athletes 
think about, feel about, and respond to everything that happens to them in sport 
[27]. Self-confidence is a judgment of one’s ability to perform at a certain level, 
whereas perceived success pertains to one’s judgment of the likely consequences 
of such a performance and or expected performance attainments [27]. This 
requires a detailed assessment of the level, strength, and generality of perceived 
self-confidence. Individuals who perceive themselves to be competent in sports 
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should be more likely to participate, while those low in perceived physical compe-
tence should be more likely not to participate or to discontinue participation [28]. 
Challenges to identity such as having to show others an unfit body, lacking confi-
dence and competence in core skills or appearing overly masculine were barriers to 
 participation [29].

Young athletes who perceive themselves to be highly competent in a sport, who 
are oriented toward mastery in sport, and who identify themselves as primarily 
responsible for their performance persist longer at the sport and maintain inter-
est in mastering the skills. In contrast, those who perceive themselves to have low 
competence in sport, who are oriented toward extrinsic mastery, and who believe 
that others are responsible for their performance do not maintain task performance 
and interest [28]. Physical benefits, weight control, independence and social, 
mental and emotional benefits as the main internal motivators [30]. Self-perception 
is incredibly important in motivating people to participate in all types of sport and 
physical activity [29]. The relationship between self-confidence and performance is 
likely to be somewhat different depending on the performer’s perception of the level 
of self-confidence he/she needs in order to perform the task successfully [31].

The influence that performance experiences/familiarity have on perceived 
success depends on the perceived difficulty of the task, the effort expended, the 
amount of physical guidance received, and the temporal patterns of success and 
failure. Task familiarity can also be obtained through observing or imagining others 
engaging in a task that observers themselves have never performed. Their influence 
on self-efficacy can be enhanced by a number of factors. Variables such as previous 
performance, affective self-evaluation, goal setting, and physiological states (mood 
or fitness) may exert a direct influence on sport performance [32]. Specifically, 
past experience plays a vital role with regard to participation in sport at university 
level [33].

Values are principles or standards considered worthwhile or desirable. They help 
people select and evaluate behavior, define goals, and set standards for acceptable 
behavior [34]. Personal values represent criteria by which people choose and assess 
subsequent actions, and apply to individual decision-making in virtually all com-
partments of our lives. Although research in mainstream psychology has attended 
to the concept of personal values and the role values play in resulting behaviors for 
over half a century, the lack of attention devoted to values and sport participation is 
surprising [35]. There is need to understand values associated with sport participa-
tion [34]. This is essential because variety of social, cultural and biological factors 
influence men and women’s decision to participate in sports [12]. For example, 
there is a negative impact of migration background on all sport participation [36]. 
Consequently, with such findings, one can possibly assume that culture, national 
traditions and values not only play a vital role on sports participation within a 
country but also when comparisons are made between different countries [12].

3. Methodology

The descriptive research design was used in this study. The study population 
comprises of all students of tertiary institutions in Sendai. The sample for this study 
was two hundred and thirty-six (236) Japanese and foreign university students. 
Convenience sampling technique was used to select 44 foreign students who 
participated in the Tohoku University Foreign Student Association (TUFSA) soccer 
competitions prior to the declaration of state of emergency while a simple random 
sampling technique was used to select 192 Japanese students in Miyagi University of 
Education (MUE). The instrument for this study was a self-developed and modified 
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questionnaire structured in line with the variables of this study and translated 
both in English and Japanese languages. For sport participation, Min-Haeng Cho 
five-item physical activity questionnaire was adapted [37]. Each item has a 5-point 
Likert-scale. While psychological factors are self-developed items which include 
four subscale of self-confidence, perceived success, task familiarity and values were 
in a 4-point likert-scale format. Data was analyzed using descriptive statistics of 
frequency counts, percentages and pie charts.

4. Data presentation, analysis and discussion of findings

This part presents, analyzes and discusses findings on the psychological factors 
as predictor of sport participation among Japanese and foreign students in Sendai.

4.1 Sport participation of respondents

The results from the pie chart above showed 46% of the respondents engaged in 
sedentary activities such as sport spectator, watching movies and television, 27% 
engaged in aerobic exercises and sports (running, cycling, swimming, jogging aero-
bics and ball games), 23% engaged in arts and cultural activities (reading, writing, 
playing cards, dance and music, painting), 4% in muscular exercise (weight train-
ing and lifting) and 0.4% engage in flexibility exercises (stretching, yoga, pilates, 
calisthenics). Chart on frequency of sport participation revealed 46% participated 
in their choice of sport almost every day, while 20% 1–2 days/week, 19% 3 days/
week, 11% 4-5 days/week and 4% sometimes. On intensity of sport performance, 
41% reported moderate, 21% hard, 19%very light, 12% light and 7% very hard. 
Duration of sport performance by respondents range from 30 to 60 minutes at 34%, 
60-90 minutes 28%, 90-120 minutes 18%, more than 150 minutes 14% and less 
than 30 minutes 6%. Period of sport participation by respondents revealed 87% 
have been performing the activity for more than 5 months, while 6% for 3 months, 
3% for 2 months and less than 1 month, and 1% 4 months. This result indicates 
that the common choice of recreational sport participation among respondents 
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is sedentary activities with a high level of performance in terms of frequency, 
intensity and duration, and long period of participation. This finding is consistent 
several studies that revealed decreased sport participation and increase in sedentary 
activities among adults including university students [1, 12, 13].

4.2 Psychological predictors of sport participation

The results from Table 1 above showed that 70% of the total respondents 
agree that self-confidence in choice of sport predicts participation while 30% 
disagree. Out of this, 58.5% Miyagi University of Education students agree and 
41.5% disagree; and 81% of foreign students agree and 19% disagree. This implies 
that self-confidence significantly predicts sport participation among respondents 
especially among foreign students. This agrees with similar studies [25, 27, 38, 39]. 
For example, a study reported that self-confidence differs from athlete to athlete 
and event to event and that past experience, mastery in skills and the social support 
increases the self confidence in sports man [38]. Self-confidence plays a significant 
role in the success of athletes a such mental training and practicing programs 
should be included along with physical and skills practices on the agenda of sport 
coaches to create the degree of self-confidence necessary for peak performance [39].

Table 2 revealed that 47% of total respondents agree that perceived success 
predicts sport participation while 53% disagree. Out of this, 32.5%, 67.5% of Miyagi 
University of Education students and 61.4%, 38.6% of foreign students agree and 
disagree respectively. The result indicates that while perceived success does not 
significantly predict sport participation among Japanese students, it significantly 
predicts sport participation among foreign students. Performance is likely to be 
somewhat different depending on the performer’s perception of the level of self-
confidence he/she needs in order to perform the task successfully [31].

Table 3 showed that 74.5% of the total respondents agree that task familiarity pre-
dicts sport participation while 25.5% disagree. Out of this, 63.7% Miyagi University of 
Education students agree and 36.3% disagree; and 85% of foreign students agree and 
15% disagree. This revealed that task familiarity significantly predicts sport participa-
tion among respondents. This result concurred other findings that the past experience 
plays a vital role in sport participation even in the university [33, 38].

Table 4 showed that 72% of the total respondents agree that value predicts 
sport participation while 28% disagree. Out of this, 71% Miyagi University of 
Education students agree and 29% disagree; and 73% of foreign students agree and 
27% disagree. This implies that psychological factor of value significantly predicts 

Perceived Success Agree Disagree 100%

47% MUE 32.5% 53% MUE 67.5%

FS 61.4% FS 38.6%

Table 2. 
Perceived success and sport participation among Japanese and foreign students.

Self-confidence Agree Disagree 100%

70% MUE 58.5% 30% MUE 41.5%

FS 81% FS 19%

Table 1. 
Self-confidence and sport participation among Japanese and foreign students.
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sport participation among respondents. Similar study also emphasized the need to 
understand values associated with sport participation [34].

The observed difference particularly in the psychological factors of self-
confidence, perceived success and task familiarity and sport participation between 
Japanese and foreign students could be indicative that foreign students are more 
conscious and anxious of others perception or judgment of their sporting skills/
ability due to variations in socio-cultural backgrounds.

5. Discussion

Studies have shown psychological indices including perceived competence, self-
efficacy, attitude, enjoyment, body image, self-esteem, beliefs influence students 
sport participation [40–42]. Thomas et al. [43] highlighted three barriers including 
intrapersonal (stress and perceived self-skill), interpersonal (lack of friends and 
peer influence), and structural (homework, class schedule, and overcrowded facili-
ties) barriers to sport engagement among Canadian university students. Beliefs i.e. 
enjoyable, time consuming, friends, and family members predicted intention and 
behavior in sport participation [44]. Lack of confidence in performing a skill, low 
perceived competent and the need to feel worthy leads to withdrawal in sport [45]. 
Determination of the motivations that are active in sport participation increase 
individual participation [46]. In a survey of 1350 university students in southwest-
ern Nigeria [47] identified the positive effects of love for sport, famous athletes as 
role model and family support in sport participation and stressed the need to adopt 
tangible and intangible motivating measures to encourage continuous participa-
tion. Time is a major reason why students do not involve in sports [48, 49]. Because 
student lifestyles including balancing academic life with paid work, volunteering 
and social activities all compete with sport participation [50]. However, [51] opined 
that lack of willpower could be the main reason behind lack of time. A study of 
college and university students sport participation in China revealed that individual 
preferences and economic factors influence participation [52]. Multivariate analysis 
revealed that the number of hours in student part-time work has a strong nega-
tive effect on sport participation [53]. Kerry [49] established that that increase in 
tuition fee had an impact on sports participation and consequently suggested that 
universities should device a means to address cost and time. In addition, ethnic-
ity, gender, as well as religiosity, should be taken into consideration when offering 
sport programmes [54]. A three-year national survey report in England revealed 
that Black and Asian students are less likely to participate in sport [55]. Values, task 

Task Familiarity Agree Disagree 100%

74.5% MUE 63.7% 25.5% MUE 36.3%

FS 85% FS 15%

Table 3. 
Task familiarity and sport participation among Japanese and foreign students.

Value Agree Disagree 100%

72% MUE 71% 28% MUE 29%

FS 73% FS 27%

Table 4. 
Value and sport participation among Japanese and foreign students.
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familiarity, perceived success and self-confidence are majorly reflective of barriers 
and concerns predicting sport participation among students. Peer encouragement 
could help check and overcome these concerns [50].

6. Conclusion

Based on the findings, it is concluded that psychological factors of self-
confidence, perceived success, task familiarity and value significantly predict sport 
participation among Japanese and foreign students in Sendai. More also, there is 
a low level of sport participation among Japanese and foreign students in Sendai. 
Therefore, it is recommended that stakeholders in sports and health within the uni-
versity such as physical and health, and medical science departments and university 
health center should collaborate more effectively for advocacy to increase awareness 
on benefit of sport participation and development of attractive recreational sports 
considering the psychological process that leads to participation. There should also 
be an improved reconciliation between academic and physical education programs. 
To allay concerns during pandemic, non-contact and outdoor sports should be 
encouraged with adequate preventive measures in place.
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