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Abstract

Amidst rapid urbanization, left-behind children face significant mental health issues due to a lack
of family affection. Physical exercise, as a proactive intervention, is gaining increasing attention.
This study systematically explores the multi-level mediating mechanisms of the impact of physical
exercise on the mental health of left-behind children from the perspective of collaborative efforts
among families, schools, and communities. The results indicate that physical exercise contributes
to psychological intervention through three mediating pathways: First, it enhances psychological
resilience through a “physical breakthrough-cognitive reconstruction” mechanism, enabling left-
behind children to develop resilience in the face of athletic challenges and transfer this resilience
to their daily lives. Second, through team sports, community participation, and parent-child joint
practice, it builds a multidimensional social support network, alleviating left-behind children’s
emotional alienation and lack of belonging. Third, it enhances self-efficacy through skill learning
and goal achievement, fostering a positive cognitive model of “effort-ability”. The constructed multi-
level mediation model reveals a mutually reinforcing effect between psychological resilience, social
support, and self-efficacy, forming a positive spiral of “exercise participation-psychological capital
accumulation-health promotion”, highlighting the central role of collaborative efforts among fami-
lies, schools, and communities in activating this mediating effect. Based on the above mechanisms,
this study proposes optimization strategies and constructs a mental health promotion system in-
volving the government, schools, families, and communities. This study provides a comprehensive
theoretical framework and practical approaches for mental health intervention for left-behind chil-
dren, which holds important implications for implementing the Healthy China strategy and promot-
ing the development of rural children.
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