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construct underpinning athletic performance, particularly in high-
pressure competitive environments. This systematic review aims to
synthesise empirical evidence on the interplay between mental
toughness, competitive anxiety, and goal orientation in sport, with a
focus on identifying underlying mechanisms, intervention strategies,
and performance outcomes. The review was conducted in accordance
with PRISMA guidelines, involving a comprehensive search across five
major databases (PubMed, Web of Science, Scopus, ScienceDirect, and
SpringerLink), supplemented by Google Scholar to capture emerging
and grey literature. Eligible studies published between 2000 and 2023
were screened against predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria,
yielding a final corpus of empirical research across multiple sports
contexts. The findings indicate that mental toughness functions as a
dynamic and multidimensional construct, closely associated with
athletes’ capacity to regulate anxiety and sustain goal-directed
behaviour. Psychological skills training (e.g., imagery, self-regulation,
and cognitive restructuring) has emerged as a central mechanism for
developing mental toughness, contributing to reduced competitive
anxiety and enhanced performance consistency. Furthermore, the
relationship between mental toughness and goal orientation was found
to be context dependent. Mastery-oriented climates tend to foster
adaptive psychological profiles characterised by intrinsic motivation
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and resilience, whereas performance-oriented environments may
produce contingent confidence and vulnerability to stress. The review
also highlights the significant role of contextual factors, including
coaching behaviours and motivational climate, in shaping
psychological outcomes and performance trajectories. Despite growing
empirical support, inconsistencies remain in the conceptualisation and
measurement of mental toughness, limiting comparability across
studies. Accordingly, this review underscores the need for greater
theoretical integration and methodological standardisation in future
research. Overall, the findings provide evidence-based insights for the
design of targeted psychological interventions aimed at optimising both
performance and athlete well-being.

DOI: 10.35631/IJEPC.1162065 Keyword:

Athletic Performance, Competitive Anxiety, Goal Orientation,
Mental Toughness, Psychological Skills Training

©®

© The authors (2026). This is an Open Access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution (cc BY NC)
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution,
and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited. For commercial re-
use, please contact ijepc@gaexcllence.com.

Introduction

In recent years, the psychological determinants of athletic performance have received growing
scholarly attention, reflecting a broader shift in sports science toward understanding
performance beyond purely physical and technical domains. Among these determinants, mental
toughness has emerged as a central construct, frequently associated with athletes' capacity to
sustain high-level performance under pressure and to navigate the psychological demands of
competitive sport (Liew et al., 2019). While traditional training paradigms have prioritised
physiological conditioning and skill acquisition, there is growing recognition that
psychological resilience plays a decisive role in distinguishing elite performers, particularly in
high-stakes, unpredictable environments.

Mental toughness is commonly conceptualised as the ability to maintain focus, regulate
emotions, and persist in the face of adversity. However, it does not operate in isolation. Rather,
it is closely intertwined with other psychological processes, most notably competitive anxiety
and goal orientation (Guszkowska & Wojcik, 2021). Competitive anxiety, a pervasive feature
of sport participation, can either enhance or impair performance depending on how it is
interpreted and managed. Similarly, goal orientation shapes how athletes approach challenges,
with mastery-oriented individuals typically demonstrating adaptive coping strategies, while
performance-oriented athletes may be more susceptible to stress under evaluative conditions.
Together, these constructs form a complex psychological system that influences both
performance outcomes and athlete well-being.
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Over the past two decades, the conceptualisation of mental toughness has undergone significant

refinement. Earlier perspectives often treated it as a relatively stable personality trait,

sometimes conflated with constructs such as grit or hardiness. More recent research, however,

positions mental toughness as a dynamic and trainable capacity, comprising multiple

dimensions including self-efficacy, emotional regulation, and attentional control (Jones et al.,

2007; Cowden et al., 2020). Parallel developments in anxiety research, particularly through

frameworks such as the Individual Zones of Optimal Functioning (IZOF) and Cognitive-

Motivational-Relational Theory (CMRT), have provided nuanced insights into how athletes

interpret and respond to stress (Martens et al., 1990). At the same time, achievement goal theory

has highlighted the role of motivational climates in shaping athletes’ behavioural and

psychological responses (Tello et al., 2010). Despite these theoretical advancements,
integrating these constructs into a unified framework remains limited.

Several important gaps in the literature warrant further investigation. First, although mental
toughness is often described as a buffer against competitive anxiety, the specific mechanisms
underlying this relationship remain insufficiently understood, particularly among non-elite or
developing athletes (Demir et al., 2025). Second, the relationship between mental toughness
and goal orientation remains inconclusive, with empirical findings suggesting both
complementary and conflicting interactions (Sekerci et al., 2025). Third, existing research
tends to overlook cultural and contextual influences, thereby limiting the generalisability of
findings across different sporting environments (Eubank et al., 2017). Additionally, while
psychological skills training (PST) is widely advocated as a practical approach to enhancing
mental toughness, questions remain regarding its long-term effectiveness and optimal
implementation strategies (Lange-Smith et al., 2024). Collectively, these gaps highlight the
need for a comprehensive and systematic synthesis of the literature.

In response to these limitations, the present systematic review aims to integrate existing
empirical evidence on mental toughness, competitive anxiety, and goal orientation within sport
contexts. By adopting a structured and methodologically rigorous approach, this review seeks
to clarify theoretical inconsistencies, identify key mechanisms, and evaluate the effectiveness
of current intervention strategies. Ultimately, the review aims to bridge the gap between theory
and practice, providing evidence-based insights to inform coaching strategies, athlete
development programmes, and future research in performance psychology.

Methodology
Review Protocol

This systematic review was conducted in accordance with the PRISMA framework (Page et
al., 2021) to ensure methodological transparency, reproducibility, and rigor. Five electronic
databases were systematically searched for relevance to sport psychology and interdisciplinary
research coverage: PubMed, Web of Science, Scopus, ScienceDirect, and SpringerLink.

PubMed was prioritised for its strong indexing of health and psychological sciences, whereas
Web of Science and Scopus were utilised to ensure comprehensive citation tracking and
interdisciplinary breadth. ScienceDirect and SpringerLink were included to capture full-text
articles in the domains of sport science, behavioural science, and applied performance. In
addition, Google Scholar was employed to identify grey literature and recently published
studies not yet indexed in major databases.
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A structured search strategy was developed using Boolean operators (AND, OR) and field-
specific truncation to optimise sensitivity and specificity. The search strings combined core
constructs in sport psychology, namely mental toughness, anxiety/stress, and goal orientation,
within sport-specific contexts. The primary search syntax was adapted for use across the
databases in Table 1.

Table 1. Primary Search Syntax Across Databases

Database Search Field Primary Search Syntax

((mental toughness [TIAB] OR psychological
resilience [TIAB]) AND (sport [TTAB] OR athlete
[TIAB] OR athletics [TIAB]) AND (anxiety [TIAB]
OR stress [TIAB] OR pressure [TIAB]) AND (goal
orientation [TIAB] OR goal setting [TIAB] OR
motivation [TIAB]))

(TITLE-ABS-KEY ("mental toughness" OR
"psychological resilience") AND TITLE-ABS-KEY
(sport OR athlete OR athletics) AND TITLE-ABS-

PubMed Title/Abstract (TIAB)

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY KEY (anxiety OR stress OR pressure) AND TITLE-
ABS-KEY ("goal orientation" OR "goal setting" OR
motivation))

(TS= ("mental toughness" OR "psychological

Web of resilience") AND TS= (sport OR athlete OR

Topic (TS) athletics) AND TS= (anxiety OR stress OR
pressure) AND TS= ("goal orientation" OR "goal
setting" OR motivation))

Science

("mental toughness" OR "psychological resilience")
AND (sport OR athlete) AND (anxiety OR stress
OR pressure) AND ("goal orientation" OR "goal
setting" OR motivation)

ScienceDirect Title/Abstract/Keywords

("mental toughness" OR "psychological resilience")
AND (sport OR athlete) AND (anxiety OR stress
OR pressure) AND ("goal orientation" OR "goal
setting" OR motivation)

Google . "mental toughness" AND sport AND anxiety AND
All Fields " . oy
Scholar goal orientation

SpringerLink Full Text / Title

To enhance methodological precision, filters were applied to exclude review articles,
systematic reviews, and meta-analyses, ensuring inclusion of only primary empirical studies.
The publication timeframe was restricted to 2000—2023, reflecting contemporary developments
in sport psychology theory and applied performance research.

Research Dimensions and Analytical Framework
To capture the complexity of mental toughness in sport, the findings of this review were

organised into eight interrelated dimensions. This structure was designed to move beyond a
fragmented understanding of the construct and instead provide a more integrated perspective.
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The first dimension, Mental Toughness in Sports, focuses on how mental toughness has been

conceptualised and measured across studies. Building on this, Goal Orientation and Motivation

in Sports examines how different motivational frameworks shape athletes’ resilience and
behavioural responses.

The dimension of Anxiety and Coping in Sports explores how athletes experience and regulate
competitive stress, highlighting both adaptive and maladaptive responses. In parallel,
Psychological Skills Training in Sports examines the effectiveness of intervention strategies to
strengthen mental toughness. Recognising that performance is not solely outcome-driven,
Athlete Mental Health and Well-being address broader psychological implications, including
burnout and emotional stability.

The social context of sport is reflected in the Coach—Athlete Relationship dimension, which
investigates how interpersonal dynamics and coaching behaviours influence psychological
development. Finally, Performance and Skill in Sports links these psychological constructs to
observable performance outcomes. Taken together, these dimensions offer a more holistic and
nuanced understanding of mental toughness as both a psychological resource and a
performance-related construct.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure the relevance and quality of the evidence, clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were
established. Studies were included if they focused on competitive athletes and examined mental
toughness in relation to either anxiety or goal orientation. Both quantitative and qualitative
approaches, as well as mixed-methods designs, were considered, provided the studies were
peer-reviewed and published in English between 2000 and 2023.

Studies were excluded if they did not present primary empirical data (e.g., editorials or
conceptual papers) or focused on non-athlete populations. This approach allowed the review to
maintain methodological consistency while ensuring that the findings were directly aligned
with the research objectives and applicable to real sporting contexts.

Study Selection Process

The search process initially identified 854 records. After removing 124 duplicate entries, the
remaining studies were screened based on their titles and abstracts, resulting in the exclusion
of 405 records not relevant to the scope of the review. A total of 203 articles were then assessed
in full, of which 104 were excluded for methodological limitations or misalignment with the
study focus. Ultimately, 99 studies met all inclusion criteria and were included in the final
synthesis.

The selection process is illustrated in the PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1), providing a
transparent overview of each stage. To minimise selection bias, all articles were independently
screened by two reviewers, with any disagreements resolved through discussion and consensus.
Nevertheless, certain limitations should be acknowledged. The dominance of studies conducted
in Western contexts, along with a strong focus on elite athletes, may restrict the generalisability
of the findings to other populations and sporting environments.
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flowchart of Study Selection
Narrative Synthesis

Table 2 presents a thematic distribution of the included studies across seven core research
dimensions within sport psychology and performance science. The largest proportion of studies
was concentrated in the domain of mental toughness (n = 28), reflecting sustained scholarly
attention toward its conceptualisation, operationalisation, and measurement, particularly
through the development and validation of psychometric instruments. This dominance
indicates that mental toughness remains a central construct in understanding performance
resilience and competitive behaviour.
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Table 2. Summary Of Included Studies by Research Dimension

Research Dimension Num}) er of Key Themes Identified
Studies (n)
Mental Toughness 73 Conceptual .deﬁmtlons, measurement, and
psychometric tools
Goal Orientation 19 Mastery vs. performance goal frameworks
Anxiety and Coping 2 gé)%mtwe appraisal processes; effectiveness of
Psychological Skills 15 Imagery training; self-talk interventions
Athlete Well-being 8 Burnout; flow experiences
Coach—Athlete 12 Leadership behaviours; feedback mechanisms
Relationship
Performance Outcomes 20 Objective and subjective performance

indicators

The domains of anxiety and coping (n = 22) and performance outcomes (n = 20) also
demonstrated substantial representation, highlighting the critical role of psychological
regulation and its direct linkage to both objective and perceived performance indicators.
Studies in anxiety and coping predominantly examined cognitive appraisal mechanisms and
the effectiveness of psychological skills training (PST), reinforcing the applied relevance of
intervention-based approaches in high-pressure sport contexts.

Research on goal orientation (n = 19) focused primarily on the distinction between mastery and
performance goal frameworks, with particular emphasis on how motivational climates
influence athlete development and sustained engagement. Meanwhile, the psychological skills
domain (n = 15) centred on intervention strategies such as imagery, self-talk, and mental
rehearsal, indicating a strong applied orientation toward performance enhancement techniques.

Comparatively fewer studies addressed coach—athlete relationships (n = 12) and athlete well-
being (n = 8). Nevertheless, these dimensions remain critical, with findings emphasising the
importance of leadership behaviours, communication quality, and psychosocial support
systems in shaping both performance and holistic athlete development. The relatively low
number of studies on athlete well-being suggests a potential gap in the literature, particularly
regarding long-term athlete sustainability and mental health outcomes.

Overall, the distribution of studies indicates a research landscape that is heavily performance-
driven, with emerging but still limited attention to relational and well-being dimensions. This
imbalance underscores the need for more integrative approaches that connect psychological
performance constructs with broader athlete development and welfare frameworks.

The subsequent sections analyze these themes in depth, beginning with research trends and
evolving paradigms below.
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Results

Research Trends

The temporal distribution of publications reveals a concentrated interest in the interplay
between mental toughness, anxiety, and goal orientation prior to 2016, with 78 studies
published during this period. This early dominance suggests foundational work was largely
established before the mid-2010s, likely driven by initial conceptualizations of mental
toughness as a critical performance factor. However, in subsequent years, publication
frequency declines markedly, with only sporadic outputs emerging post-2016. This pattern may
reflect either a maturation of the field or a shift in research priorities toward adjacent topics in
sports psychology.

Notably, the distribution across thematic areas demonstrates uneven scholarly attention.
Research on goal orientation and motivation dominated the early phase, accounting for nearly
one-third of all pre-2016 publications. This aligns with the historical emphasis on achievement
goal theory in sports contexts. In contrast, mental toughness-specific studies remained
relatively scarce until recent years, with a slight resurgence observed between 2019 and 2025.
The anxiety and coping literature maintained consistent but modest output, while psychological
skills training and coach-athlete relationship studies showed similar trajectories, peaking in the
pre-2016 era before tapering off.

80 4

70

60 4

50 4

Number of Papers

ﬂ"m-—a-_"’*-w_ P

Pre-2016 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2022 2024 2025

0 +—

Year
Mental Toughness in Sports s Athdote Mental Health and Well - beng
Geal Onentation and Motivation m Sports Coach - Athlete Relationship
e Anxiety and Copang in Sports m Performance and Skill m Sports
s Psychologecal Skills Traming n Sports

Figure 2. Research Trends in The Domain of Mental Toughness Strategies in Sports,
Anxiety, And Goal Orientation

The data also reveal an emerging interest in athletes' mental health and well-being, with
publications appearing more frequently in the last decade than in earlier periods. This shift
likely mirrors a broader societal recognition of the importance of mental health in athletic
populations. Performance and skill research, while maintaining steady representation, exhibits
the least temporal variation, suggesting it is a perennial focus area. The overall trend indicates
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that while core constructs were substantially explored in the early 2000s, contemporary

research appears to be refining rather than revolutionizing understanding, with particular
attention to mental health applications and the operationalization of mental toughness.

Methodological evolution is evident in the changing publication patterns. Early studies
predominantly employed cross-sectional designs and self-report measures, whereas recent
works increasingly incorporate longitudinal approaches and multimodal assessment. This
progression reflects growing sophistication in addressing the dynamic nature of mental
toughness development and its interaction with anxiety regulation and goal pursuit.
Nevertheless, the relative scarcity of recent high-quality studies underscores the need for
renewed empirical attention to this theoretically rich domain.

Conceptualization and Measurement of Mental Toughness in Sports

Mental toughness has been conceptualized through multiple theoretical lenses, ranging from
trait-based perspectives to dynamic skill frameworks. Early work by Jones et al. (2002)
proposed that elite athletes perceive mental toughness as a combination of unshakeable self-
belief, resilience under pressure, and the ability to maintain focus despite distractions. This
qualitative investigation of elite performers identified foundational attributes that later
informed the development of measurement tools. Subsequent research by Connaughton et al.
(2008) expanded this understanding by examining how mental toughness develops and is
maintained over time, identifying key phases, including early exposure to challenge and
deliberate practice of psychological skills.

The relationship between mental toughness and performance outcomes has been empirically
validated across various sports. For example, Kuan & Roy (2007) demonstrated that Wushu
athletes with higher mental toughness achieved superior competitive results, mediated by their
goal-orientation profiles. Similarly, Demir et al. (2025) employed structural equation modeling
to establish mental toughness as a significant predictor of athletic performance, with anxiety
regulation serving as a partial mediator. These findings collectively suggest that mental
toughness operates through both direct and indirect pathways to influence competitive
outcomes.

Gender differences in the manifestation of mental toughness emerged as another important
consideration. (Andrews & Chen, 2014) found that male runners typically reported higher
mental toughness scores than their female counterparts, particularly in injury coping scenarios.
However, this study also noted that female athletes often employed more diverse psychological
strategies, suggesting potential measurement biases in existing tools. The motor learning
dimension was uniquely addressed by Ranjbar et al. (2022), who demonstrated that mental
toughness significantly correlated with skill acquisition rates in wrestlers, highlighting its
relevance beyond competitive performance contexts.

The role of the coach-athlete relationship in fostering mental toughness was particularly
emphasized in research specific to cricket. (Bull et al., 2005) identified that elite English
cricketers attributed much of their mental resilience to structured mentorship and simulated
pressure training. This aligns with findings from Connaughton et al. (2008) regarding the
environmental determinants of mental toughness development. Notably, Zarei et al. (2019)
extended this understanding to non-elite populations, revealing that amateur taeckwondo
athletes still benefited from mental toughness training, albeit with different areas of emphasis
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than professionals. These variations underscore the importance of context-specific approaches
when assessing or developing mental toughness in athletic populations.

Table 2 synthesizes the key measurement approaches and their psychometric properties as
identified in the reviewed literature:

Table 2. Measurement Tools for Mental Toughness in Sports

Core Constructs  Representative P\(;Ellil(llittli(::l/ Key
Instrument Assessed Items References
Context
Control (emotional
& life), “T am able to Crust &
Mental Toughness Commitment, i trol Multi-sport Azadi
Questionnaire Challenge, maclil.lf?m lc OMOL athletes (elite  (2010);
(MTQ48/MTQ18) Confidence n drieu t,, and sub-elite)  Beckford et
(abilities & situations. al. (2016)
interpersonal)
Sport Mental Confidence, « ) Gucciardi et
Toughness Consj[ancy I am able to Predqmmantly al. (2015);
Questionnaire (persistence), . bounce back from individual sport Zarel et af
(SMTQ) Control (emotional setbacks.” athletes (2019) '
regulation)
Reboundability « Kuan & Roy
Mental Toughness  (resilience), li'clin e:f>f(eigtel Ci;)lrln}[oat sport (2007);
Inventory (MTI) Pressure tolerance, SIS etiective ,3,, athietes (e.g. Ranjbar et al.
Focus under pressure.”  martial arts) (2022)
Psychological Anxiety coptrol, “I remain focused
Performance Con.cent.ratlon, even when Team sport Bull et al.
Inventory (PPI) Motivation, distractions are  athletes (2005)
Confidence present.”

Goal Orientation and Motivation in Sports

The relationship between goal orientation and athletic performance has been extensively
examined through the lens of achievement goal theory (AGT), which distinguishes between
mastery (task-oriented) and performance (ego-oriented) goals. Studies such as (Kuan & Roy,
2007) demonstrate that Wushu athletes with strong mastery orientations exhibit higher mental
toughness, which subsequently enhances their competitive outcomes. This aligns with meta-
analytic findings from (Payne et al., 2007), who established that performance-approach goals
correlate positively with state anxiety, suggesting a complex interplay between motivational
frameworks and stress responses. The 2x2 achievement goal framework proposed by Elliot and
McGregor (2001) further refines this understanding by differentiating approach and avoidance
dimensions within both mastery and performance orientations, providing a nuanced
perspective on how athletes engage with competitive challenges.
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A critical examination of goal-setting theory reveals its practical applications in sports contexts.

The foundational work by Locke and Latham (2002) and subsequent refinements by Locke and

Latham (2019) emphasize that specific, challenging goals enhance motivation and performance

when accompanied by appropriate feedback mechanisms. This principle is exemplified in

Stoeber et al.'s (2009) study of triathletes, where personal goal setting mediated the relationship

between perfectionism and race performance. However, the effectiveness of goal setting

appears contingent on athletes’ broader motivational profiles. For instance, Steele-Johnson et

al. (2000) found that task demands interact with goal orientation, such that mastery-oriented

individuals demonstrate greater intrinsic motivation in skill-development contexts, while
performance-oriented athletes thrive in competitive, outcome-focused scenarios.

The integration of self-determination theory (SDT) with achievement goal frameworks offers
additional insights into athlete motivation. Research by Ntoumanis (2001) empirically links
these theoretical perspectives, demonstrating that autonomous motivation strengthens the
positive effects of mastery goals on persistence and well-being. Similarly, A. Smith et al.'s
(2007) application of the self-concordance model to sports reveals that goal striving aligned
with intrinsic values predicts both goal attainment and psychological well-being. These
findings are complemented by Amiot et al. (2004)’s examination of coping strategies, which
shows that self-determined athletes employ more adaptive responses to competitive stressors.

Table 3 presents a taxonomy of goal orientation constructs and their associated outcomes across
the reviewed literature:

Table 3. Goal Orientation Constructs and Athletic Outcomes

Association with

Construct Concepfual Performance Psychological Key
Definition Correlates References
Outcomes
Emphaslls on Strong p.OSI‘tIVG High self-efficacy, Standage &
developing association; o
Mastery- - Intrinsic Treasure
competence through facilitates long-term Y
Approach . o motivation, and  (2002);
: . skill acquisition and performance
Orientation low performance  Conroy et al.
personal development and .
. : . anxiety (2003)
improvement learning progression
Focus on . Generally neutral; Moderate anxiety, Elliot &
Mastery- preventing decline may lead to .
. . . . . high effort McGregor
Avoidance in skill level or conservative or risk- .
. . 1 investment, fear of (2001); Bong
Orientation avoiding loss of averse performance .
h regression (2009)
competence strategies
Mlxe(.i effect§ are Fluctuating anxiety
Focus on associated with Payne et al.
Performance- . levels, dependence .
demonstrating short-term (2007); Elliot
Approach . - . on external
Orientation  SUPerior ability performance gains validation. and eco & Moller
relative to others  but limited . ’ g (2003)
o involvement
sustainability
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Association with

Construct Conce.p?ual Performance Psychological Key
Definition Outcomes Correlates References
Focus on avoidin Negative
£ association; often High anxiety, fear Martin et al.
Performance- poor performance . .
. . linked to of failure, (2003);
Avoidance or negative ;
. : . . performance maladaptive Castella et al.

Orientation comparison with .

others dfecrements and coping patterns (2013)

disengagement
Pursuit of goals Strong positive )
. = o High

driven by intrinsic  association; svehological

interest and promotes sustained PSyChotog Ntoumanis
Autonomous well-being, .

. personal engagement, - (2001); Smith

Goal Striving . resilience, and

endorsement (self- persistence, and selforeeulation et al. (2007)

determined adaptive ca acif[g

regulation) performance pactty

Defensive motivational patterns emerge as a critical consideration in high-pressure sports
environments. Studies such as (A. Martin et al., 2003) and (A. Martin et al., 2001) identify self-
handicapping and defensive pessimism as maladaptive strategies employed by athletes with
strong performance-avoidance orientations. These behaviors are particularly prevalent among
individuals who perceive their self-worth as contingent on competitive outcomes, as
demonstrated in Assor et al. (2009)’s comparison of school and sports motivation. Conversely,
an application of Lockwood et al.'s (2002) regulatory focus theory reveals that prevention-
focused athletes (oriented toward avoiding failure) benefit from negative role models, while
promotion-focused individuals (oriented toward achieving success) respond better to positive
exemplars.

Contextual factors significantly moderate the impact of goal orientations on athletic outcomes.
Dragoni (2005) demonstrates that leadership styles and organizational climates shape state goal
orientations within sports teams, with transformational leadership fostering mastery climates.
Developmental considerations are highlighted by Bong (2009), who found age-related
differences in goal differentiation, with adolescent athletes exhibiting less nuanced goal
profiles than adults. Cross-cultural research by Castella et al. (2013) further complicates this
picture, revealing that fear of failure manifests differently across cultural contexts, with
collectivist cultures showing higher performance-avoidance tendencies in team sports.

The reviewed studies collectively underscore the dynamic interplay between goal orientations,
motivational climates, and performance outcomes. While mastery orientations generally
promote adaptive outcomes, the role of performance-approach goals remains contested, with
studies like Elliot and Moller (2003) arguing for their context-dependent utility. The integration
of AGT with SDT offers a promising framework for understanding how athletes internalize and
pursue goals, with implications for coaching strategies and psychological interventions.
However, gaps persist in understanding how these mechanisms operate across different sports,
skill levels, and cultural contexts, warranting further investigation.
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Notably, several studies addressed unique aspects of goal orientation not captured in the

taxonomy table. Seijts and Latham (2005) compared the efficacy of learning versus

performance goals across task types, while Fitzsimons et al. (2015) introduced transactive goal

dynamics in team settings. Yperen et al. (2011) examined how achievement goals influence

unethical behaviors such as cheating, and Sheldon & Kasser (2008) explored the impact of

psychological threat on extrinsic goal striving. These diverse perspectives enrich the
conceptual understanding of goal-directed behavior in sports.

Anxiety and Coping in Sports

The relationship between anxiety and athletic performance has been extensively examined
through both cognitive and physiological lenses. Studies such as Nieuwenhuys & Oudejans
(2012) demonstrate that anxiety disrupts perceptual-motor performance by altering attentional
control mechanisms, particularly in precision-based tasks. This aligns with findings from
Wilson and Vine (2009), in which basketball players exhibited a reduced quiet eye duration, a
critical visual attentional marker, when performing free throws under anxiety. The structural
equation modeling approach employed by Demir et al. (2025) further elucidates these
mechanisms, revealing that mental toughness partially mediates the negative impact of anxiety
on performance through enhanced self-regulation.

Competitive anxiety manifests differently across individual and team sports contexts. Research
by Pluhar et al. (2019) indicates that individual sport athletes report higher levels of anxiety
and depression compared to team sport participants, potentially due to differences in social
support availability and goal-setting patterns. This distinction is corroborated by Hanton et al.
(2008)’s multidimensional analysis, which found that individual sport competitors experience
more somatic anxiety symptoms but employ more diverse coping strategies. The Sport Anxiety
Scale-2, validated by Smith et al. (2006), is a robust tool for capturing these context-dependent
variations by assessing worry, concentration disruption, and somatic anxiety.

Table 4. Taxonomy of Anxiety-Related Studies in Sports

Analytical Synthesis of Key = Representative

Dimension Sub-Dimension Focus Findings Studies

Trait anxiety serves as
e a dispositional
| | beween stable  Predicor of ahlete’
Anxiety Trait vs. State predisposition baseline vulnerability,
Typology Anxiety and situational whereas state anxiety
fAuctuations varies dynamically in
response to

competitive demands

Hanton et al.
(2004); Dennis &
O’Toole (2014)

Cognitive and somatic
anxiety exert

- . niti . . . mith et al.
Multidimensional Cog Fve VS differential and Smith et a
. somatic anxiety : . . (2006); Hanton et
Anxiety sometimes Interactive
components al. (2008)

effects on performance
outcomes, depending
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Dimension

Analytical

Sub-Dimension
Focus

Synthesis of Key Representative
Findings Studies

Performance Attentional
Mechanisms Control

Regulation
and
Intervention

Visual attention
and gaze
behaviour under
pressure

Processing of

Perceptual-Motor threat-related

Functioning stimuli
Psychological Use of mental
Skills Training skills for anxiety
(PST) regulation
Cognitive Challenge vs.
Appraisal threat perception

Motivational and
environmental
influences

Coaching Climate

on task complexity
and context

Elevated anxiety
impairs attentional
comrol ST i ot
cc quiet ey (2009); Behan &
duration and decreased ...

o Wilson (2008)
gaze stability,
particularly in
precision-based tasks

Anxiety increases
attentional bias toward
threat-relevant cues,
leading to heightened
distractibility and
disruption of
perceptual-motor
coordination during
performance

Nieuwenhuys &
Oudejans (2012);
Wilson et al.
(2009)

Interventions
incorporating goal
setting, imagery, and
cognitive restructuring
demonstrate
significant
effectiveness in
reducing competitive
anxiety and enhancing
performance
consistency

Ford et al.
(2017); Strohle
(2009)

Athletes adopting
challenge-oriented
appraisals exhibit
greater resilience,
mitigating the negative
impact of anxiety on
performance

Gomes et al.
(2017)

Autonomy-supportive

and mastery-oriented

coaching climates are

associated with lower Smith et al.
anxiety levels and (2007)
improved

psychological

readiness among
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Analytical Synthesis of Key Representative
Focus Findings Studies

Dimension Sub-Dimension

athletes, particularly in
youth populations

Effective coping strategies for sports-related anxiety encompass both cognitive-behavioral and
environmental approaches. Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), examined by Turner
(2016), demonstrates efficacy in modifying irrational beliefs that exacerbate competitive
anxiety. Similarly, Ford et al. (2017) identify goal setting, relaxation techniques, and social
support as core components of anxiety management protocols. The coaching environment
plays a pivotal role in this process, as evidenced by Baker et al. (2000) ‘s finding that
autonomy-supportive coaching behaviors correlate with lower pre-competition anxiety levels.
This is further supported by Smith et al.'s (2007) intervention study, in which modifying
motivational climates led to significant reductions in young athletes’ performance anxiety.

The cognitive appraisal process emerges as a critical mediator between anxiety and athletic
outcomes. Research by Gomes et al. (2017) reveals that athletes who interpret anxiety
symptoms as facilitative rather than debilitative exhibit better performance maintenance under
pressure. This aligns with Hanton et al.'s (2004) qualitative investigation, in which self-
confident athletes reported reappraising physiological arousal as indicators of readiness.
Attentional control theory provides a mechanistic explanation for these findings, with Wilson
et al. (2009) demonstrating that anxious penalty takers fixate more on threatening stimuli
(goalkeepers) rather than target areas, resulting in accuracy impairments.

Notably, several studies addressed unique aspects of anxiety not captured in the taxonomy
table. Jones (2003) explored emotional regulation techniques for anxiety management in soccer
players, while Savitsky et al. (2020) examined resilience and humor as coping mechanisms in
high-stress environments. Dennis and O’Toole’s (2014) investigation of gamified attention-
bias modification represents an innovative technological approach to reducing anxiety and
demonstrates transfer effects in sports performance contexts. These diverse perspectives
collectively advance understanding of anxiety’s multifaceted role in athletic settings.

The interaction between anxiety and other psychological constructs reveals complex
performance dynamics. For instance, Demir et al. (2025)’s structural equation model positions
anxiety as both a direct performance inhibitor and a variable moderated by mental toughness.
Meanwhile, Hanton et al. (2008) demonstrate that competitive experience influences not only
anxiety levels but also the sophistication of coping strategies, with elite athletes exhibiting
more refined regulatory skills. Such findings underscore the importance of considering
developmental trajectories when designing anxiety management interventions for athletes
across skill levels.

Psychological Skills Training in Sports

Psychological skills training (PST) has emerged as a systematic approach to enhance athletic
performance through targeted mental strategies. The reviewed literature reveals distinct
intervention paradigms, each with unique mechanisms and outcomes. Traditional PST
programs, as examined in Birrer and Morgan (2010) and Thelwell et al. (2006), emphasize skill
development through structured techniques such as self-talk, goal setting, and arousal
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regulation. These approaches demonstrate particular efficacy in soccer and high-intensity

sports, where cognitive-behavioral strategies improve both technical execution and decision-

making under pressure. The flow-promotion interventions studied in Kaufman et al. (2009) and

Jackson et al. (2001) adopt a different orientation, focusing on attentional control and present-
moment awareness to facilitate optimal performance states.

Mindfulness-based training represents a significant evolution in PST, addressing limitations of
traditional approaches. Research by Birrer et al. (2012) highlights how mindfulness
interventions reconcile the acceptance-oriented principles of meditation with the achievement-
driven nature of competitive sports. Their findings indicate that nonjudgmental awareness
significantly predicts reduced anxiety and stress, while simultaneously enhancing performance
focus. This dual benefit is corroborated by Gross et al.'s (2018) comparative study, which found
that mindfulness-acceptance-commitment (MAC) approaches outperformed traditional PST in
improving mental health outcomes for female athletes. The quiet eye training techniques
examined in Vine et al. (2011) and Bell & Hardy (2009) further demonstrate that attentional
focus interventions can yield measurable performance gains, particularly in precision sports
such as golf.

Table 5. Comparative Efficacy of Psychological Skills Training Approaches

Interventio Theoretical Core Performance Psychologica Key
n Type Foundation Mechanisms Qutcomes 1 Benefits References
Development
of self—. Moderate Limited Birrer &
regulation, improvement impact on Morean
Traditional Cognitive-Behavioral cognitive sin br(f)a der (20 1%)_
PST Theory restructuring, performance ’

psychological Thelwell et

and skill (effect size: d well-being  al. (2006)

automatizatio = 0.40-0.60)

n
Enhancement Stron
of attentional offec tf
Mindfulness Acceptance and control, particularly in Slgmﬁ_cant_ Birrer et al.
. present- .. reductions in  (2012);
-Based Commitment Theory precision- .
Interventions (ACT) moment based and anxiety and  Gross et al.
awareness, closed-skill stress (2018)
and emotional sports
regulation p
Activation of
nztl;i]la S Variable Increased Evans et al.
Psychoneuromuscula p S, effectiveness (2004);
Imagery . motor . self-efficacy
= r and Symbolic . . depending on Beaucham
Training . . simulation, and
Learning Theories and sport type (d confidence P et al.
motivational  0>0~0-80) (2002)
priming
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Interventio Theoretical Core Performance Psychologica Key
n Type Foundation Mechanisms Outcomes 1 Benefits References
Stress .
inoculation, Sustained
Mental Resilience and cognitive performance Enhgnced Fletcher &
Fortitude Psychological appraisal, and under resmence and Sarkar
Training Hardiness Theories  adaptive pressure and coping (2016)
coping adver's.e capacity
strategics conditions

Imagery training occupies a unique niche within PST, leveraging mental rehearsal to enhance
both skill acquisition and competitive readiness. The work of Evans et al. (2004) with elite
rugby players demonstrates how motivational general-mastery imagery strengthens mental
toughness during high-pressure competitions. Similarly, Beauchamp et al.'s (2002) study of
collegiate golfers reveals that cognitive-oriented imagery for skill rehearsal interacts with self-
efficacy to predict performance outcomes. These findings align with psych neuromuscular
theory, which posits that vivid mental practice activates neural pathways analogous to those
engaged during physical execution.

The implementation challenges of PST are notably addressed in Martin et al.'s (2005) critique
of competition-based interventions. Their analysis identifies methodological barriers, such as
inadequate control conditions and ecological validity concerns, that limit the translation of
laboratory findings into real-world settings. Mental fortitude training, as conceptualized by
Fletcher and Sarkar (2016), offers a potential solution through its evidence-based framework
for developing psychological resilience. This approach integrates elements of traditional PST
and mindfulness training while emphasizing long-term adaptability over short-term
performance fixes.

Several studies examined nuanced aspects of PST that were not captured in the comparative
table (Kaufman et al., 2009). Mindful Sport Performance Enhancement (MSPE) protocol
demonstrates how flow states can be systematically cultivated through mindfulness practices.
(Vine et al., 2011) Bell & Hardy (2009) provide granular insights into attentional focus
mechanisms, showing how quiet eye duration mediates putting accuracy in elite golfers. These
specialized applications underscore the importance of tailoring PST to the specific demands of
sports and individual athletes' profiles. The collective evidence suggests that while traditional
PST remains foundational, integrative approaches combining cognitive-behavioral,
mindfulness, and imagery techniques may offer the most comprehensive benefits for both
performance and well-being.

Athlete Mental Health and Well-being

The intersection of elite sports participation and mental health presents a complex landscape
where performance demands often conflict with psychological well-being. Studies such as
Gulliver et al. (2012) highlight systemic barriers to mental health help-seeking among young
elite athletes, including stigma, hypermasculinity norms, and organizational cultures that
prioritize toughness over vulnerability. These findings are corroborated by Akesdotter et al.
(2024)’s qualitative investigation of athletes seeking psychiatric treatment, which reveals how
impression management strategies perpetuate mental health stigma within competitive
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environments. The International Olympic Committee’s consensus statement (Reardon et al.,

2019) further underscores these challenges, advocating for early intervention frameworks that
address both performance and developmental needs across diverse athlete populations.

Prevalence rates of mental health symptoms among athletes vary considerably by sport type
and competitive level. Research comparing individual and team sports (Nixdorf et al., 2016)
demonstrates that individual sport athletes report higher depressive symptoms, potentially due
to greater personal accountability and solitary training regimens. However, Schinke et al.'s
(2018) position stands cautions against oversimplifying these differences, noting that gender,
sexual orientation, and cultural factors interact with sport type to produce unique mental health
risk profiles. The consensus statement by Henriksen et al. (2020) identifies anxiety and
depression as particularly prevalent yet underdiagnosed conditions in high-performance
settings, with screening tools often failing to account for sport-specific manifestations of

distress.

Table 6. Mental Health Factors in Athletic Populations

Factor Individual Sport Team Sport Key Moderating  Intervention
Athletes Athletes Variables Implications
Rr?j:l\e/ilcy;é%h_er Comparatively Perceived social ~ Tailored
P o . lower prevalence  support, coaching cognitive-
. 32%), often linked o . !
Depression | . . (12-18%), behaviors, and behavioral therapy
to isolation and . .
Prevalence . . potentially buffered athlete—coach (CBT) focusing on
self-reliance in : . .
performance by t'eam—based relat}onshlp self—r'egula‘uon‘ and
contexts social support quality emotional coping
Predominantly .
somatic Greater emphasis  Level of Structured group-
: . on social-evaluative competition, based exposure
. manifestations . . 3
Anxiety e hysiological anxiety (e.g., fear of developmental interventions and
Symptoms ar;)%i ’s 311)1 y g negative judgment stage (age), anxiety
’ from teammates and performance management
performance- coaches) ressure trainin
related anxiety) p &
Internalized stigma Fear of negative Gender norms, Peer-supported
) ) < . team culture,
Help- is associated with  evaluation or .. mental health
. . . organizational
Seeking perceived weakness judgment from ; programs and
. ) e climate, and . )
Barriers and self-reliance =~ teammates within stigma-reduction
. mental health A
norms the group dynamic . 1nitiatives
literacy
Interventions
High levels of goal Strong collective . targegng team
Leadership style, cohesion,
. autonomy and efficacy and shared . .
Protective - team cohesion, leadership
personal control responsibility o
Factors o motivational development, and
over performance  within team . .
. climate psychosocial
outcomes environments .
climate
enhancement
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Social support networks emerge as critical buffers against mental health challenges in athletic

contexts. The longitudinal study by DeFreese and Smith (2014) demonstrates how negative

social interactions predict psychological distress across competitive seasons, while positive

support enhances resilience. This aligns with Ardern et al.'s (2013) findings on ACL recovery,

in which athletes with strong social support systems exhibited better psychological adjustment

and return-to-sport outcomes. However, the quality of support matters significantly. Purcell et

al. (2019) emphasize that generic encouragement often proves less effective than sport-specific
emotional and informational support tailored to athletes’ unique stressors.

The performance narrative’s dominance in sports culture creates unique challenges for mental
health management. Clinical observations by Akesdotter et al. (2024) reveal how athletes
frequently frame psychological struggles as performance impediments rather than health
issues, potentially delaying appropriate care. This performance-centric perspective is
institutionalized across many sports organizations, as noted in Henriksen et al.'s (2020)
consensus statement, which calls for systemic changes to policies on athlete mental health.
Paradoxically, the same mental toughness qualities that facilitate athletic success may
exacerbate mental health risks. Schinke et al. (2018) identify maladaptive perfectionism and
overtraining as common pathways from mental strength to mental illness in elite competitors.

Intervention strategies must address both individual and systemic factors to effectively support
athlete well-being. The early intervention framework proposed by Purcell et al. (2019)
emphasizes proactive mental health monitoring and the embedding of psychological services
within sports organizations (Reardon et al., 2019). The IOC guidelines similarly advocate for
multidisciplinary care teams that integrate mental health professionals into athlete support staff.
At the individual level, Ardern et al. (2013) demonstrate the efficacy of motivational
interviewing and goal-setting strategies in addressing injury-related psychological distress,
while DeFreese and Smith (2014) highlight the importance of balancing training demands with
periods of mental recovery. These approaches collectively suggest that sustainable mental
health support in sports requires moving beyond crisis management toward holistic,
prevention-oriented models.

Notably absent from the current literature are robust examinations of cross-cultural differences
in athlete mental health experiences. While Schinke et al.'s (2018) position acknowledges
demographic variations, few studies systematically compare mental health perceptions and
help-seeking behaviors across diverse cultural contexts in sports. This gap represents a critical
direction for future research, particularly given the globalized nature of elite athletics.
Similarly, the long-term mental health trajectories of retired athletes remain underexplored in
the reviewed studies, despite growing recognition of transition challenges in post-sport careers.
These omissions highlight the need for more comprehensive lifespan approaches to
understanding and supporting athlete psychological well-being.

Coach-Athlete Relationship and Its Psychological Impact

The coach-athlete relationship is a critical psychosocial factor influencing the development of
athletes’ mental toughness, anxiety regulation, and goal orientation. The included studies
collectively demonstrate that coaching behaviors create distinct motivational climates that
shape athletes’ psychological responses to competitive stressors. A particularly salient finding
emerges from Nicholls et al. (2016), in which mentally tough athletes exhibited heightened
awareness of unsupportive coaching behaviors, suggesting that mental toughness may sensitize
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athletes to environmental cues rather than buffer them against them. This challenges

conventional assumptions about mental toughness as purely protective, instead positioning it
as a moderator of coach-athlete dynamics.

Autonomy-supportive coaching strategies have been consistently linked to positive
psychological outcomes across multiple studies. Research by Conroy and Coatsworth (2007)
developed an assessment tool for autonomy-supportive behaviors in youth sports, identifying
specific techniques such as providing meaningful rationales, offering choice within structure,
and acknowledging athletes’ perspectives. These strategies were associated with enhanced
intrinsic motivation and reduced performance anxiety, particularly when compared with
controlling coaching styles examined in Bartholomew et al. (2010). The latter study’s
Controlling Coach Behaviors Scale revealed that coercive tactics like guilt induction and
conditional regard predict elevated anxiety and diminished self-esteem, creating performance
environments that undermine mental toughness development.

Table 7. Taxonomy of Coaching Behaviors and Athlete Outcomes

Influence on

Coaching Core Behavioral Mental Associated Anxiety Goal Orientation
Style Indicators Toughness Responses Alignment
Enh
Encourages hihances
adaptive Fosters mastery-
athlete agency, 7 . . s
. resilience, Mitigates cognitive  oriented goals

Autonomy- offers meaningful . .

. . emotional anxiety and (task focus, self-

Supportive rationale, and . .

regulation, and  maladaptive worry referenced
acknowledges . .
perspectives persistence under improvement)
pressure
Applies external . Reinforces
- Undermines
pressure, utilizes . Elevates both performance-
. . . psychological . . .

Controlling guilt or coercion, resilience and cognitive and somatic avoidance
imposes rigid coping flexibility anxiety symptoms orientation (fear of
expectations failure)
Emphasizes Strengthens Produces Promotes mastery-

Task- effort, learnin perseverance, functional/moderate approach goals

Involving and irjldividuaig’ intrinsic anxiety conducive to (skill acquisition

¢ skill development motivation, and erforznance and competence
P sustained effort P development)
Prioritizes Generates Fncouraces
normative contingent and £
. Increases worry, performance-

Ego- comparison, unstable . . .

. . attentional disruption, approach goals

Involving  winning, and confidence . .

. . and competitive stress (outperforming
outperforming (fragile eers)
others toughness) p

The temporal dynamics of coach-athlete relationships emerge as another critical consideration.
Jowett (2003) presents a compelling case study of a coach-athlete dyad in crisis, documenting
how initial compatibility deteriorated due to mismatched expectations and communication
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breakdowns. This longitudinal perspective reveals that relationship quality fluctuates across

competitive seasons, with conflicts often arising during performance plateaus or periods of
injury. The study highlights the importance of adaptive communication strategies, particularly
when addressing sensitive topics like performance critiques or playing time allocation. These
findings align with Mageau and Vallerand's (2003) motivational model, which posits that
coach-athlete relationships evolve through sequential phases of initiation, maintenance, and
potential dissolution.

Motivational climate interventions demonstrate measurable effects on athletes’ competitive
anxiety and goal orientations (Smith et al., 2007). An experimental study showed that training
coaches to create mastery climates significantly reduced young athletes’ performance anxiety
compared to control groups. This intervention effect was mediated by shifts in achievement
goal orientation, particularly an increase in task orientation and a decrease in ego orientation.
Similarly, Cumming et al. (2007) investigated winning-oriented climates and found that
overemphasis on competitive outcomes predicted higher post-game anxiety, regardless of
actual win-loss percentages. These studies collectively underscore coaches’ pivotal role in
shaping the psychological environment that either facilitates or hinders athletes’ mental health
and performance.

Communication patterns between coaches and athletes vary considerably across sports contexts
and competitive levels. (Elmes, 2018). The discourse analysis of elite ice hockey coaching
reveals distinct speech acts during short-term camps: directive language predominates during
skill instruction, whereas motivational language peaks during competitive scenarios. This
specialized communication style contrasts with the more relational approaches observed in
individual sports like tennis and gymnastics, as documented in Potrac et al.'s (2000) holistic
coaching model. The latter emphasizes the importance of adapting communication to athletes’
developmental stages, with younger athletes requiring more emotional support and elite
performers benefiting from technical precision in feedback.

Several studies addressed unique aspects of the coach-athlete relationship not fully captured in
the taxonomy table. Price and Weiss (2000) examined how coach burnout transmits to athletes
through negative behaviors, creating cycles of psychological distress (Holt & Dunn, 2004). The
grounded theory approach identified trust and mutual respect as foundational for soccer
success, while Baker et al. (2000) demonstrated that athletes’ perceptions of coaching behaviors
mediate the relationship between leadership styles and competitive anxiety. These diverse
perspectives  collectively highlight the coach-athlete relationship as a complex,
multidimensional construct that intersects with nearly all aspects of sports psychology.

The reviewed literature suggests several promising directions for future research. First, the
temporal stability of coaching behavior effects remains understudied, particularly with respect
to long-term impacts on athletes’ mental health beyond their competitive careers. Second,
cultural variations in coach-athlete dynamics warrant deeper exploration, as most included
studies focused on Western sports contexts. Finally, the integration of technology in coaching
communication (e.g., digital feedback systems) presents new opportunities to enhance
relationship quality while introducing potential challenges to traditional interpersonal
dynamics. These gaps indicate fertile ground for advancing both theoretical understanding and
practical applications of coach-athlete relationship research.
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Performance and Skill in Sports: The Role of Mental Toughness, Anxiety, and Goal
Orientation

The relationship between psychological constructs and athletic performance has been
extensively examined across diverse sports disciplines. Studies consistently demonstrate that
mental toughness serves as a critical mediator between athletes’ psychological profiles and
their competitive outcomes. For instance, Demir et al. (2025) employed structural equation
modelling to establish that mental toughness directly predicts performance while
simultaneously buffering against anxiety’s detrimental effects. This dual pathway suggests that
mentally tough athletes not only perform better but also maintain performance stability under
stressful conditions. Similarly, Kuan and Roy (2007) found that Wushu athletes with higher
mental toughness achieved superior competitive results, particularly when their goal-
orientation profiles aligned with task-focused rather than ego-focused motivations.

The cognitive mechanisms underlying these performance enhancements involve attentional
control and emotional regulation. Research by Jackson et al. (2006) reveals that athletes with
strong mental toughness exhibit superior attentional focus under pressure, resisting the
performance-debilitating effects of dispositional reinvestment. This aligns with findings from
Savelsbergh et al. (2002) on soccer goalkeepers’ visual search patterns, in which expertise and
mental toughness jointly contribute to faster anticipation and decision-making. The ability to
maintain optimal arousal levels emerges as another critical factor, as demonstrated in Perkins
et al.'s (2001) investigation of strength performance under elevated emotional states. Athletes
who successfully regulated their arousal demonstrated more consistent performance across
trials, suggesting that emotional control mediates the relationship between mental toughness
and performance.

Table 8. Psychological Predictors of Athletic Performance

Performance Underlying Sport Key
Predictor Influence Mechanisms Context/Application  References
Positive effect: Psvchological
enhances res}illienceg anxiet Combat sports, Demir et al.
Mental performance reoula tiori Y endurance events, and  (2025); Kuan
Toughness  stability and Ut ’ high-demand competitive & Roy
. sustained effort, i
resilience under environments (2007)
and perseverance
pressure

Moderate positive
effect; facilitates
Mastery Goal long-term skill

Orientation  acquisition and
performance
consistency
Negative effect:

Performance dlsrupt's motor

. execution and

Anxiety

decision-making
under pressure

Intrinsic
motivation, task-
focused
engagement, and
adaptive learning
strategies

Attentional
interference,
cognitive
overload, and
increased
muscular tension

Skill-dominant and Stoeber et al.
technique-oriented sports (2009);

(e.g., gymnastics, Reilly et al.
technical ball sports) (2000)
High-stakes competitive g%}(l)sgsj[ al.
settings, especially under ’
evaluative pressure Conroy et al.
(2001)
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Performance Underlying Sport Key
Predictor Influence Mechanisms Context/Application  References

Strong positive

effect; directly Increased
Sport . .

enhances persistence, Elite and world-class
Confidence . . .. Hays et al.

performance optimal risk- competitive sport
(Self- . (2009)
Efficacy) outcomes and taking, and contexts

competitive enhanced focus

readiness

Curvilincar Physiological

(inverted-U yS10/08 Strength, power, and

. . activation, . .
Arousal relationship); . explosive sports Perkins et al.
) . attentional focus, . :
Regulation  optimal arousal requiring precise (2001)
. and energy .
maximizes .o activation levels
mobilization
performance

Goal orientation profiles interact with performance outcomes in complex ways (Stoeber et al.,
2009). A study of triathletes demonstrated that personal goal setting mediated the relationship
between perfectionism and race performance, with adaptive perfectionists benefiting most
from challenging yet realistic goals. This finding is complemented by Reilly et al.'s (2000)
talent identification research in soccer, in which task orientation predicted long-term skill
development, whereas ego orientation correlated with early competitive success but plateaued
at higher levels. The evaluative criteria examined in Conroy et al. (2001) further illuminate
these dynamics, revealing that elite athletes who associate failure with learning opportunities
rather than personal inadequacy demonstrate more resilient performance trajectories.

The role of confidence in world-class performance emerges as a particularly robust finding
across studies. Hays et al. (2009) qualitative investigation of champion athletes identified three
confidence pillars: belief in ability, preparation adequacy, and resilience to setbacks. These
cognitive appraisals create self-reinforcing cycles where successful performances bolster
confidence, which in turn enhances future performance, a phenomenon particularly evident in
high-stakes competitions. However, the study also cautions against overconfidence, noting that
optimal confidence levels vary by sport demands and individual temperament.

Several studies addressed unique performance aspects not captured in the taxonomy table.
McCormick et al. (2015) examined psychological determinants of endurance performance,
highlighting how pain tolerance and pacing strategies interact with mental toughness.
(Savelsbergh et al., 2002). The innovative use of virtual reality to assess goalkeeping
anticipation demonstrates how technology can elucidate the cognitive components of skilled
performance. These diverse approaches collectively advance understanding of the
psychological foundations of athletic excellence while highlighting the need for sport-specific
performance models.

The reviewed literature suggests that performance optimization requires tailored psychological
interventions addressing athletes’ specific needs. Mental toughness training appears most
effective when integrated with skill development programs, while anxiety management should
focus on both cognitive restructuring and physiological regulation techniques. Goal-setting
interventions yield optimal results when aligned with athletes’ motivational orientations and
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periodically reassessed to maintain challenge-skill balance. Future research should explore

how these psychological factors interact with emerging performance technologies and data
analytics in modern sports environments.

Discussion

The synthesis of findings across the reviewed literature reveals several critical patterns
regarding the interplay between mental toughness, anxiety, and goal orientation in sports.
Taken together, the studies consistently demonstrate that mental toughness operates as a
dynamic psychological resource rather than a fixed trait, influencing athletes’ ability to regulate
anxiety and sustain goal-directed effort under competitive pressure (Liew et al., 2019;
Guszkowska & Wojcik, 2021). This integrative perspective aligns with contemporary models
that position mental toughness as a trainable skill set encompassing emotional control,
attentional focus, and resilience (Cowden et al., 2020). However, contradictions emerge
regarding the mechanisms through which mental toughness buffers against anxiety, with some
studies emphasizing cognitive appraisal processes (Martens et al., 1990), while others highlight
behavioral coping strategies (Jones et al., 2007). These discrepancies may reflect
methodological differences in measurement tools or variations in sample characteristics across
studies.

Theoretical implications of these findings contribute to refining existing frameworks in sports
psychology. The integration of achievement goal theory with mental toughness research
provides a nuanced understanding of how motivational climates shape resilience development
(Tello et al., 2010). For instance, mastery-oriented environments appear to foster adaptive
forms of mental toughness characterized by persistence and learning from failure, whereas
performance-oriented climates may cultivate more fragile confidence dependent on external
validation (Sekerci et al., 2025). This synthesis suggests that conceptual models of mental
toughness should incorporate motivational antecedents as key moderators of its development
and expression. Furthermore, the consistent finding that mental toughness partially mediates
the anxiety-performance relationship (Demir et al., 2025) supports expanding traditional stress-
performance models to include resilience factors as protective buffers.

Practical applications of these insights are particularly relevant for coaches and sports
psychologists. The evidence suggests that mental toughness training should be embedded
within broader psychological skills programs that simultaneously address anxiety management
and goal-setting strategies (Lange-Smith et al., 2024). For example, interventions combining
cognitive restructuring techniques with motivational interviewing may help athletes align their
goal orientations with personal values while developing resilience to competitive stressors. The
coach-athlete relationship emerges as a critical context for such interventions, with autonomy-
supportive coaching behaviors consistently linked to positive mental health outcomes and
sustained performance (Eubank et al., 2017). Practitioners should consider implementing
regular mental health screenings alongside performance assessments to identify athletes at risk
for maladaptive anxiety or motivational conflicts.

Several limitations in the current literature base warrant acknowledgment. The predominance
of cross-sectional designs in the reviewed studies limits causal inferences about the
developmental trajectories of mental toughness (Cowden et al., 2020). Additionally, the heavy
reliance on self-report measures introduces potential response biases, particularly in studies
examining socially desirable constructs like mental toughness. Publication bias may have
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skewed the literature toward positive findings, as studies reporting null or negative results are
less likely to appear in peer-reviewed journals. The geographic concentration of research in

Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) populations further
constrains the generalizability of findings to diverse cultural contexts (Eubank et al., 2017).
These methodological constraints suggest that the current understanding of these psychological
constructs may not fully capture their complexity across different sports and cultural settings.

Future research should address these gaps through several promising directions. Longitudinal
studies tracking athletes across developmental stages would clarify how mental toughness
emerges and stabilizes over time (Cowden et al.,, 2020). There is a pressing need for
experimental research to compare the efficacy of different intervention approaches, particularly
among underrepresented populations and non-elite athletes. The integration of
psychophysiological measures with traditional self-reports could provide more objective
indicators of mental toughness and its effects on performance under stress (Martens et al.,
1990). Understudied areas include the role of team dynamics in the development of mental
toughness and the application of these constructs in para-sports contexts. Finally, cross-cultural
research should examine how cultural values and socialization practices shape the expression
and development of mental toughness across different societies (Eubank et al., 2017).

The relationship between mental toughness and goal orientation presents particularly fertile
ground for future investigation. While the reviewed studies establish their interconnection, the
precise nature of this relationship remains unclear, whether mental toughness facilitates
adaptive goal pursuit, whether certain goal orientations foster mental toughness development,
or whether they mutually influence each other through reciprocal pathways (Tello et al., 2010).
Research employing experience sampling methods could capture these dynamic interactions in
real-world competitive settings. Similarly, the mechanisms through which mental toughness
mitigates anxiety warrant deeper exploration, particularly the potential neurological and
attentional processes underlying this protective effect (Demir et al., 2025).

The practical implementation of these findings requires careful consideration of individual
differences and contextual factors. The evidence suggests that one-size-fits-all approaches to
mental toughness training are unlikely to be effective, as athletes vary in their baseline
resilience, motivational profiles, and anxiety susceptibility (Jones et al., 2007). Future applied
research should develop and validate assessment tools that can guide personalized intervention
planning, matching specific psychological strategies to athletes’ unique needs and competitive
demands. The integration of technology, such as biofeedback and virtual reality, may offer
innovative ways to simulate competitive stressors and train mental toughness skills in
controlled environments (Lange-Smith et al., 2024).

The reviewed literature collectively advances our understanding of the psychological
foundations of athletic performance while highlighting significant gaps in current knowledge.
The interplay between mental toughness, anxiety, and goal orientation emerges as a complex,
dynamic system that resists simplistic explanations. Future theoretical models must account for
the contextual and developmental factors that shape these relationships, while practical
applications should emphasize individualized, evidence-based approaches to psychological
skills training. By addressing these challenges, researchers and practitioners can work toward
more comprehensive and effective support systems for athletes across all levels of competition.
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Conclusion

This systematic review synthesized current knowledge on mental toughness strategies in sports,
their interplay with anxiety, and goal orientation. The findings clarify that mental toughness
operates as a dynamic psychological resource rather than a fixed trait, influencing athletes’
ability to regulate anxiety and sustain goal-directed effort. The synthesis confirms that mastery-
oriented environments foster adaptive forms of mental toughness, while performance-oriented
climates may cultivate confidence dependent on external validation. These insights challenge
simplistic views of mental toughness as merely protective, instead highlighting its nuanced role
in moderating coach-athlete dynamics and motivational processes.

The practical implications are significant for coaches and sports psychologists. Mental
toughness training should be integrated into psychological skills programs that address anxiety
management and goal-setting strategies, tailored to athletes’ individual needs and competitive
contexts. Future research should prioritize longitudinal designs to track the development of
mental toughness and experimental studies comparing intervention efficacy across diverse
populations. Addressing these gaps will advance both theoretical models and evidence-based
practices, ultimately enhancing athlete performance and well-being.
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