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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Competitive anxiety is a common
psychological phenomenon in sports and
significantly affects athletic performance,
especially among adolescents (Aizava et al.,
2023). Pressure to excel in high-stakes
environments can increase emotional arousal,
worsening anxiety and impairing focus or
decision-making (Wang et al., 2024). While
some predictors of competitive anxiety, like
personality and situational factors, have been
studied, the interaction between mental
toughness and sports self-confidence in
adolescents is unclear (Aliberti et al., 2024).
Understanding how to reduce anxiety in 12—
16-year-olds is crucial for their long-term
athletic success and mental health (Rezaei et
al., 2024).

Mental toughness helps athletes manage
competitive stressors (Dominguez-Gonzalez
et al, 2024). It involves perseverance,
confidence, and emotional control, enabling

consistent performance under pressure (Vella-
Fondacaro & Romano-Smith, 2023). Mentally
tough athletes typically show lower
competitive anxiety due to better coping skills
(Panza et al., 2020). However, mental
toughness’s role in anxiety is not fully
understood, especially regarding potential
mediators like sports self-confidence—an
athlete’s belief in their ability to perform
successfully (Kosirnik et al., 2022). Some
research suggests mental toughness boosts
self-confidence, thereby reducing anxiety
(Brace et al., 2020), while other studies view
self-confidence as an independent predictor
(Conde-Ripoll et al., 2024). This discrepancy
highlights a literature gap needing further
empirical investigation.

Research on sports self-confidence in this
relationship is inconsistent. For instance, one
study found self-confidence mediated the link
between mental toughness and anxiety in adult
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athletes (Conde-Ripoll et al., 2023), while
another found no full mediation, suggesting
other qualifying factors (Wu et al., 2023).
These differences may stem from varying
samples, sports, or measurement tools,
underscoring the need for research on specific
populations like adolescents. This group is
distinct due to ongoing cognitive and
emotional development, which may alter how
these  psychological constructs interact
(Mojtahedi et al.,, 2023). With sport
participation peaking in adolescence—a
period of heightened vulnerability to
competitive stress—examining this
relationship is timely and necessary (Conde-
Ripoll et al., 2024).

Most existing literature focuses on elite adult
athletes, with little data on younger, less-
trained competitors (Vella-Fondacaro &
Romano-Smith, 2023). Peers significantly
influence  socialization and  behavior
expectations, impacting competition-related
anxiety in youth sports (Reigal et al., 2019).
Without psychological support, adolescent
athletes may face burnout, dropout, or
performance declines (Budnik-Przybylska et
al., 2022). Identifying modifiable protective
factors like mental toughness and self-
confidence is therefore vital for developing
effective interventions.  Although  sport
psychology increasingly advocates early
mental skills training, few studies explore
these pathways specifically in adolescents
(Wu et al., 2025). This study examines the
mediating role of sports self-confidence to
clarify how mental toughness impacts
competitive anxiety in young athletes, offering
insights  for  targeted psychological
interventions.

The current study aims to address these gaps
by investigating mental toughness as a
predictor of competitive anxiety in 12- to 16-
year-old soccer players, with sports self-
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confidence as a potential mediator. Soccer was
chosen due to its high competition, popularity
among adolescents, and early competitive
exposure (Wu et al., 2025). Using a cross-
sectional design with established measures,
this research expands youth sport psychology
by elucidating processes underlying anxiety
related to mental toughness. The findings
could inform coaches, sport psychologists, and
youth programs in enhancing mental resilience
and self-confidence. This aligns with global
efforts promoting psychological well-being
alongside physical performance in adolescent
athletes (Wheatley et al., 2023).

Material and Methods

The study included 68 male adolescent soccer
players aged 12-16 from Qom, Iran, during
the 2023—-2024 season, each with at least one
year of competitive club experience. Based on
recommendations for regression analysis with
two predictors, a minimum of 66 participants
was required. Convenience sampling was used
due to accessibility challenges. Ethical
approval was obtained, and informed consent
was secured from participants and guardians.

Measurement Tools

Sport Mental Toughness Questionnaire
(SMTQ): Mental toughness was assessed
using the 14-item SMTQ (Sheard & Golby,
2009), measuring confidence, constancy, and
control on a 4-point Likert scale. It has
demonstrated strong psychometric properties,
with good internal consistency and validity in
Iranian contexts.

Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2
(CSAI-2): Competitive anxiety was measured
using the 27-item CSAI-2 (Martens et al.,
1990), assessing cognitive anxiety, somatic
anxiety, and self-confidence on a 4-point
scale. It shows strong reliability and validity
for adolescent groups.

Sport Confidence Inventory (SCI): Sports
self-confidence was evaluated with the 35-
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item SCI (Vealey et al., 1986), measuring trait
and state confidence on a 9-point scale. It has
high internal consistency and validated
factorial validity.

Procedure

Data were collected in collaboration with local
soccer academies. After institutional approval
and participant briefing, questionnaires were
administered in a controlled setting before
training to minimize fatigue bias. Anonymity
was assured. Completion took approximately
25 minutes.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS-23 and
AMOS-24. Descriptive statistics summarized
demographic and scale characteristics.
Inferential analyses included Pearson’s
correlation to examine bivariate relationships.
Hierarchical regression assessed mental
toughness’s predictive capacity for anxiety,
controlling for age and experience. Mediation
analysis used Hayes’ PROCESS macro
(Model 4) with bootstrapping (5,000
resamples) to test self-confidence’s mediating
role. Confirmatory factor analysis validated
measurement  models.  Assumptions  of
normality, multicollinearity, and
homoscedasticity were verified. Significance
was set at p < 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive Statistics and Normality

Data were normally distributed
(skewness/kurtosis within +2). Competitive
anxiety averaged 38.65 (SD=5.44), indicating
moderate levels. Mental toughness averaged
51.62 (SD=6.41), and sports self-confidence
averaged 50.19 (SD=14.98), showing high
baseline levels with variability in confidence.
Psychometric Properties

All  measures showed strong internal
consistency: SMTQ (a=.81), CSAI-2 (0=.79),
SCI (a=.76).

Correlation Analysis

Significant negative correlations were found
between competitive anxiety and both mental
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toughness (r=-0.36, p<0.01) and self-
confidence (r=-0.41, p<0.01). A positive
correlation existed between self-confidence
and mental toughness (r=0.21, p<0.05).
Regression Analysis

The hierarchical regression model
significantly predicted competitive anxiety,
F(2,65)=10.62, p<.001, explaining 24.6% of
variance (R2=.246). Both mental toughness
(B=-.35, p=.002) and sports self-confidence
(B=-.29, p=.011) were significant negative
predictors.

Mediation Analysis

Sports self-confidence partially mediated
(25.5%) the relationship between mental
toughness and competitive anxiety. Mental
toughness had a direct negative effect on
anxiety (Bp=-0.35) and an indirect effect
through enhancing self-confidence. The model
showed good fit (RMSEA=0.06, CFI1=0.93).
Conclusion

This study clarifies the psychosocial
mechanisms linking mental toughness and
sports self-confidence to competitive anxiety
in adolescent soccer players. Results show
mental toughness directly and indirectly
reduces anxiety, with self-confidence acting as
a partial mediator. This extends previous
research and refines theory regarding
psychological resilience in youth sport.

The negative association between mental
toughness and anxiety aligns  with
neurocognitive studies suggesting better
emotional regulation under stress (Trpkovici
et al., 2023). This is notable in adolescence, a
period of ongoing neural development for
emotion regulation.

Sports self-confidence was a strong predictor
of lower anxiety (r=-0.41), possibly more
influential for adolescents forming athletic
identities than for adults (Sutoro et al., 2023).
This underscores confidence’s role as an
emotional anchor in managing competitive
uncertainty.
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The partial mediation (25%) contrasts with
some adult studies showing full mediation (Yu
et al., 2024), suggesting developmental
differences in how psychological resources are
utilized. Adolescent athletes may employ
broader coping strategies, and mental
toughness may affect anxiety through
pathways beyond just boosting confidence.
The modest correlation between mental
toughness and self-confidence (r=0.21) further
indicates these are more distinct traits during
adolescence, likely due to the malleable nature
of self-confidence at this age (Castillo-
Rodriguez et al., 2022).

The model accounted for a moderate amount
of anxiety variance (24.6%), indicating other
factors (e.g., motivational climate, peer
relationships) also play significant roles
(Hidayat et al., 2023). This highlights the
complexity of competitive anxiety in youth.
Theoretical implications support an integrated
model where mental toughness serves as a
meta-cognitive resource that enhances self-
confidence while providing independent
anxiety-reduction benefits (Demir et al.,
2025). This dual function may vary
developmentally.

Methodological strengths include validated
measures, a specific age/sport focus, and
adequate statistical power. The findings
generally align with, but slightly differ from,
adult studies (Tian et al., 2022), likely due to
developmental stages and sport-specific
demands (soccer’s decision-making pressure).
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Future research should explore moderators
(gender, competitive level), use longitudinal
designs to track development, and incorporate
neurophysiological measures (Slimani et al.,
2016). Intervention studies are needed to test
combined mental toughness and confidence-
building programs for young athletes (Shi et
al., 2024). Cross-cultural comparisons could
also be valuable.

Mental toughness and sports self-confidence
are significant predictors of lower competitive
anxiety in adolescent soccer players, with self-
confidence  partially =~ mediating  this
relationship. The findings emphasize the
importance of psychological resilience during
this developmental stage, where both
cognitive and emotional resources help
manage anxiety. Targeted mental skills
training to enhance both constructs could
improve performance and well-being.
Keywords: Mental Toughness, Competitive
Anxiety, Self-Confidence, Adolescent
Athletes, Soccer Psychology
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