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Abstract 
It is essential for athletes to achieve a strong mental attitude in order to per-
form to their potential in matches and other contexts. Previous studies that 
have looked at the nature of a strong mental attitude have raised the issue of 
mental toughness, and it is thought that improving this is extremely impor-
tant. However, few research studies as yet have made clear what type of psy-
chological structures athletes with a strong mentality possess. Therefore, in 
this study, we conducted an interview style survey about mental toughness of 
20 university student athletes who were competitively active either during or 
before their school years, in order to uncover the psychological structures be-
hind athletes whose strong mental attitude enables them to perform to their 
potential in matches and practice. We conducted a qualitative examination 
about the psychological mechanisms of athletes with a strong mental attitude 
from the ensuing linguistic data. As a result, we found that the qualities of 
“willpower” and “control” enabled athletes to overcome immediate and fre-
quent issues, while “recovery from difficulties and subsequent growth” meant 
that they were able to recover from events considered to be difficult to over-
come, and that these factors are largely what constitute mental toughness. In 
addition to “willpower” and “control,” a lot of respondents mentioned factors 
in the interviews that have rarely been dealt with in our conception of mental 
toughness up until now, such as interpersonal relationships and the presence 
of others, suggesting the ability to trust oneself and others (or “sociability”) is 
also a key factor that constitutes mental toughness. It is also hypothesized 
that the factor of positivity, the ability to view one’s way of life up until now 
and the future in a positive light, as well as an optimistic approach to life, are 
also important factors in mental toughness. Furthermore, it has been shown 
that possessing a strong mental attitude is also related to an athlete’s psycho-
logical traits, as well as past and present interpersonal relationship styles. 
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1. Background and Purpose of This Study 

Athletes are required to perform to their maximum potential, and being able to 
do this without being affected by the pressure of competition and difficulties is 
thought to be the mark of an athlete with a strong mental attitude.  

Mental states such as “anxiety,” “mental strain” and “stage fright” are exam-
ples of the pressure competition can exert on an athlete, which can inhibit their 
ability to perform to their potential (Murayama & Sekiya, 2012). According to 
Fukui et al. (2014), in research conducted around the relationship between “an-
xiety” and performing to athletic potential in university athletes, the psychologi-
cal state of athletes had a significant impact on their competition performance.  

However, Horikawa and Yagi (2007) state that “anxiety can facilitate perfor-
mance, or conversely, inhibit it,” and anecdotally, there are examples of “anxie-
ty” and “mental strain” aiding an athlete’s performance. It is thought that an in-
dividual’s own psychological traits are largely what decide whether this “anxiety” 
and “mental strain” can be harnessed in order to perform to their full potential. 

Injuries are a typical example of a difficult event faced by athletes, with many 
sustaining injuries either during competitions or in their everyday lives. As Su-
zuki & Nakagomi (2013) state, these injuries can often lead to a loss of desire to 
compete, as well as increased feelings of isolation and despondency, with some 
athletes feeling forced to retire.  

Actual performance can differ greatly depending on how an athlete recognizes 
and copes with pressure and difficulties, and athletes who can perform to their 
maximum potential are thought to be equipped with a strong mental attitude.  

As a result, in recent years, there has been increased conversation about the 
importance of mental training alongside physical training, and the improvement 
of an athlete’s “mental strength,” which is linked to better performance not just 
at the time of competition, but also in practice and within everyday life, can be 
seen as an important topic. When looking to improve an athlete’s “mental 
strength,” it is essential for those supporting the athlete and the athlete them-
selves to have a thorough understanding of the psychological traits and psycho-
logical structure of athletes who have a strong mental attitude. 

However, the concept of “mental strength” is extremely vague, and even in 
previous studies about past athletes, there has been a great deal of research into 
this concept. Various interpretations of the definition and constituent factors of 
“mental strength” have been advocated, yet there is still no unified view pre-
sented as an integrated theory. 

Tachiya (2018) conducted an interview study of seven top athletes and asked 
questions about mental strength such as, “What psychological factors and traits 
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do you think top athletes require? Please include factors outside of a competition 
scenario,” and, “Why do you think those factors and traits are necessary? Please 
give concrete reasons.” Answers such as “not being influenced by others,” “hav-
ing a strong sense of self,” and “feeling centered in myself,” showed the impor-
tance of an independent attitude, while responses describing the psychological 
factors necessary for competitive situations were also received, such as “not 
feeling the pressure,” “a strong desire to win,” “determination,” “fighting spirit” 
and “confidence.” 

Takekawa et al. (2017) used the Diagnostic Inventory of Psychological Com-
petitive Ability (DIPCA.3) in research comparing athletes with experience of na-
tional level competitions and those without, and found that, in particular, the 
“ability to control oneself” scored significantly higher marks. This can be seen as 
consistent with the previously mentioned trait of “not being influenced by oth-
ers,” leading one to assume that one element of a strong mental attitude is being 
able to control one’s own mind and body. 

The results of these studies show that there is no one psychological trait dis-
played by athletes with a strong mental attitude, but rather a variety of characte-
ristics. There is a further need to explore what factors comprise the expansive 
concept of “mental strength,” and how these factors relate to each other. 

The concept of “mental toughness” has been proposed in previous studies in 
recent years, mainly in Europe and the States, as a concept related to this 
“strength of mind” (Loehr, 1982). The concept is often illustrated as the factor 
for athletes to demonstrate their abilities. For instance, Jones et al. (2002) state 
that “generally, it (mental toughness) is the ability to meet the many require-
ments that sports impose on performers (competition, training, lifestyle) better 
than their opponents. Especially, it is the better consistence so the sport players 
can be more determined, focused, confident, and perform under pressure.” 

In the theories about mental toughness, there are attempts to quantify the 
toughness of subjects such as the representative Mental Toughness 48 Inventory 
(MT48) based on the 4Cs model upheld by Clough et al. (2002). Four factors are 
listed in the model as the factors of mental toughness, which are “Control” (re-
ferring to self-esteem; the extent that one feels under control of life and situa-
tions. Also, more importantly, the range to control the expression of emotions), 
“Commitment” (referring to the “determination to strike for the goal”, the ex-
tent that one sets a goal and is ready to make a measurable promise to work hard 
to achieve it), “Challenge” (the ability to accept changes and risks; the ability to 
see threats as chances to enjoy learning and growing in uncertainties), and 
“Confidence” (the belief to complete the big picture, explanation of self-belief 
that individuals have and the interpersonal faith to influence others and deal 
with conflicts and challenges.) 

Concepts similar to this theory of mental toughness include the concepts of 
“hardness” and “resilience”. First, “hardness” is defined as “personality traits 
that function as stress-tolerant resources in stressful life events” (Kobasa et al., 
1982). When we put this concept of hardness into the captioned 4Cs model by 

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.124037


S. Komatsu et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2021.124037 598 Psychology 
 

Clough et al. (2002), it is equivalent to “Control”, the ability to keep one’s mental 
state constant, and “Commitment”, the ability to push toward a goal indeed. 

“Resilience” means the ability to recover from heavy stress, threats, and trau-
ma then move forward (Neil, 2003), the exposure to difficult situations and fall-
ing into a negative psychological state but still, does not result in a serious psy-
cho-pathological state, or the individual psychological rebounding ability (Mu-
tou, Mori, Endo, & Tamase, 2004). 

Based on the overview of previous studies on the elements that make up this 
concept of “resilience”, it is related to “sociality” (the ability to coordinate with 
other even under undesirable situations) and “social support” (the ability to 
constitute a network to attain support from others) that the ability to acquire 
help from the surroundings is often described as one of the components of “resi-
lience”. They often consist of elements that reflect the level of interpersonal rela-
tionships similar to the above captioned “social support” and “sociality” as also 
reflected in other theories about resilience (Satou & Sukemune, 2009). Further-
more, Hirano (2014) also touches on the huge influence of “reliable people” and 
“people to talk to” as the essential elements to breakthrough difficult situations. 
Considering all these, it is not simply internal ability when we think of the con-
cept of mental toughness but interpersonal relationships and skills such as how 
well one can utilize the support from others to grow, these are also closely linked 
to mental toughness. Nevertheless, the number of studies touching on these in-
terpersonal factors when focusing on the mental toughness of athletes is very li-
mited. It is crucial to consider the way athletes possess interpersonal relation-
ships and how their internal self-image and other-image influence “mental 
toughness.” 

Based on these previous studies on mental toughness, it is conceivable that 
“mental toughness” is a concept that combines “ability to overcome” like hard-
ness and “ability to recover” as mirrored in resilience. Yet, the number of studies 
examining the mentality of athletes with excellent performance are limited that 
the presentation of theoretical hypothesis about the psychological structure of a 
mentally strong athlete would be extremely significant in studying effective 
mental support for athletes. 

As illustrated, when we think about mental support for athletes to demon-
strate their abilities, it is vitally important to evaluate individual psychological 
features of athletes. In order to improve mental toughness according to individ-
ual features, it is essential to reveal what the “strength of mind” of top athletes is. 

When creating a theoretical model in any field, it is necessary to consider re-
search methods. Research that seeks to empirically explain natural and social 
phenomena can be divided into research that deals with quantitative data and 
research that deals with qualitative data. To conduct quantitative research, it is 
necessary to have extracted ideas from within previous studies related to the 
topic of the research, and if research has yet to produce results to that level, it is 
then that qualitative research is undertaken (Saiki, 2014). There is little research 
that has attempted to clarify the conceptual model of the subject of this study, 
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“mental toughness”, so in order to create a theoretical model, it is necessary to 
start creating a model through qualitative research. Ultimately it will be neces-
sary to verify the suitability of the model again using quantitative data based on 
this theoretical model. 

One method of creating a theoretical model such as is seen in the KJ method 
(Kawakita, 1967) and others is to extract concepts from data derived from lin-
guistic information, link in similar concepts, create one over-arching higher cat-
egory, and attempt to produce a visualization that displays that inter-connectivity. 
The advantage of this method is that it can reduce the risks presented by analyst bi-
as, as it is carried out in stages by several analysts. Also, by displaying informa-
tion visually, it becomes easier to share the results of the research with others, as 
the ideas analysts have can be shown in an accessible visual format. It has the 
further advantage of allowing individuals to transcend their own normal way of 
thinking and arrive at ideas that would be hard to come up with, through the 
process of considering the connections between categories. Typical examples of 
qualitative research methods include the aforementioned KJ method, grounded 
theory approach, content analysis and SCAT. 

Using previous qualitative analysis methods as a reference, this study will 
look at the expansive concept of “mental strength” as required of athletes (also 
referred to as “mental toughness”), aim to ascertain what mental strength is 
comprised of, and establish how this is related to an individual’s psychological 
traits and the environment that surrounds the individual, by conducting 
semi-structured interviews with athletes who have achieved great results and 
collecting the resulting linguistic data. If this study is able to produce a hypothe-
sis on the components that comprise mental toughness, then we feel it can be-
come an important guideline when drafting support goals for psychological 
support including mental training. 

2. The Aims of This Study 

This study aims to ascertain the psychological traits of athletes with a strong 
mental attitude through the consideration of athletes who have been active in 
official competitions from early childhood to inter-high school. Specifically, we 
conducted an interview study of university student athletes and asked questions 
related to mental strength, with the aim of establishing the characteristics of 
athletes with a strong mental attitude and the components related to the forma-
tion of mental toughness. 

3. Research Method 

In this study, we conducted semi-structured interviews with athletes who be-
longed to university baseball, rugby and track and field clubs and who have a 
history of achieving great results in competitive activities. We did this in order to 
establish the characteristics of the mental toughness possessed by athletes with a 
strong mental attitude, as well as identify the factors that are key to improving 
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mental toughness. 

3.1. Interview Timing and Location 

The interviews were conducted in December 2020 in a university laboratory. An 
online conference system (Webex Meetings) was used in cases where partici-
pants were unable to attend in-person interviews. 

3.2. Participants 

The participants in this study consisted of 20 male students from A University 
who belonged to its hardball baseball, rugby and track and field clubs, and who 
have achieved great results in their athletic activities, such as competing at an 
inter-high level or being selected regularly to participate in official competi-
tions. 

3.3. Interview Procedure 

When conducting the interviews, a researcher explained the content and ethical 
considerations of the study to the participant, and obtained consent from the 
participant before starting the interview. The statements made by the researcher 
and the participant were recorded using a voice recorder or the record function 
of Webex Meetings. There were four sections of questions asked in the 
semi-structured format of the interviews, which were, “questions about attitudes 
to mental toughness,” “questions about what comprises mental toughness,” 
“questions about life experiences and future prospects” and “questions about self 
perception” (Table 1). 

4. Results 

The responses given by the participants in the interviews were transcribed, then 
placed into 14 different categories, after which a category related diagram was 
then created based on these classifications. The 14 categories were as follows: 1) 
Understanding of mental toughness; 2) Knowledge and practice of improving 
mental toughness; 3) Experience of and desire for mental training; 4) Influen-
cing events and people; 5) Recovery from difficulties and subsequent growth; 6) 
Willpower; 7) Control; 8) Sociability; 9) Positivity; 10) Daily endeavors; 11) Vi-
sions of the future; 12) Personality and way of thinking; 13) Communication 
skills. The above categorization process was carried out by a group of three re-
searchers which included experts in the field of psychology. 

First, we created the categories of “understanding of mental toughness” and 
“knowledge and practice of improving mental toughness,” based on the res-
ponses we received under the section of “questions about attitudes to mental 
toughness,” and decided to take this as a definition of “mental toughness.” 

We then created the categories of “willpower,” “control,” “sociability,” and 
“positivity” based on the responses we received under the section of “questions 
about what comprises mental toughness.” 
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Table 1. Interview: Question items. 

[Questions about attitudes to mental toughness] 

• Understanding of mental toughness: What does “mental toughness” mean to you? 

• Knowledge and practice of improving mental toughness: What methods do you think could be 
used to become tougher mentally? 

• Experience of and desire for mental training: Do you have any experience of mental training?  
If so, could you talk about it? 

[Questions about what comprises mental toughness] 

• When do you feel motivated about something? What do you usually do to keep motivated? 

• How do you change the way you feel when you make a mistake? 

• Are there times when you feel supported by your family? What aspects do you feel supported 
with? 

• How fulfilled or satisfied do you feel about your life up until now? If so, what aspects have made 
you feel fulfilled or satisfied? 

[Questions about life experiences and future prospects] 

• Have there been any events that you feel have had a big impact on your life? How do you feel it 
affected you? 

• Of the difficult events and adversity you have faced up until this point, which was the most 
painful? How did you overcome it? 

• What have you done to achieve your goals, and what are you doing currently? 

• What are your current goals and dreams? What are you doing to achieve them? 

[Questions about self perception] 

• Are you someone who can withstand pressure, anxiety and mental strain? If so, through what 
experiences have you been able to develop the ability to do that, in your opinion? 

• Is there anything you are careful of when expressing your opinions or feelings to the people 
around you? 

• Challenges and strengths: What do you think you need and what things would you like to 
overcome? 

 
We created the categories of “influencing events and people,” “recovery from 

difficulties and subsequent growth,” “daily endeavors” and “visions of the fu-
ture” based on the responses we received under the “questions about life expe-
riences and future prospects” section. 

The categories of “personality and way of thinking,” “communication skills” 
and “challenges and strengths” were created based on the responses we received 
under the “questions about self perception” section. 

We discussed the connections between these 14 categories and drew up a cat-
egory relationship diagram, which can be seen in Figure 1. Included on the dia-
gram are examples of responses that relate to each category. 
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Figure 1. Category related diagram. 

5. Results 

The factors of the athlete’s strong mental abilities were revealed after those with 
strong mental abilities were interviewed based on what is thought to be related 
to “Mental toughness”. 
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It is thought that strong mental strength requires [willpower] such as “The 
ability to complete daily practice” and “The power to push forward to future 
goals” which is indicated by responses like: [If I don’t have a goal, it would be 
strange if I couldn’t do my best, but if I had one, it would be more like practice 
and motivation. I always try to have a goal.] [Using my own methods and asking 
to my coach I practiced through trial and error. The more I did, the more confi-
dent I became.] 

Also, the ability to control one’s own mental state such as “Make decisions 
and take action calmly”, “The ability to maintain a normal state of mind at all 
times” and “the ability to concentrate at the right moment” are reflected in the 
next answers: [I can switch On and Off quickly, and when I do, I do it right, but 
when I don’t, I don’t do anything.] [I think it’s better for me and others if I keep 
things under control and think calmly.] 

These strengths can be considered to correspond to traditional hardiness, 
which is the [Power to overcome]. According to Igarashi et al. (2006) and others, 
hardiness consists of three components: commitment, control, and challenge. 
Commitment is “the tendency to feel committed (involved) in various areas of 
one’s life”, control is “the degree to which one perceives that events in one’s life 
are controllable” and challenge is defined as “the tendency to view unexpected 
changes or potentially threatening situations as positive challenges for future 
growth rather than as harmful events” (Kobasa, 1979; Kosaka & Yoshida, 1992). 
Considering the correspondence between these concepts, “willpower” can be 
considered to correspond to commitment and “control” to control. 

It is considered that not just motivation and control over daily practice and 
competition matters for athletes with strong mental abilities, the power to re-
cover from injuries and setbacks [Recovery and growth from difficulties] such as 
[the power to turn a tough situation into an opportunity] and [the ability to turn 
the unexpected, like an injury into experience] are also important. A similar 
concept to resilience, has traditionally been proposed to be related to mental 
strength. 

In addition, among the questions about mental toughness, some of the most 
notable statements made by the participants were many references to the people 
around them and others they had interacted with in the past. This interpersonal 
factor is one of the crucial components of mental toughness. [I think it’s abso-
lutely impossible without something like do it for my partners. I feel that their 
existence alone is quite supportive] [Well, my friends come to cheer me on] [I 
keep in touch with my parents, and when talk to they my situation, I feel can do 
my best. They always give me positive words.] [I am very grateful to have been 
able to play baseball so far. I am grateful to the instructor for being able to al-
ways treat me properly.] The concepts obtained from the answers regarding 
these interpersonal relationships were “influential events/persons”, “social skills” 
and “communication skills”. We decided to capture these in the category of 
[Trust in oneself and others] this category is thought to be related to reciprocal 
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interaction and to the “personality/way of thinking”, “challenges and strengths” 
concepts that are a reflection of the individuals psychological characteristics. 

In addition, experiences of being influenced by people and receiving help 
from others have influenced the “About the future image” section, where res-
ponses such as [I want to be a respected person] were obtained. It is thought that 
the ideal image of the self that has been internalized from others, forms a struc-
ture that influences the current willpower. 

The mental training in the concept of “experience and desire for mental 
training” is thought to have an impact on the psychological characteristics of in-
dividuals and the improvement of their willpower and control. The daily routine 
and regularity of life, as reflected in “daily efforts,” are thought to be interrelated 
with the ability to control. 

6. Summary and Future Assignments 

In this study, we interviewed athletes with strong mental abilities who can dem-
onstrate their abilities in games and performances about mental toughness and 
tried to construct a hypothesis about the factors that constitute mental toughness 
by illustrating the relationship between the concepts that constitute mental 
toughness. 

As a result, it became clear that mental toughness, which is the power neces-
sary to demonstrate one’s abilities, is largely composed of the power to deal with 
matters in front of one’s eyes on a regular basis, as reflected in “willpower” and 
“control” and the ability to recover from events that seem difficult to overcome, 
as reflected in [recovery and growth from difficulties]. 

In addition to [willpower] and [control], the four previously assumed factors 
of [trust in oneself and others], [positivity] including the [social skills] were 
thought to be related to this resilience. It was also thought that the psychological 
characteristics of the individual, the ideal image formed from past relationships 
with others, and the style of behavior by mental training and daily life also in-
fluenced mental toughness through [willpower] and [control]. 

By attempting to construct a theoretical model of the relationship between 
these concepts, it was possible that individual psychological characteristics, past 
and present interpersonal styles, and experiences may indirectly influence men-
tal toughness. 

Finally, although there have been many theories on mental toughness, few 
have attempted to construct a theoretical model using qualitative analysis, so this 
study is significant in that sense. 

Currently, the future assignments are to continue collecting psychological da-
ta on college student athletes and to conduct quantitative research on the model 
constructed in this study to verify the validity of this model. Also, the survey 
respondents in this study were only college student athletes, and the future work 
should include cross-sectional comparisons of younger and adult athletes to de-
termine whether model structure changes with age. 
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