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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Objective: To observe the correlation between the components of mental toughness and optimism
and mental toughness and coping skills amongst sportspersons

Method: The questionnaires of Life Orientation Inventory-Revised by C.S. Carver, COPE
Inventory by C.S. Carver, M.F. Scheier and J.K. Weintraub and Mental Toughness Scale 30 by Alan
Goldberg were administered. Correlation and regression analysis was done to find out to what
degree the components are correlated to each other and to establish causal factors between the
components.

Results: Moderate degree of correlation between mental toughness and optimism (r=0.567 at 0.01
level of significance) and between mental toughness and coping skills (r= 0.526 at 0.01 level of
significance) was found. On conduction of linear regression, for the components of mental
toughness and optimism, r squared value was 0.32 and for mental toughness and coping skills, r
squared value was 0.33, indicating that we can, but with restrained conviction predict that an
individual who would be high on the attribute of optimism and having heightened coping skills will
be high on the attribute of mental toughness

Conclusion: We may say that the interplay of the components of optimism, coping skills and mental
toughness do have a contributing impact upon the success or failure of a sportsperson. Optimistic
individuals are less prone to giving up in face of difficulties and show heightened resilience, while
individuals high on coping skills tend to use problem focused methods to overcome challenges and
display strong mental toughness characteristics.

INTRODUCTION
Our daily life is characterized by a feeling of competitiveness
and the desire to win or simply out-perform oneself or
competition is a drive which comes naturally to all of us. Such
an inclination is observed in a heightened sense in sporting
situations. In high intensity sporting situations, focused training
and exercises are undertaken by sportspersons to keep
themselves fit and in good for upcoming competitions. Thus, in
a situation where the levels of physical fitness are more or less
similar, the edge which provides a win or a loss is usually
psychological in nature. Psychological attributes such as self-
confidence and the ability to cope with and interpret anxiety-
related symptoms as positive are now commonly accepted as
being major contributors to sporting success (cf. Hardy, Jones,

& Gould, 1996; Mellalieu, Hanton, & Fletcher, 2006). The
subtle psychological skills which can make a big difference in
the whole sporting experience can be related to the degree of
coping skills an individual possesses, how mentally tough the
sportsperson is, the amount of self confidence the sportsperson
has, etc. In our research, we have tried to assess the dynamic
interplay of mental toughness, optimism and coping skills
within a sportsperson and understand how the triad either
facilitates or impedes him in the path to victory.

The outlook of a sportsperson is an important determinant of
his successful sporting career. All kind of sports are
characterized by grueling training sessions, arduous physical
and mental demands and a host of other factors of equally
severe urgency. A sportsperson is often faced with countless
challenges on and off the field and the one who keeps a tough
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outlook pushes through and emerges victorious. Gibson(1998)
advocated that going through difficult experiences strengthen
one’s will to bear the various problems of life and that one can
achieve success through sheer hard work. Such a hardy outlook
may be enigmatically referred to as the quality of mental
toughness.

Mental toughness has been described as one of the most
utilized yet least understood terms in applied sports psychology
(Jones, 2002). It can, however be considered to be the chief
feature which determines excellence in sport performance as
83% of coaches rated it as the most important psychological
characteristic for determining competitive success (Gould,
Hodge, Peterson, & Petlichkoff, 1987).  Even amongst athletes,
the quality of mental toughness is of paramount importance as
most elite athletes state that at least 50% of superior athletic
performance could be attributed to mental or psychological
factors that reflect the phenomenon of mental toughness
(Loehr, 1986). Mental toughness has been described as both a
personality trait (Werner, 1960; Werner & Gottheil, 1966;
Kroll, 1967) and as a state of mind (Gibson, 1998). Various
definitions of mental toughness has been proposed, according
to Clough, Earle and Sewell (2002, p. 38), “Mentally tough
individuals tend to be sociable and outgoing; as they are able to
remain calm and relaxed, they are competitive in many
situations and have lower anxiety levels than others. With a
high sense of self-belief and an unshakeable faith that they
control their own destiny, these individuals can remain
relatively unaffected by competition of adversity.”

Thelwell, Weston and Greenlees (2005) stated that “Mental
toughness is having the natural or developed edge that enables
you to: (i) always , cope better than your opponents with the
many demands (competition, training, lifestyle) that sport
places on a performer; (ii) specifically, be more consistent and
better than your opponents in remaining determined, focused,
confident, and in control under pressure.”

Jones et al. (2007, p. 247) defined mental toughness as:
Having the natural or developed psychological edge that
enables you to, generally, cope better than your opponents
with the many demands (competition, training, lifestyle) that
sport places on a performer and, specifically, be more
consistent and better than your opponents in remaining
determined, focused, confident, and in control under pressure.

According to Coulter, Mallett and Gucciardi (2010, p. 715)
“Mental toughness is the presence of some or the entire
collection of experientially developed and inherent values,
attitudes, emotions, cognitions, and behaviours that influence
the way in which an individual approaches, responds to, and
appraises both negatively and positively construed pressures,
challenges, and adversities to consistently achieve his or her
goals.”

Clough and Strycharczyk (2012, p.1) proposed that mental
toughness is “The quality which determines in large part how
people deal effectively with challenge, stressors and
pressure…irrespective of prevailing circumstances.”

In a study by Gould, Dieffenbach, and Moffett (2002), it was
reported that Olympic Champions describe having elevated
levels of mental toughness, optimism and advanced and highly

effective levels of coping. In this case, optimism has been
defined as “a major determinant of the disjunction between two
classes of behavior: (a) continued striving versus (b) giving up
and turning away” (Scheier & Carver, 1985, p. 227). There has
been an increased interest in studying optimism since
optimistic individuals explain that they expend more effort in
achieving their goals while less optimistic individuals tend to
withdraw or disengage from their attempts to achieve the goal
(e.g., Carver, Blaney, & Scheier, 1979; Gaudreau & Blodin,
2004; Solberg Nes, Segerstrom, & Sephton, 2005). People who
possess an optimistic outlook on life have display an elevated
level of motivation, persistence and performance (Carver,
Blaney & Scheier, 1979; Taylor and Brown, 1988). In a study
by Rettew and Reivich(1995), it was observed that those
basketball players who gave more optimistic style explanations
for a team loss had higher chances of winning the next game as
compared to the basketball team where the team members gave
a more pessimistic style of explanation for a team loss. A study
conducted by Norlander and Archer (2002) revealed that
optimism was the best predictor of performance in elite male
and female cross country skiers and ski marksmen(16-20 years)
and swimmers (16-19 years). Also, it has been noted that
optimistic individuals use more of approach coping strategies
and less avoidance strategies (Solberg Nes & Segerstrom,
2006). Seligman et al.,(1990) observed the impact of optimism
and pessimism on swimming performance. False feedback
regarding a swim trial was provided to university swimmers
and they were required to complete another swim trial. It was
found out that those swimmers who possessed an optimistic
explanatory style were more resilient and hardy and had better
performance time after being given a negative feedback.

Studies which examines student reports of situational coping
responses and general coping styles (e.g., Scheier, Carver, &
Bridges, 2001) explain that optimistic individuals tend to be
approach copers while pessimistic individuals appear to be
avoidant copers. Similar results have been observed
subsequently. In their meta-analysis of optimism and coping,
Solberg Nes and Segerstrom (2006) observed that optimism
was positively related to the measures of engagement coping
and with problem focused coping. It was also positively and
almost equivalently linked with the two subsets of engagement
coping responses: the ones which are problem-focused (e.g.,
planning, seeking instrumental support) and those that are
emotion focused (e.g., cognitive restructuring, acceptance).
Optimism predicted more usage of problem focused coping
strategies with controllable stressors (e.g., academic demands)
and more usage of emotion focused coping strategies with
uncontrollable stressors (e.g., trauma). Thus, optimism
predicted active attempts to change and accommodate to
stressful circumstances, in ways which reflected flexible
engagement (Carver, Scheier, & Segerstrom, 2010).

Coping is defined as “the cognitive and behavioral efforts made
to master, tolerate, or reduce external and internal demands and
conflicts among them” (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980, p 223).
According to Khoshaba and Maddi (1999), hardy people are
more likely to demonstrate problem focused or approach based
coping behavior when faced with a stressful situation. The
study done by Kaiseler, Polman and Nicholls (2009)
demonstrated that higher levels of mental toughness are
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associated with more usage of problem focused coping and less
of emotion focused and avoidance coping. However, according
to Nicholls and Polman (2007), “the relationship between
coping and mental toughness appears to be an obvious one, but
has not been investigated to date” (p.18).

To assess the dynamic relationship between the concepts of
mental toughness, optimism and coping skills used by a
sportspersons, we have decided to conduct our study.

MATERIALS AND METHOD
Participants

100 male sportspersons from the games of Boxing,
Weightlifting and Hockey were randomly selected from a
larger group of sportspersons for this study. From Boxing, 26
sportspersons, from Hockey, 49 sportspersons and from
Weightlifting, 25 sportspersons constituted our sample. The
participants were between the ages of 15 to 23 and had a
minimum of 18 months of experience. Demographic profile for
each participant was taken and the three questionnaires of
mental toughness, optimism and coping skills was administered
to them. The participants were not offered money or any
incentive for participating in the study. Informed consent was
obtained from each of the participant.

MATERIALS
An Informed Consent form was filled by them after which a
demographic profile form was completed. The revised version
of Life Orientation Test(LOT-R) developed by C.S. Carver to
measure optimism, COPE Inventory developed by C.S. Carver,
M.F. Scheier and J.K. Weintraub to measure coping skills and
Mental Toughness Scale 30 developed by Alan Goldberg to
assess mental toughness were administered to them. The
participants were asked to put a tick mark on the options which
they selected. Satisfactory internal reliability, content and
construct validity has been established for the three measures.

Procedure

The participant was given an informed consent form. He was
explained the terms mentioned in the consent form and
inquired whether or not he agreed with them. Only when he
agreed, the administration of questionnaires was taken further.
Proper rapport was formed at the very outset. Basic
demographic profile was taken of every participant. The three
questionnaires were administered one by one individually to
every participant. After the responses were recorded, the
participant was thanked for his cooperation.

RESULTS
In our research, we had attempted to find a correlation between
the constructs of mental toughness and optimism and mental
toughness and coping skills. The results indicated a positive
correlation between mental toughness and optimism and mental
toughness and coping skills. For this purpose, we had taken a
sample of 100 sportspersons from the games of Boxing,
Hockey and Weightlifting and we had administered the
questionnaires of Life Orientation Test-Revised, COPE
Inventory and Mental Toughness Questionnaire 30. In our
research, we found out moderate correlation between mental
toughness and optimism (r=0.567 at 0.01 level of significance)
and between mental toughness and coping skills (r= 0.526 at

0.01 level of significance). Such results indicate that in our
sample, with an increase in the scores obtained on the scale of
optimism, there is a simultaneous increase in the scores
obtained on the scale of mental toughness. Also, in our sample,
with an increase in coping skills used by sportspersons, there is
a simultaneous increase in mental toughness.

Linear regression analysis was conducted on each measure,
inputting the concepts of optimism and mental toughness and
coping skills and mental toughness. For the concepts of mental
toughness and optimism, the r squared value obtained was 0.32,
indicating that we can moderately predict that an individual
high on optimism will also be high on mental toughness. For
the concept of mental toughness and problem focused coping,
the r squared value obtained was 0.33, which again indicates
that we can we have to maintain a cautious attitude while
making predictions about the relationship between mental
toughness and coping skills in our sample. We can, with
modest and judicious conviction predict that an individual who
exhaustively uses problem focused mental skills would also be
high on mental toughness.

DISCUSSION
In our research, we had tried to find out the relationship
between mental toughness, optimism and coping skills amongst
sportspersons. Mental toughness refers to “having the natural
or developed psychological edge that enables you to: generally,
cope better than your opponents with the many demands
(competition, training, lifestyle) that sport places on a
performer; specifically, be more consistent and better than your

Fig 1 Linear regression analysis between Optimism and
Mental Toughness

Fig 2 Linear regression analysis between Problem Focused Coping and
Mental Toughness
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opponents in remaining determined, focused, confident, and in
control under pressure." by Jones, Hanton, & Connaughton
[Journal of Applied Sport Psychology,14, 209(2002)]. Mental
toughness is supposedly an important determinant for
ascertaining success in sports, but the concept of mental
toughness is an enigmatic and an all encompassing one. It is
this characteristic of mental toughness which enables
individuals to perceive problems as challenges, rise above them
and attain success. The quality of optimism entails that the
individuals possess a hopeful point of view towards life. It has
been observed that optimistic individuals reveal that they
expend more effort to achieve their goals on the other hand,
less optimistic individuals tend to withdraw or disengage from
their attempts to achieve the goal (e.g., Carver, Blaney, &
Scheier, 1979; Gaudreau & Blodin, 2004; Solberg Nes,
Segerstrom, & Sephton, 2005). Therefore, optimism is an
important determinant between the activities of striving as
opposed to giving up. Coping skills means consciously
devoting efforts to solve problems, in order to try to overcome,
minimize or tolerate strain and conflict (Weiten & Lloyd, 2008;
Snyder, 1999; Zeidner & Endler, 1996; Cummings, Greene, &
Karraker, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Carver & Connor-
Smith, 2010).

In our research, we had tried to quantitatively assess the
interrelationship between mental toughness, optimism and
coping skills. We had hypothesized that there will be a positive
correlation between mental toughness and optimism and mental
toughness and coping skills. For this purpose, we had taken a
sample of 100 male sportspersons who have had an experience
of playing the sport for a minimum of 18 months from the
fields of Boxing, Hockey and Weightlifting. We had used the
revised version of Life Orientation Test(LOT-R) developed by
C.S. Carver to measure optimism, COPE Inventory developed
by C.S. Carver, M.F. Scheier and J.K. Weintraub to measure
coping skills and Mental Toughness Scale 30 developed by
Alan Goldberg to assess mental toughness. Every questionnaire
was individually administered to them only after informed
consent was taken.

The results indicate that there is a moderate positive correlation
between optimism and mental toughness, indicating that as the
attribute of optimism was getting more and more profound,
there was a simultaneous increase in the strength of mental
toughness in our sample. Also, we found a similar relationship
between mental toughness and coping skills. There was a
moderate positive correlation between the attributes of coping
skills and mental toughness, indicating that as there was an
increase in utilization of coping skills, there was a simultaneous
increase in the level of mental toughness in our sample. Such a
finding indicated that in a sportsperson, it is important to have
the qualities of increased optimism and a focus on usage of
problem focused coping skills. Studies done by Carver, Blaney
& Scheier (1979) indicated that individuals who are more
optimistic persist more towards attainment of goals and do not
give up easily as opposed to individuals who are not as
optimistic.

In conducting the regression analysis of the data, we found out
that we can with restrained conviction predict that an individual
who would be high on the attribute of optimism will be high on
the attribute of mental toughness. People who are more

optimistic tend to persevere more and view setbacks as
temporary and as something which could be overcome. Higher
levels of optimism is linked with the factors of mental imagery,
thought control etc. (Nicholls et al., 2008) such an attitude
enables them to push through challenges and emerge
victorious. Optimism and resilience go hand in hand especially
during times of trials and tribulations. The characteristic of
optimism influences resilience while the characteristic of
resilience influences optimism (Souri & Hasanirad, 2011).
Such a finding is also supported by the work done by Carver,
Scheier, and Segerstrom (2010)

We can, again, with modest conviction predict that an
individual who utilized more of problem focused coping skills
will have good mental toughness. Problem focused coping
skills enable a sportsperson to tackle the challenge at hand
effectively and efficiently and deal with the challenges in
successful way and emerge victorious. According to Khoshaba
and Maddi (1999), tough people are more likely to demonstrate
problem focused or approach based coping behavior when
faced with a stressful situation. In our sample, such a pattern
was seen in a moderate degree.

Thus, we may say that optimism and usage of coping skills is
associated with the possession of the elusive quality of mental
toughness. However, care should be taken while generalizing
the finding to the population. Possession of optimism and
coping skills is helpful and should be cultivated in each and
every sportsperson and proper care should be taken towards the
development of such pertinent skills in them.

CONCLUSION
In our research, we had attempted to ascertain the relationship
among the concepts of mental toughness, optimism and coping
skills and the degree to which these three characteristics are
related. We had found a moderate correlation and with a
restrained assurance, we may also say that optimism and
possession of problem focused coping strategies to a certain
extent facilitates the development and utilization of mental
toughness attributes. However, such a study needs to be done
on a larger scale, encompassing more sportspersons from
various fields. Also, female athletes were not included in the
study; therefore, an attempt should be made to ascertain the
degree of optimism, coping skills and mental toughness
amongst female sportspersons.
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