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Abstract: Mental toughness is a multifaceted trait that has a big impact on psychological success. It has parts that are
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral, as well as self-confidence. People who are mentally tough tend to do well in sports
and have good mental health and well-being. It was the goal of this study to look at the relationship between different
aspects of mental toughness and age groups in young football players in order to find out if there are different psychological
skills that help them grow. Loher created the Psychological Performance Inventory (PPI), which was filled out by 121 male
players. The results showed that there were statistically significant differences between three age groups in four variables:
controlling negative energy, controlling attention, controlling visual and mental images, and controlling motivated level.
The best results were seen in the U19 category for all factors. Things got worse in the semi-professional category after that.
There were strong links found between mental toughness factors and age groups. It was found that the age group variable
had a strong positive relationship with the ability to focus, the ability to control images and visuals, and the level of drive.
As with the other variables, self-confidence was linked to being able to control bad energy, paying attention, being
motivated, and having positive energy. During the developmental phase, evaluating psychological factors like mental
resilience can help teachers and players choose the right mental skill training to improve performance in competition and
achieve sports success. Additionally, it supports healthy mental growth and general well-being.
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INTRODUCTION

In modern times, the cognitive aspect is considered a crucial factor that influences the attainment of sports
objectives (Cox, 2012), along with other attributes like as physical, technical, tactical, and strategic talents
(Zeiger & Zeiger, 2018). There is an increasing interest in understanding the potential elements, such as
mental toughness, that lead to disappointing outcomes in high-level sports, especially when players do not
perform well. Mental toughness is a distinct cognitive ability that is applicable not just to athletics but also to
general welfare (Powell & Myers, 2017). The use and cultivation of mental resilience are vital for the personal
advancement and welfare of young athletes. Mental toughness is a multifaceted trait that is strongly associated
with a good selfimage, self-confidence, the ability to bounce back from challenges in both training and
contests, improved focus, and the capacity to overcome feelings of failure. Psychological well-being is strongly
correlated with mental resilience, since it considers an individual's capacity to overcome obstacles and bolster
their own fortitude. Furthermore, it entails taking initiative in actively pursuing opportunities for self-
enhancement and obtaining novel skills (Liew et al., 2019). According to the findings of Jones et al. (2007),
it is crucial to provide athletes with a wide array of psychological abilities. These abilities will enable
individuals to achieve their maximum potential in many areas of competition and also have an influence on
other crucial characteristics for their athletic growth, such as their capacity to recuperate, self-confidence, and

dedication to a healthy lifestyle (Gerber et al., 2018).
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From this standpoint, it is important to acknowledge that the growth of young athletes should be addressed
comprehensively, encompassing both their performance enhancement and their psychological and physical
development. Multiple studies have demonstrated a clear correlation between the cognitive capabilities of
athletes and their achievements in other aspects of life, extending beyond just their performance in
competitive sports (Reverberi et al., 2020). By cultivating attributes such as resilience, having clear objectives,
and engaging in introspection, athletes may enhance their performance in their respective sports while also
improving their academic outcomes and experiencing significant advancements in their overall well-being
(Murray et al., 2020). Within the scientific literature, there is a notable focus on studying whether athletes
acquire mental abilities or not. Some investigations compare specific abilities, while others analyze their
occurrence based on the athlete's level. Additionally, there are studies that examine the relationship between
the quality of mental skills training and these abilities.

Loehr (1986, 1995) found that both coaches and players recognize that at least 50% of success is influenced
by psychological factors related to mental processes. In addition, Gucciardi et al. (2017) showed that the
psychological component contributes to 90% of the deciding factor for success in relation to strength,
abilities, and the will to succeed. Similarly, Gould et al. (1987) discovered that 82% of coaches acknowledged
the pivotal significance of mental fortitude in achieving success in athletics.

Moreover, research has shown that there is an inverse relationship between high levels of mental toughness
and mental talents and issues like depression or perceived stress. These qualities play a crucial role in defining
the competitive level of players and also impact their overall well-being. Enhancing mental strength is closely
linked to the player's mental well-being (Gucciardi, 2018). Therefore, the technical staff's focus on developing
these mental abilities is crucial to ensure their psychological health, which in turn directly impacts physical
fitness and sports performance (Gerber et al., 2015).

Loehr (1986) proposed a psychological model that describes mental toughness as an athlete's ability to
efficiently harness energy in demanding conditions. This model delineates seven psychological skills: self-
assurance, regulation of negative emotions, focus control, regulation of visual and mental images, degree of
drive, regulation of positive emotions, and attitude control. These seven psychological characteristics have
been recognized by the scientific community and have been used as a basis for further scientific studies in the
field (Golby & Sheard, 2004; Kocaeksi et al., 2022).

Although these elements are important in individual sports, they seem to be much more vital in team sports.
The mental condition of a team is critical in achieving collective success in all team sports (Ridpath et al.,
2012; Kristjansdottir et al., 2019). Several factors, such as the result of the previous game, the significance of
the game, and the timing of the game, might influence performance in a competition (Hays et al., 2007).
Furthermore, Meggs & Chen (2019) suggested that mental toughness might positively influence the cognitive
exertion and emotional control necessary to improve performance and attain a state of flow.

Furthermore, Reverberi et al. (2020) contended that the enhancement of emotions associated with mental
resilience is directly influenced by the player's surroundings. Their sport success will be determined by their
psychological state and mental well-being, provided that they are well supported. The crucial factor in
enhancing players' performance and overall well-being-

The essence of human existence is in their psychological growth, as well as their interactions with others.
Prior research has demonstrated that an individual's mental toughness is influenced by both genetic factors
(heritage) and environmental impacts, as well as experiences and learning processes (Bell et al., 2013).
Recent research has emphasized the substantial impact of mental resilience in the sport of football. The ability
to retain concentration on goals, make adaptable and efficient judgments, and minimize feelings of worry or
fatigue is widely recognized as a critical attribute for players (Thelwell et al., 2010).

Given the aforementioned occurrences, it is important to examine the relationship between several
psychological factors that influence the growth of a football player's abilities, performance in competitions,
and other factors like age categories. The distinctiveness of our study lies in its capacity to assess mental
resilience across all key categories within a single football squad, competing at the highest level in each stage.
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Adopting this perspective aids in understanding how psychological performance may differ and develop in
distinct teams that operate within the same system and share a working philosophy inside a club. The main
aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between different age groups and the various components
of mental resilience, particularly among young football players from a major football team in Spain.
Furthermore, we endeavored to categorize players' psychological aptitudes according to their age (Finston,
2022). Building upon prior research that has established a correlation between enhanced cognitive and motor
abilities and elevated levels of mental resilience (Sarmento et al., 2018), we formulated a hypothesis that
psychological performance, specifically mental resilience, would be greater in younger age groups and higher
skill categories, with the most pronounced manifestation observed in semi-professional football players.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants: A cross-sectional study was performed on a specific group of 121 male football players from
various football clubs in Lahore. The players were categorized based on age and experience: U14 (n = 30),
U16 (n = 36), U19 (n = 40), and Semi-professional (n = 15, starting from age 19). The average age of the
players was 16.91 + 2.42 years, and they had an average of 8.56 + 1.22 years of football experience.
Measures: The Psychological Performance Inventory (Loehr, 1986; Loehr, 1995) was used to assess mental
toughness in all the areas of mental abilities specified in Loehr's paradigm. This inventory provides a thorough
assessment of the athlete's strengths and weaknesses. The questionnaire comprises 42 items that are evaluated
using a Likert scale spanning from 1 to 5. The items in question evaluate seven distinct dimensions: self-
confidence, mastery over negative energy, mastery over positive energy (which assesses emotional regulation),
control over attention, control over visual and mental imagery (which measures concentration), degree of
motivation, and control over attitude. These seven measures were used to develop a psychological profile of
high performance. The score range for each scale spanned from O to 30 points, divided into three qualitative
levels: low (0-19 points), medium (20-25 points), and high (25-30 points). Performance levels were deemed
satisfactory for scores exceeding 20 points, and exceptional for values ranging from 25 to 30.

Procedure: A sample of 121 male football players was selected from several football teams in Lahore, Pakistan.
The sample included players from different age groups, namely Under 14 (U14), Under 16 (U16), Under 19
(U19), and Semi-professional (starting from age 19). Before taking part, all participants or their legal
guardians, if they were under 18 years old, gave informed consent to be the part of the study. The data
collecting process consisted of delivering the Psychological Performance Inventory (PPI), which consisted of
42 Likert-scale items ranging from 1 to 5. The purpose of the PPI was to assess different aspects of mental
toughness based on Loehr's concept. The questionnaire evaluated seven dimensions: self-assurance,
management of negative energy, management of positive energy (emotional regulation), control of attention,
control of visual and mental imagery (concentration), degree of motivation, and control of attitude. The
responses from the PPI were evaluated based on predetermined criteria, with each dimension being assigned
a score ranging from O to 30 points.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

The data obtained was then analyzed using SPSS version 27. Cronbach Alpha was calculated to see the
reliability of the scale. ANOVA was used to study the differences of means among different age groups of
football players whereas; correlational analysis was done to see the relationship of different subscales of
Psychological Performance Inventory.

Table 1 Descriptive data and significant differences obtained for the studied variables considering the category and

age.
Semi
Ul4 U6 U19 ,
N=30 |(N=36 |(N=40) };"j‘ﬁf;’nal F | pValue
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Self-confidence 25.24 + | 25.61 +|27.04 + | 25.06 +|3.243 | ns
3.67 3.21 3.98 3.94

Negative Energy | 20.94 +4.07 | 21.07 £3.21 | 23.40 £3.85 | 20.97 £2.94 | 2.841 | <0.05
Control

Attention Control 21.93 +2.40 | 23.46 +3.59 | 23.40 +2.46 | 23.89 £2.78 | 6.567 | <0.01
Visual ~and  Image | 23.59 £4.35 | 25.06 £3.35 | 26.26 +3.01 | 25.46 £3.36 | 3.446 | <0.05
Control

Motivation Level 2634 £3.69 | 27.05+2.26 | 28.30 £2.71 | 26.12 £1.75 | 3.986 | <0.01
Positive Energy 25.08 £+4.66 | 25.03 £3.53 | 27.01 £3.39 | 26.25 £3.01 | 1.629 | ns
Attitude Control 2453 £3.67 | 25.27 +3.01 | 26.09 +3.30 | 2491 £2.53 | 1.024 | ns

The descriptive statistics and significant differences among the examined variables, taking into account the
categories and age groups of the football players, unveil several important discoveries. Regarding self-
confidence, there were no statistically significant variations seen among different age groups, suggesting a
similar degree of self-assurance among players of all ages. However, there were noticeable disparities in terms
of the management of negative energy, focus control, visual and image manipulation, and degree of
motivation. More specifically, the Ul14 and U16 age groups showed lower scores in these dimensions
compared to the U19 group. This indicates that as players mature, there is a developmental shift towards
improved regulation of negative energy, attention, visualization, and motivation. In addition, the semi-
professional category consistently showed similar results to the U19 group, suggesting a consistent degree of
mental resilience across later phases of growth. In contrast, factors such as positive energy and attitude
management exhibited no significant variations among different age groups, suggesting a uniform degree of
emotional regulation and attitude maintenance irrespective of age. These findings emphasize the significance
of comprehending the intricate progression of mental resilience in young football players. This has
implications for focused mental skill training to maximize performance and well-being at different phases of
development.

Table 2 Bivariate correlations of the total sample for the different variables and age factor.

Self- ggi‘;\]e Attention | Visual | Motivation | Positive | Attitude
Confidence Control | Control | Level Energy | Control
Control

Negative 0.701 ***

Energy

Attention 0.550 *** 0.605 ***

Control

Visual Control | 0.324** —0.005 0.095

Motivation 0.521*** 0.389 *** | 0.486 *** | 0.260

Level

Positive Energy | 0.686 *** 0.426 *** | 0.652*** | 0.526"** | 0.546 ***

Attitude 0.602 *** 0.531*** | 0.482** 10.324* |0.324* 0.735***

Control

Age 0.097 —0.030 0.286 ** 0.183* | 0.309 * 0.126 0.026

Bivariate correlations revealed significant links among several psychological variables in the entire sample of
football players. Self-confidence had strong positive correlations with positive energy and the management of
attitude, as well as moderate positive correlations with attention regulation and level of motivation. There
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was a strong correlation between the ability to regulate negative energy and attention control, as well as a
moderate correlation with motivation level and attitude management. Attention control had moderate
positive correlations with visual control, motivation level, positive energy, and attitude control. There was a
positive association between motivation level and self-confidence, attention control, positive energy, and
attitude control. Positive energy shown strong positive correlations with self-confidence, attention control,
level of motivation, and attitude control. Attitude control shown notable positive correlations with self-
confidence, management of negative energy, regulation of attention, degree of motivation, and positive
energy. Age had slight positive correlations with attention control, visual control, and motivation level. The
findings underscore the interconnectedness of several psychological factors and provide potential approaches
to enhance mental resilience in football players of different age groups.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined the correlation between several factors of mental resilience and age groups among
adolescent soccer players, revealing noteworthy discoveries. Mental toughness is a multifaceted notion that
encompasses several characteristics, including cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components. According
to Clough et al. (2002), it is of utmost importance in attaining success in sports and sustaining positive
psychological health. The findings of our research reveal significant disparities in mental resilience aspects
according to age, with older players exhibiting enhanced psychological capacities compared to younger
players.

The research found that older players, namely those in the U19 and semi-professional groups, had higher
levels of performance in negative energy management, attention control, visual and imagery control, and
motivation compared to younger players in the U14 and U16 divisions. The study conducted by Nicholls et
al. (2009) suggests that some components of mental toughness, such as the ability to manage negative
emotions, retain concentration, visualize achievement, and sustain high levels of desire, tend to improve and
strengthen with age and experience. The results align with previous research indicating that mental resilience
is developed by longterm involvement in competitive sports environments and training in mental skills
(Gucciardi et al., 2009).

The older age groups shown considerable progress in managing stress and anxiety, as indicated by the
management of negative energy (F = 2.841, p < .05). This discovery aligns with the study conducted by
Mahoney et al. (2014), which revealed that seasoned athletes possess superior abilities to manage stress as a
result of their comprehensive coping mechanisms and resilience training. Similarly, the ability to manage
attention, which is crucial for keeping focus throughout performance, exhibited notable variations related to
age (F = 6.567, p <.01). The findings affirm the idea that cognitive abilities, such as attention, enhance with
age and experience in the realm of athletics (Moran & Toner, 2017).

The study found that there were substantial age-related changes in visual and imagery control, which is critical
for focus and performance visualization (F = 3.446, p <.05). This is consistent with research indicating that
the ability to visualize mentally improves with practice and experience, leading to greater performance results
(Cumming & Hall, 2002). Furthermore, the study found that older players had substantially greater levels of
motivation (F = 3.986, p <.01). This supports previous research indicating that intrinsic motivation tends to
grow with age and experience in sports (Bauman, 2015).

Notably, there were no notable disparities identified in positive energy and attitude management among
different age groups, indicating that these aspects of mental toughness remain rather consistent regardless of
age. Young athletes consistently exhibit good energy, characterized by an enthusiastic and energetic outlook,
as well as attitude management, the capacity to remain upbeat and collected. The results of this study are
consistent with previous research that suggests that certain components of mental toughness, such as positive
emotions and mindset, may be more inherent characteristics and less affected by age or experience (Cowden,

2016).
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The bivariate correlations demonstrated substantial connections between the psychological factors,
highlighting the interrelatedness of the components of mental toughness. Self-confidence had significant
positive relationships with positive energy (r = .686, p <.001) and attitude management (r = .602, p <.001),
suggesting that athletes who possess confidence are more inclined to sustain positive energy and regulate their
attitude. Crust's (2008) study supports the notion that self-confidence plays a crucial role in mental toughness,
bolstering other psychological abilities.

The ability to regulate negative energy was highly associated with the ability to manage attention (r = .605, p
<.001), and somewhat associated with motivation level (r = .389, p <.001) and attitude control (r = .531, p
< .001). This implies that athletes who are capable of effectively handling negative emotions have superior
abilities in sustaining concentration and drive, supporting the conclusions drawn by Connaughton et al.
(2008) about the significance of emotional regulation in athletic performance. Attention control had
moderate relationships with visual control (r = .286, p < .01), motivation level (r = .486, p < .001), positive
energy (r = .652, p <.001), and attitude control (r = .482, p <.001), emphasizing its function in promoting
other aspects of mental toughness.

The degree of motivation had a positive correlation with self-confidence (r = .521, p <.001), attention control
(r =.486, p <.001), positive energy (r = .546, p <.001), and attitude control (r = .324, p <.05). These findings
indicate that athletes that are driven are more likely to possess confidence, concentration, and a positive
mindset, which aligns with the research conducted by Chen & Cheesman (2013). Positive energy shown
significant associations with self-assurance, focus, drive, and regulation of attitude, emphasizing the influence
of a positive mentality in bolstering several facets of mental resilience.

These findings carry significant ramifications for coaches and sports psychologists. Gaining insight into the
progression of mental toughness development might assist in customizing training programs to target distinct
psychological requirements at various phases. Younger athletes may benefit greatly from programs that
specifically target the enhancement of negative energy regulation, attentiveness, and motivation. Coaches
have the ability to apply tactics such as stress management methods, focus exercises, and motivational
interventions in order to improve these skills (Gucciardi et al., 2009).

It is essential for older athletes to preserve and enhance these abilities. Utilizing advanced visualization
methods, maintaining a consistent emphasis on stress management, and enhancing intrinsic motivation can
effectively maintain high levels of performance. In addition, cultivating a constructive and resilient mentality
from a young age helps establish a solid basis for the development of other aspects of mental toughness

(Connaughton et al., 2008).

CONCLUSION

The study highlights the importance of age and experience in the formation of mental resilience in young
football players. Elderly athletes demonstrate improved abilities in effectively controlling negative energy,
sustaining focus, envisioning performance, and keeping motivation. The constant levels of optimism and
emotional regulation seen across different age groups underscore the possible durability of these
characteristics. These findings may be utilized by coaches and sports psychologists to create mental skills
training programs that are suitable for different age groups. This will improve players' performance and overall
psychological well-being. Subsequent investigations should focus on extending these discoveries by doing long
term studies and include a wider range of participants, so providing a more detailed understanding of the
complex dynamics of mental resilience in sports. Although this study provides significant insights, it also has
several drawbacks. The cross-sectional design offers a momentary glimpse rather than a long-term view of the
progression of mental toughness. Subsequent investigations should incorporate longitudinal studies to
monitor changes over an extended period and assess the effects of certain therapies. Furthermore, the sample
size was restricted to male football players only from Lahore, which might potentially restrict the applicability
of the results. By including female athletes and players from varied places, a more thorough comprehension
of mental fortitude in sports may be attained.
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