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Introduction 

 

 As most athletes have similar physical 

abilities in high level competition, their mental 

abilities often determine their success (5). 

Most researchers believe that being a 

successful competitor requires a collection of 

specific mental factors (21). Thus, coaches and 

sport psychologists are constantly attempting 

to identify the factors which positively 

influence performance in order to improve 

athletes’ likelihood of success (5). However, 

no systematic evaluation has been conducted 

in the area of psychology of performance (13). 

Orlick and Partington (21) found that among 

factors in sports, including physical or 

technical variables, only psychological factors 

predicted the success of 235 Canadian 

Olympians. As mental characteristics are 

crucial in developing one’s abilities in a sport, 

they need to be refined to achieve high levels 

of performance (27).  

For this reason, researchers have attempted 

to ascertain the mental characteristics that 

contribute to successful and unsuccessful 

performances. The term elite is common in 

sport psychology literature and is used to 

describe expert or competitive athletes. A 

literature review revealed there are different 

criteria for elite athletes, such as attendance in 

international contests or premier leagues, high 

level competitive experiences for more than 

two years, and earning a black belt; however, 

the term successful refers to athletes who 

compete not only in high level events, but also 

who have earned medals at those events (29). 
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Therefore, fundamental psychological 

factors of successful athletes have been 

ascertained and studied. Van Yperen (31) 

showed that goal commitment, a problem-

focused coping strategy, and the seeking of 

social support were the distinctive factors 

among successful soccer players. In their study, 

Bois et al. (3) showed that successful and 

unsuccessful golfers differed in terms of their 

performance goals, levels of cognitive and 

physical anxiety, types of relaxation strategies, 

levels of attention and feeling in control, and 

degree of goal-avoidance. Brojeni et al. (4) 

demonstrated that emotional intelligence is a 

distinctive factor that distinguishes successful 

from unsuccessful basketball players. Singh 

and Kumar (28) revealed that trait-state 

anxiety is a distinctive factor among successful 

and unsuccessful track and field athletes. 

Research on Taekwondo also indicates the 

importance of psychological preparedness. As 

a martial art, Taekwondo requires a set of 

special psychological factors (23). Pieter et al. 

(23) in a study on the character of members of 

the Filipino Taekwondo team reported that 

successful athletes were in a more optimal 

level of mental and behavioral preparedness 

than other athletes. In another study, Pieter et 

al. (24) reported that possessing positive 

behavioral characteristics such as the ability to 

control tension and negative emotions during 

critical events, possessing optimal motivation 

levels, and having high self-confidence are 

among the most important factors which 

influence the success of young Taekwondo 

athletes during critical events. Ampongan and 

Pieter (1) also reported that depression has a 

negative effect on Taekwondo athletes. On the 

other hand, there have been few studies on 

Iranian Taekwondo athletes. Sotoodeh and his 

colleagues (29) compared the psychological 

skills of elite and non-elite Taekwondo athletes. 

The results suggest that elite athletes had 

significantly higher scores on some mental 

skills than non-elite athletes. 

According to the close competition of elite 

athletes, those who possess optimal mental 

preparedness can achieve success (5, 21). 

Numerous studies have been conducted on the 

physiological demands of Taekwondo (26). 

Wong and Ampongan (23) showed the role of 

psychological preparedness is clear in 

Taekwondo athletes’ success. However, these 

studies have only investigated one or two 

psychological factors each. Recent research 

has however emphasized multifactor analyses 

in investigating and supporting psychological 

characteristics of elite athletes (32). Therefore, 

based on the limited number of psychological 

studies as well as the facts that Taekwondo has 

grown in popularity and has arguably become 

the most commonly practiced martial art in the 

world (16) with 206 official member nations in 

the World Taekwondo Federation (WTF) (33), 

the present study attempts to identify 

fundamental psychological characteristics 

which influence performance, especially in 

homogeneous groups and in competition 

conditions. This could assist in developing the 

field of sport psychology in Taekwondo. This 

study also applied findings in developing 

psychological characteristics of Taekwondo 

athletes according to Iran’s world ranking 

competitive Taekwondo. Finally, the aim of the 

present study is to determine which 

psychological characteristics differentiate 

successful and unsuccessful elite Taekwondo 

athletes in Iranian championship competitions. 

 

Methods 

 

Study design  

 

The method used in the current study was a 

descriptive, causal-comparative research 

design, and data were collected through field 

research. In this type of research, investigators 

attempt to determine the cause or 

consequences of differences that already exist 

between or among individuals (7). 
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Study population 

 

The population of this study included all 

Taekwondo athletes who participated in the 

2015 Iranian Taekwondo Championship 

competitions, from which 60 male athletes (30 

successful and 30 unsuccessful) were 

randomly selected and studied. Thirty of the 

selected athletes won a medal (the successful 

group), while the other 30 did not (the 

unsuccessful group). 

 

Procedure 

 

After explaining the necessity and 

importance of the present study to the officials 

of the Taekwondo Federation of Iran and the 

coaches of the Iranian national teams, the 

required licenses were obtained in order for the 

researchers to attend the Iranian Taekwondo 

national competition. We went to the 

competition site and explained the study to the 

athletes. Sufficient time was given to athletes 

to complete the questionnaire, and our samples 

agreed to fill in the inventories. Data were 

collected prior to the competitions and were 

later analyzed after the results of the matches 

and the medal winners were decided. 

 

Sport orientation  

 

 The Gill and Dieters Sport Orientation 

Questionnaire was used to collect data on 

achievement motivation. The questionnaire 

was developed to determine the achievement 

motivation of athletes in competitive sports. 

Farshad et al. (8) verified its reliability and 

validity in the context of Iranian culture and 

reported its Cronbach α as 0.73 (8). The 

questionnaire includes three subscales: 

competitiveness, desire to win, and goal 

orientation. It contains 25 items, which are 

scored on a 5-point Likert scale. The score of 

achievement motivation is obtained by 

combining the total score of the three subscales 

(8). 

 

Mental toughness  

 

Golby and Sheard’s Mental Toughness 

Questionnaire was used to collect data on 

mental toughness. Kashani et al. (15) verified 

the questionnaire’s reliability and validity in 

the context of Iranian culture and reported its 

Cronbach α as 0.83. The questionnaire 

includes three subscales: confidence, 

consistency, and control. It consists of 14 items, 

which are scored on a 5-point Likert scale. 

Mental toughness scores are obtained from the 

total score of the three subscales (15).  

Perfectionism  

 

In this study, the Multidimensional 

Perfectionism Scale was used to evaluate sport 

perfectionism. Farrokhi et al. (7) verified its 

validity and reliability in the context of Iranian 

culture and reported its Cronbach α as 0.79. 

The questionnaire includes 27 items and four 

subscales: personal criteria, concern over 

mistakes, perceived coach pressure, and 

perceived parental pressure, which are all 

scored on a 5-point Likert scale (7).  

Self-esteem  

 

The Rosenberg Self-esteem Questionnaire 

was used to evaluate and collect data on self-

esteem in the context of Iranian culture. Rajabi 

and Bohlul (25) verified its reliability and 

reported its Cronbach α as 0.84. The 

 

Table 1. Statistical description of successful and unsuccessful Taekwondo athletes 
 

Group Number Age Competitive experience (years) 

Successful 30 24.70 ± 7.81 11.70 ± 9.23 

Unsuccessful 30 22.60 ± 4.51 10.60 ± 4.22 
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questionnaire consists of 10 items and is scored 

on a 3-point Likert scale (25). 

 

 Sport competitive anxiety  

 

The Sport Competition Anxiety Test (SCAT) 

was used to collect data on competitive anxiety. 

Martens et al. (18) determined the test’s 

validity and reliability and reported its test-

retest reliability as 0.77. The questionnaire 

includes 15 items and is used only to evaluate 

trait anxiety, because of the content of the 

items and its administration type. The total 

score of the questionnaire ranges from 10 to 30. 

Higher scores show that a subject is more 

prone to become anxious before competition. 

The items are scored on a 3-point Likert scale 

(18). 

 

 

 

Data analysis 

 

The data was analyzed by K-S to determine 

its normal distribution, and descriptive 

statistics (mean and standard deviation) and 

inferential statistics (one-way Anova) were 

used to analyze the data. SPSS-21 software 

was used to carry out all statistical analyses 

(ver. 21., SPSS Inc., USA), and the significant 

level was set as p < 0.05. 

 

Results 

 

The present study was conducted to 

investigate distinctive psychological 

characteristics among successful and 

unsuccessful elite Iranian Taekwondo athletes 

(Table 1). After the data was collected, the 

findings were reported in descriptive (mean 

and standard deviation) and inferential (one-

way variance analysis) statistics, and the main 

Table 2. Normal distribution of the studied variables in a K-S test of the two Taekwondo groups 

(successful and unsuccessful) 
 

Variable 

Group 

Successful Unsuccessful 

Z p value Z p value 

SOQ 0.84 0.471 0.92 0.357 

Goal orientation 1.12 0.157 1.15 0.139 

Desire to win 0.55 0.921 1.20 0.109 

Competitiveness 0.69 0.725 1.15 0.139 

SMTQ 0.80 0.542 0.59 0.868 

Confidence 0.83 0.481 0.94 0.336 

Consistency 1.01 0.250 0.84 0.469 

Control 0.816 0.517 0.604 0.858 

MPS 0.486 0.971 0.869 0.435 

Personal criteria 0.374 0.999 0.943 0.335 

Concern over mistakes 0.889 0.407 0.806 0.533 

Perceived coach pressure 0.584 0.884 1.097 0.179 

Perceived parental pressure 0.422 0.994 0.810 0.527 

SCAT 0.764 0.603 1.175 0.126 

SE 0.892 0.402 0.615 0.843 

SOQ = Total achievement motivation 

SMTQ = Total mental toughness 

MPS = Total perfectionism 

SCAT = Competitive anxiety 

SE = Self-esteem 
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variables were documented and reported. 

Table 2 depicts the results of the K-S test 

showing that the distribution was normal for all 

variables of the study (p > 0.05). As a result, a 

parametric test was applied and performing a 

variance analysis was justified. 

Table 3 shows that there was a significant 

difference in mental toughness dimensions 

(confidence, consistency, and control) and total 

mental toughness between successful and 

unsuccessful Taekwondo athletes (p ≤ 0.05). 

 

Discussion 

 

Investigating the psychological 

characteristics of champions in various levels 

of different sports has always been an 

important area of study for sport psychologists. 

Such studies offer significant and applicable 

information to sport programmers concerning 

sport management. In this study, we 

investigated the distinctive psychological 

characteristics of elite successful and 

unsuccessful Iranian Taekwondo athletes. The 

investigation included variables such as 

achievement orientation, sport mental 

toughness, sport perfectionism, self-esteem, 

and sport competitive anxiety. The results of 

this study were obtained by performing 

variance analysis on the data. 

ANOVA analysis of the differences in the 

psychological profiles of successful and 

unsuccessful Taekwondo athletes 

demonstrated that successful Taekwondo 

athletes had significantly higher scores on 

mental toughness dimensions (confidence, 

consistency, and control) and total mental 

toughness than those of unsuccessful athletes. 

The findings support the view that mental 

toughness is a factor in success and in 

distinguishing successful athletes from 

unsuccessful ones (5, 6). The findings of this 

study are similar to those of the studies by 

Ghasemi et al. (10) and Newland et al. (19). 

Thus, this research shows a positive 

relationship between mental toughness and 

sport performance. On the other hand, the 

findings of the present study are contrary to the 

findings of Nicholls et al. (20). This might be 

due to the application of a different instrument 

or different samples. The findings of the 

present study also contrast with the findings of 

Boroujeni et al. (4), who showed that there is 

no difference between the mental toughness of 

successful and unsuccessful basketball players. 

This dissimilarity might be a result of having a 

different sample population.  

According to some previous studies, we can 

infer that mentally tough athletes possess 

characteristics that seem to contribute to their 

success, and exhibiting these characteristics 

improves their chances to succeed. One 

characteristic of mentally tough athletes is 

their high commitment to and perseverance 

toward achieving goals in their sport despite 

pressure or adversity, which in turn results in 

their increased focus on goals and on seeking 

ways to identify and select tasks to optimally 

lead to success (6). They also have a positive 

evaluation of events since they interpret sport 

competitions as challenging and controllable, 

rather than threatening situations (5). As a 

result, confidence in their ability helps athletes 

to engage in risky sport situations and to take 

the initiative to handle situations actively or to 

avoid such situations (12). They also possess 

more active and effective stress coping 

behaviors. The ability to effectively cope with 

stressful situations allows athletes to take more 

advantage of their abilities in less stressful 

conditions (14). They feel more independent 

and have greater confidence and self-belief, 

which results in improvements in performance 

(22). Athletes benefit from the acquisition of 

more psychological skills such as mental 

toughness, and they feel more in control of 

their environment, the latter of which results in 

athletes forming a belief that they can affect 

their situations (6). These athletes also feel 

they can influence events and determine the 

results of competitions (5). They are more 

optimistic in the face adversity (22) and are 
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likely to persevere in situations of adversity 

and pressure (4). In addition, they feel less 

burn out (2).  

 

Limitations 

 

The study was restricted to internal Iranian 

championship-level Taekwondo athletes, and 

extensions of the study with larger samples and 

international competitive levels are needed to 

yield results that can be generalized. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Generally, the findings of the present study 

support previous research that found 

psychological factors influence athletes’ 

success. The current study also found that 

mental toughness is a basic and effective factor 

of sport success in distinguishing between 

successful and unsuccessful athletes. Recent 

research validates the effectiveness of mental 

skills training and psychological interventions 

in order to develop mental toughness (11). 

Therefore, we recommend that the experts of 

sport Taekwondo pay special attention to 

developing mental toughness in elite 

competitors, and that they make proper 

interventions to improve mental toughness and, 

thus, improve the likelihood of their athletes’ 

success in international events. 
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ANOVA 
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