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Abstract

General Background: Handball performance involves physical, technical, tactical, and
psychological dimensions, particularly when players must maintain concentration and respond to
pressure during competition. Specific Background: Mental toughness and self-confidence are
identified in the study as psychological variables associated with athletic performance, while their
interrelationship requires examination among university handball players. Knowledge Gap:
The mediating role of self-confidence in the relationship between mental toughness and
handball performance has not been specifically examined within the University of Kufa handball
team. Aims: This study identifies the levels of mental toughness, self-confidence, and performance
and examines the relationships among these variables and the mediating role of self-confidence.
Results: A descriptive correlational design was applied to all 14 players of the University of Kufa
handball team, aged 19-22 years. Mental toughness correlated positively with self-confidence (1=
0.761) and performance (r = 0.648), while self-confidence correlated with performance at r =
0.812. Mental toughness explained 42% of the variance in performance. Mediation analysis showed a
path from mental toughness to self-confidence of § = 0.761 and from self-confidence to performance
of B = 0.624, while the direct path from mental toughness to performance was § = 0.173 (p =
0.181). The indirect effect was 0.475, with a 95% bootstrap confidence interval of 0.229-0.721
and p = 0.002. Novelty: The study examines self-confidence as a mediating variable
between mental toughness and handball performance. Implications: The findings support
incorporating mental training alongside physical and technical training within handball
preparation.

Highlights:
+ Self-confidence correlated with performance at r = 0.812.
+ Mental toughness explained 42% of performance variance.
The indirect pathway through self-confidence was 0.475.

Keywords: Mental, Toughness, Self Confidence, Performance, Handball.
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Introduction

As a result of the development of new science and technologies in sports training, in the field of
measurement and evaluation, sports psychology, physiological and biomechanical fields in the sport, as a
practical on the field, particularly on sports field, is becoming rapid development in many sports. This has
helped to elevate levels of athletic achievement locally and internationally. Taking sport to peak
performance levels has become more than just about physical, technical and tactical skills[1]. Emphasis
has grown not only on the physical dimensions that affect how an athlete performs but also on
psychological dimensions that influence their behaviour and the way they react to the different aspects of
training and competing, such as the element of time under pressure where decisions need to be made
quickly and executively[2]. Thus, psychological preparation has now become a key element in
contemporary training programs, an element that is involved in nurturing positive psychological
attributes that — assisted by physical and technical skills — athletes make the best of their innate potential.

Handball involves frequent and violent contact between players, fast playing and many varying situations
throughout the game. It's considered one of the most all-encompassing sports for psychological talents as
well as physical and technical skills. In a handball match, a player is required to deal with many pressures
caused by the dynamic transitions between offense and defence, time pressure, need to make a proper
decision at the right time, and the pressure of the crowd, the score, and the significance of the match. It is
therefore crucial that a player possesses qualities that will help them manage these situations successfully;
maintaining concentration, emotional control and level of performance during the game[3].

In recent years, mental toughness has been one of the psychological factors attracting a lot of attention
from researchers. It is important to help players to handle pressure and problems, keep motivated and
emotionally stable, and be confident to reach athletic objectives. Having a high level of mental toughness
will help a player deal with tough times in the game and sustain performance levels even while feeling
tired or having short-term losses. They are also good at disciplining both their thoughts and emotions
during competition. Various studies have shown that “mental toughness is highly related to sports
achievement” and also aids performance to be better in diverse sports[4].

Among the psychological variables that seem to have close relationship with athletic performance is self-
confidence. It is one of the most critical foundations used by individuals to perform motor skills and make
pertinent decisions in competition. High confidence in ability and potential results in high levels of
performance stability and composure and less effects of performance pressures upon the athlete, which
reflects positively on high levels of achievement. On the other hand, lack of confidence can cause low
morale, lack of confidence when working, lack of focus, and making more mistakes, which directly impacts
skill and tactical ability (particularly in team sports with quick reactions and the need to follow the chain
of players)[5].

New research in sports psychology suggests that there may be a more nuanced connection between mental
toughness and athletic outcomes. Instead, it might be related or mediated by other psychological factors
which account for or confirm the relationship. One of the most significant of these variables is an athlete's
self-confidence, which can serve as a mediator of mental toughness to sports performance. A mentally
tough athlete frequently thrives in the sense that they are more self-confident in their abilities, and this
self-confidence manifests itself in how good they perform in training and competition. In this context the
concept of self-confidence is viewed has a mediation that can be of explanatory value in regards to the
connection between self-confidence and performance, and greater understanding in the area of
psychology that influence athletes' success[6].

The significance of this study lies in its highlighting of three psychological and performance variables that
are fundamental to handball player success: mental toughness, self-confidence, and performance. It also
seeks to uncover the nature of the interrelationships between them, particularly the mediating role that
self-confidence can play in strengthening the relationship between mental toughness and performance
level. The study's findings are expected to provide coaches and researchers with scientific indicators that
will help design psychological training programs aimed at developing mental toughness and enhancing
self-confidence, which will positively impact athletic performance and achievement[7].

Based on this, this study came to investigate the mediating role of self-confidence in the relationship
between mental toughness and performance among the players of the University of Kufa handball team,
seeking to provide a scientific addition in the field of sports psychology, and to reveal the nature of these
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relationships in a way that serves the training process and helps develop the level of players according to
modern scientific principles.

Research Problem

Handball players face various psychological pressures during training and competitions, which affect their
performance. Coaches may observe variations in players' performance despite similar physical and skill
levels, indicating the presence of psychological factors influencing this performance. Among these factors
are mental toughness and self-confidence. A player with high mental toughness may be better able to cope
with pressure, but its impact on performance may depend on their level of self-confidence.

Through observing handball players at the University of Kufa, the researcher noted a disparity in
performance levels during training and matches despite similar training conditions. This prompted the
researcher to investigate the nature of the relationship between mental toughness and performance, and
whether self-confidence plays a mediating role in this relationship. Therefore, the research problem is
defined by answering the following question:

Does self-confidence play a mediating role in the relationship between mental toughness and performance
among the University of Kufa handball team players?

Research Objectives
This research aims to:

Identify the level of mental toughness among the University of Kufa handball team players.

To identify the level of self-confidence among the players of the University of Kufa handball team.
To identify the performance level of the players of the University of Kufa handball team.

To identify the relationship between mental toughness and self-confidence.

To identify the relationship between mental toughness and performance.

To identify the relationship between self-confidence and performance.

To reveal the mediating role of self-confidence in the relationship between mental toughness and
performance among handball players.

Now s e pr

Research Hypotheses:

1. There is a statistically significant correlation between mental toughness and self-confidence among
the players of the University of Kufa handball team.

2. There s a statistically significant correlation between mental toughness and performance among the
players of the University of Kufa handball team.

3. There is a statistically significant correlation between self-confidence and performance among the
players of the University of Kufa handball team.

4. Self-confidence plays a statistically significant mediating role in the relationship between mental
toughness and performance among the players of the University of Kufa handball team.

Research Areas

1.  Human Resources: The 14 players of the University of Kufa handball team, aged between 19 and 22
years, weighing between 70 and 85 kg, and measuring between 177 and 185 c¢m in height.

2. Spatial Scope: The hall of the College of Physical Education and Sports Sciences, University of Kufa.

3. Temporal Scope: From November 1, 2025, to April 8, 2026.

Research Methodology and Field Procedures
A. Research Methodology

The researcher adopted the descriptive method using correlational research design, as it was suitable for
the nature of the research problem and its objectives. This method aims to study the relationships between
variables and reveal the nature of their interaction, as well as to examine the mediating role of self-
confidence in the relationship between mental toughness and performance among handball players,
without the researcher intervening in or controlling the variables.

B. Research Population and Sample
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The research population consisted of the players of the University of Kufa handball team for the 2025-
2026 sports season, totaling (14) players.

Due to the small size of the population, the researcher used a census method, selecting all members of the
population to form the research sample, thus achieving a sample size of (100%) of the original population.

The sample members were characterized by the following:

Number of Players: 14
Age: 19—22 years
Height: 177-185 cm
Weight: 70—85 kg

Hwp

C. Sample Homogeneity

The researcher ensured the homogeneity of the sample members in the main variables (age, height, and
weight) to minimize the impact of individual differences on the study results. The arithmetic mean,
standard deviation, and skewness coefficient were calculated for these variables. If the limits of the
skewness coefficient values were in the range of (+3) the sample was deemed homogeneous.

D. Research Tools and Data Collection Methods
The researcher used the following tools and methods:
Arabic and foreign references.

The Internet.

Data registration forms.

A laptop computer.

Microsoft Excel software.

IBM SPSS Statistics software.

AMOS or SmartPLS software for mediation analysis.
The Mental Resilience Scale.

The Sports Self-Confidence Scale.

A handball skills performance evaluation form.

O O oA wN

E. Research Scales
1. The Mental Resilience Scale[8]

The researcher used the Mental Resilience Scale, which measures a player's ability to:

a. Confidence.

b. Emotional control.
c. Commitment.

d. Challenge.

e. Focus.

The scale consists of several items on a five-point Likert scale:

a. Strongly Agree (5)

b. Agree(4)

c. Neutral (3)

d. Disagree (2)

e. Strongly Disagree (1)

The scores for negative items are reversed.
2. Sports Self-Confidence Scale[9]

The researcher used a sports self-confidence scale that measures a player's belief in their ability to perform
technical and tactical tasks during competition. The scale is based on a five-point Likert scale.

3. Performance Measurement[10]
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Sports performance was measured using a performance evaluation form developed by a committee of
experts and coaches specializing in handball. The form evaluated the performance of the player in
technical/practical and technical/tactical aspect based on certain scores in training sessions/matches.

F. Validity and Reliability of the Scales[11]
1. Validity

The researcher established the face validity of the scales by presenting them to a group of experts and
specialists in:

a. Sports Psychology.

b. Measurement and Evaluation.
c. Sports Training.

d. Handball.

The high percentage of agreement obtained by the experts (above 80 %) suggests the validity of the scales.
2. Reliability

The Cronbach's Alpha was used to calculate reliability coefficient. The value of 0.70 or greater is a good
indicator of the scale's reliability.

3. Objectivity

The objectivity of the performance evaluation form was confirmed through the agreement of the
evaluators, using Pearson's correlation coefficient between the evaluators' scores.

4. Pilot Study
The researcher conducted a pilot study before implementing the main study to:

Ensure the clarity of the scale items.

Determine the time required to complete the test.

Identify potential difficulties.

Confirm the readiness of the measurement tools.

Train the support team.

The data from the pilot study were not included in the final study results.

e o T

5. Research Implementation Procedures
The researcher followed these steps:

Obtaining official approvals.

Identifying the sample members.

Explaining the study objectives to the participants.
Distributing the mental toughness questionnaire.
Distributing the self-confidence questionnaire.

Collecting the questionnaires and ensuring their completion.
Administering the performance evaluation test.

Entering the data into SPSS.

Conducting statistical analyses.

Interpreting and discussing the results.

T E@E e e T

G. Statistical Methods
The IBM SPSS Statistics package and AMOS or SmartPLS software were used to calculate the following:

Mean.

Standard deviation.

Crash coefficient.

Percentage.

Pearson correlation coefficient.
T-test (when needed).

oo pHw N
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7. Linear regression analysis.

8. Coefficient of determination (R2).

9. Mediation analysis according to the Hayes model (PROCESS Model 4) or using AMOS/SmartPLS.
10. Bootstrap test (5000 samples) to verify the significance of indirect effects.

11. Statistical significance level (0.05).

Results and Discussion
A. Results

Table 1. Shows the descriptive statistics and homogeneity of the sample

Variables Units Mean Std Skewness
Age Year 20.36 0.93 0.18
Height Cm 181.14 2.83 -0.21
Weight Kg 77.43  4.57 0.36
Mental toughness Degree 73.86 6.24 -0.44
Self-confidence =~ Degree 69.71 5.83 -0.31
Performance Degree 84.64 5.37 -0.15

The results indicate that the skewness coefficients ranged between (-0.44) and (0.36), which are within
the acceptable limits (+3), indicating the homogeneity of the sample and the normality of the data
distribution.

Table 2. Shows Pearson correlation coefficients between the research variables

Variables Mental toughness self-confidence Performance
Mental toughness 1 0.761%* 0.648*
self-confidence 0.761%* 1 0.812%*
Performance 0.648* 0.812%* 1

* Significant at (0.05)
** Significant at (0.01)

Statistically significant positive correlations exist between all study variables, with the strongest
correlation being between self-confidence and performance.

Table 3. Shows the results of the linear regression analysis

Dependent variable: Performance

Independent variable B Beta T Sig.

Mental toughness 0.472 0.648 3.18 0.008

Table 4. The model shows statistics

R R2  Adjusted R2 F Sig.

0.648 0.420 0.372 10.11 0.008

Mental toughness explained (42%) of the variance in performance, and its effect was positive and
statistically significant.
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Table 5. Results of the Mediation Analysis (PROCESS Model 4)

The path Path coefficientf T P
Mental toughness — Self-confidence 0.761 5.47 <0.001
Self-confidence — Performance 0.624 4.31 0.001
Mental toughness — Performance (Direct effect) 0.173 1.42  0.181

Table 6. Values of the coefficient of determination (R2) for internal variables in the mediation analysis

model
Coefficient of determination Value
R2 for self-confidence 0.579
R2 for performance 0.711

The table shows that mental toughness explained 57.9% of the variance in self-confidence, and mental
toughness and self-confidence together explained 71.1% of the variance in performance, a high percentage
that indicates the ability of the proposed model to explain the performance of handball players.

Table 5. Shows the results of the Bootstrap test (5000 samples)

Type of effect Value

Indirect effect  0.475
Standard error  0.118
Boot LLCI 0.229
Boot ULCI 0.721

P 0.002

The confidence interval (95%) does not contain zero, indicating that the indirect effect is statistically
significant, and therefore self-confidence plays an intermediary role between mental toughness and
performance.

1. Boot LLCI = Bootstrap Lower-Level Confidence Interval

a. Lower Limit Confidence Interval.

b. Represents the lowest expected value of the indirect effect at a 95% confidence level.
2. Boot ULCI = Bootstrap Upper-Level Confidence Interval

a. Upper Limit Confidence Interval.

b. Represents the highest expected value of the indirect effect at a 95% confidence level.

Table 6. Shows the (T) test for comparing means with the hypothetical mean of measures

Variables Hypothetical mean Calculated average T Sig.
Mental toughness 60 73.86 8.17 <0.001
Self-confidence 60 69.71 6.84 <o0.001
Performance 75 84.64 7.29  <0.001

The calculated averages for all variables significantly outperformed the hypothetical averages, indicating
that the sample members possessed good levels of mental toughness, self-confidence, and performance.
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B. Discussion

The study results showed that the research participants possessed good levels of mental toughness, self-
confidence, and performance. This reflects the nature of the training environment to which the players of
the University of Kufa handball team belong. The players undergo regular training programs that demand
a high level of commitment, discipline, and the ability to meet the demands of training and competition.
Furthermore, the players' participation in university championships and official competitions contributes
to developing positive psychological traits that help them maintain consistent performance under various
circumstances[12].

According to a table of the Pearson correlation coefficient results, it was correlated with Mental Toughness
with the Self-Confidence sum of square Pearson's correlation coefficient. The Pearson's correlation
coefficient results showed a statistically significant positive correlation between Mental Toughness with
Self-Confidence, meaning that the higher the Mental Toughness level in a player the higher the level of
Self-Confidence[13]. This finding may be attributed to the importance of an individual who can manage
emotions, stand up to pressure, and rally around after a setback in arriving at wise decisions in an event.
Mental toughness also boosts self-efficacy and contributes to a player's confidence and composure in
stressful situations, affecting their technical and tactical skills[14].

Results also revealed positive correlation between mental toughness and performance, this means that
players with high levels of mental toughness have higher levels of performance than others. This is because
mental toughness keeps players focused and gives their attention while playing, helps them overcome
psychological pressure during matches, and helps them to get in check when they make blunders or when
things get difficult. The results indicate that the performance of handball is not only physical and technical
competencies but also psychological attributes have contributed to exploiting the handball players during
competition[15].

The results also proved that there was a high correlation between the level of self-confidence and the level
of performance, which is very consistent with the handball sport, requiring rapid decision making,
accuracy of skill performance and emotional balance in critical situations. A well-confident player takes a
risk when performing an attack or defence and can take responsibility and initiative. On the other hand,
lack of self-confidence can cause delays, mistakes and underperformance, particularly in time-pressured,
psychologically demanding environments[16].

The linear regression analysis outcomes proved the importance of mental toughness as it has a significant
contribution to the prediction of performance, thus confirming its role as a factor that affects the success
of a player. The coefficient of determination (CID) also showed that the model could explain a large
percentage of the variance in performance, and that the psychological variables included in the model had
significant explanatory power with regards to the players' performance level for handball. It was
recognised, however, that there are other physical, technical and tactical factors which could contribute
an explanation for the remaining variance[17].

The most crucial results of this research were obtained from mediation analysis, performed with the Hayes
model and the test of the Bootstrap method. It pointed out that self-confidence has a statistically
significant mediating effect between mental toughness and performance[18], [19]. This suggests that
mental toughness does more than just directly affect performance, it also helps to encourage players to be
more confident in themselves. Players with higher mental toughness will have more confidence in their
abilities and perform better. This finding reveals a new insight into the role of mental toughness in athletic
performance and the need to instil in them psychological preparations, self-confidence along with mental
toughness[20].

So it would be reasonable to conclude that to provide improvement in handball one should have to
implement integrated training sessions that include physical, technical, tactical and psychological training
in which emphasis should be laid to the development of mental toughness and self-confidence. In fact,
these are of fundamental importance for coping with competitive pressures and for optimal performance,
in line with current trends in sports psychology that look at athletic success as the result of the interchange
between PSYCHOLOGICAL, PHYSICAL and TECHNICAL factors.
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Conclusions

The University of Kufa handball team players' mental toughness, self-confidence and performance
are good.

2. The mental toughness and self-confidence of the participants showed a statistically significant
positive correlation.

3. Mental toughness and self-confidence is correlated positively with the handball performance which
indicates the psychological variables have a significant contribution to increasing athletic
performance.

4. The statistical model has high predictive power for performance and mental toughness accounts for
much of the variance in performance.

5. Mental toughness and self-confidence have statistically significant mediating relationships with play
performance, which shows the necessity to have self-confidence as a part of psychological
preparation in players;.

Recommendations

1. To implement psychological training courses for creating mental toughness and boosting
handballers self-confidences of all ages.

2. To provide mental toughness and self-confidence test as part of the players' regular evaluation
procedures to then use them during training.

3. Engage sports psychologist in training programme development and implementation, to enhance
players' competence to manage their responses to the demands of a sporting event.

4. Replication of future studies with larger samples and at varying levels of competition, as well as with
other psychological factors (motivation, sports anxiety, emotional regulation) to confirm their
relationship to athletic performance.
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