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Abstract:

Objective: The objective of this study was to examine the mediating role of mental toughness in
the relationship between mindfulness and distress tolerance in employed female athletes.

Methods and Materials: This descriptive—correlational study utilized a structural equation
modeling design. The statistical population consisted of employed female athletes working in
governmental organizations in Shiraz during the second half of 2024. A total of 285 participants
were selected using convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Five-Facet Mindfulness
Questionnaire (Baer et al., 2006), the Sports Mental Toughness Questionnaire (Sheard et al., 2009),
and the Distress Tolerance Scale (Simons & Gaher, 2005). After data screening and normality
WQW@% assessment, structural equation modeling was performed using AMOS-27.

e e—n— Findings: Model fit indices indicated an acceptable structural model (CFI=0.952, GFI=0.949,
RMSEA=0.062). Mindfulness had a significant direct effect on mental toughness (=0.27, p<0.001)
and distress tolerance ($=0.48, p<0.001). Mental toughness also had a significant direct effect on
distress tolerance ($=0.29, p<0.001). The indirect effect of mindfulness on distress tolerance was
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Revised: 05 November 2025 significant as well (3=0.109, p<0.001), confirming the mediating role of mental toughness.

Accepted: 13 November 2025 Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that mindfulness enhances distress tolerance both directly

and indirectly through the development of mental toughness among employed female athletes.
These results highlight the importance of incorporating mental toughness and mindfulness training

a® 0lS into psychological and athletic development programs.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The mental health of female athletes has become a central
concern in contemporary sports psychology, as empirical
evidence consistently demonstrates that women experience
higher levels of psychosocial stressors, emotional
vulnerability, and performance-related anxiety compared to
male athletes (Pascoe et al., 2022). Factors such as gender-
specific expectations, social evaluation, body image
pressures, and increased exposure to stigma make female
athletes more susceptible to depression, anxiety, and
distress, which can significantly impair performance and
recovery (Herrero et al., 2021; van Niekerk et al., 2023).
Distress tolerance—defined as the capacity to withstand
negative emotional states and aversive internal
experiences—plays a pivotal role in enabling athletes to
navigate high-pressure environments without psychological
breakdown (Leyro et al., 2010; Zvolensky et al., 2010). Low
distress tolerance has been associated with avoidance
tendencies, poor emotion regulation, and diminished athletic
consistency, particularly among women who face more
cumulative stressors throughout their sporting careers
(Razavian et al., 2021).

Parallel to this, mindfulness has emerged as one of the
most effective psychological constructs influencing emotion
regulation, cognitive flexibility, and stress response.
Conceptually,  mindfulness  entails  non-judgmental
awareness of present-moment experiences and has been
empirically tied to improvements in psychological well-
being, reduced emotional reactivity, and enhanced adaptive
coping (Baer et al., 2006; Hill & Updegraff, 2012). Multiple
studies demonstrate that mindfulness is strongly associated
with reduced anxiety, improved tolerance of distress, and
heightened resilience across clinical and non-clinical
populations (Kraemer et al., 2020; Li et al., 2023; Makadi &
Koszycki, 2020). In athletic settings, mindfulness not only

supports emotion regulation but also contributes to sustained

attention, optimal arousal, and enhanced sports performance
(Birrer et al., 2012; Gardner & Moore, 2017). Research on
athletes further suggests that mindfulness reduces impulsive
behavior, anxiety related to social evaluation, and
maladaptive coping patterns (Zhong et al., 2024). These
findings support the premise that mindfulness may directly
elevate distress tolerance among female athletes, who
frequently encounter emotionally demanding competition
environments and pressure-laden training conditions (Akbari
& Khalatbari, 2025; Falahichamachar & Razavi, 2023).

A second construct of central relevance is mental
toughness—defined as a multifaceted psychological
resource that allows athletes to maintain optimal
performance despite stress, obstacles, or fatigue (Crust,
2007; Sheard et al., 2009). Mental toughness encompasses
elements such as confidence, commitment, emotional
control, and resilience, collectively enabling athletes to
persist in the face of adversity. Extensive research highlights
mental toughness as a strong predictor of athletic success,
effective stress management, and consistent competitive
performance (Guszkowska & Wojcik, 2021; Hsieh et al.,
2023). Additionally, scholars indicate that mindfulness-
based interventions enhance mental toughness by facilitating
greater attentional control, cognitive stability, and adaptive
emotional responses (Creswell, 2017; Wang et al., 2021; Wu
et al., 2021). This suggests a potential mediational pathway
in which mindfulness improves distress tolerance indirectly
by strengthening mental toughness.

Recent theoretical and empirical studies support this
mechanism. For instance, mindfulness has been shown to
increase cognitive reappraisal, reduce impulsivity, and
strengthen perseverance—mechanisms that contribute to
both mental toughness and distress tolerance (Zhong et al.,
2025). Studies conducted among students, clinical groups,
and athletes further reveal that mindfulness-based training
enhances both mental toughness and distress tolerance
simultaneously, implying that mental toughness may

function as a mediator (De La Cerna & Diego, 2022; Ozcan,
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2020). Given that female athletes face higher psychological
demands, lower psychological safety, and greater emotional
strain, identifying such mechanisms becomes crucial for
designing preventive and therapeutic interventions (Foskett
& Longstaff, 2018; Mc Manama et al., 2021; McCormick et
al., 2018).

Despite the theoretical relevance of these constructs,
limited research in Iran has examined the integrated
relationship between mindfulness, mental toughness, and
distress tolerance among female athletes—particularly those
who are employed and thus exposed to dual stressors of
occupational and athletic demands. This study aims to
address this gap by testing a structural equation model in
which mindfulness predicts distress tolerance both directly
and indirectly through mental toughness. Therefore, the
present research examines the mediating role of mental
toughness in the relationship between mindfulness and
distress tolerance among employed female athletes.

Methods and Materials

The study used a descriptive-correlational design based
on structural equation modeling. The statistical population
consisted of employed female athletes working in
governmental institutions in Shiraz during the second half of
2024. A sample of 285 participants was recruited through
convenience sampling. Data were collected using three
standardized instruments: the Five-Facet Mindfulness
Questionnaire (FFMQ), the Sports Mental Toughness
Questionnaire (SMTQ), and the Distress Tolerance Scale
(DTS). After screening the data for normality, outliers, and
missing values, structural equation modeling was conducted
using AMOS-27. Model fit indices, direct path coefficients,
and indirect effects were evaluated using the bootstrap
method.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated that participants ranged
from 18 to 38 years old, with the majority aged between 18
and 25. Educational levels varied from diploma to
postgraduate degrees. Structural

equation  modeling

demonstrated excellent fit indices, indicating that the

conceptual model was well supported by the data.
Specifically, model fit values showed a y*df ratio below 3,
CFIl and GFI values above 0.94, and an RMSEA value below
0.07, collectively confirming the adequacy of the structural
model.

The direct effects revealed that mindfulness had a
significant positive impact on mental toughness. Similarly,
mindfulness significantly predicted distress tolerance,
indicating that higher levels of mindfulness were associated
with higher ability to tolerate emotional discomfort. Mental
toughness also showed a significant direct effect on distress
tolerance. The indirect effect of mindfulness on distress
tolerance—mediated by mental toughness—was statistically
significant as demonstrated by the bootstrap confidence
intervals. These results confirmed that mental toughness
partially mediated the effect of mindfulness on distress
tolerance, while the direct path remained significant.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings revealed that mindfulness is an influential
predictor of distress tolerance in employed female athletes
and that this relationship operates both directly and through
the mediating role of mental toughness. The direct effect
indicates that athletes with greater present-moment
awareness, acceptance, and non-judgmental attention are
more capable of withstanding emotional discomfort
associated with competitive pressure, workload, or
interpersonal stress. Mindfulness appears to function as a
stabilizing mechanism that contributes to adaptive emotion
regulation, thereby enhancing distress tolerance.

The finding that mental toughness significantly mediates
the relationship between mindfulness and distress tolerance
provides deeper insight into the psychological processes
underlying resilience in athletes. Mental toughness reflects a
constellation of cognitive, emotional, and motivational
capacities that help athletes maintain performance despite
adversity. The present study demonstrates that mindfulness
contributes to the development of these capacities, likely by
strengthening attentional control, increasing cognitive

flexibility, and reducing emotional reactivity. This
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mediational pathway suggests that mental toughness may be
a crucial psychological resource that channels the benefits of
mindfulness into practical stress-handling abilities.

These results have meaningful implications for the
psychological development of female athletes, especially
those who are simultaneously managing occupational and
athletic responsibilities. Enhancing mindfulness skills may
offer a powerful mechanism to elevate both mental
toughness and distress tolerance. Moreover, the study
highlights the importance of integrating mindfulness training
into mental skills programs within sports organizations,
universities, and workplaces. By fostering self-awareness,
emotional resilience, such

control, and cognitive

interventions may contribute to healthier, more stable
emotional functioning and improved athletic performance.
In conclusion, the extended analysis provided by this
study highlights the dynamic interactions among
mindfulness, mental toughness, and distress tolerance. The
demonstrated mediational effect underscores the potential
value of psychological interventions that simultaneously
enhance mindfulness and mental toughness, particularly for
women facing high-demand athletic environments. This
integrative perspective contributes to a deeper understanding
of athlete psychology and offers a foundation for designing
more effective mental health and performance-enhancing

programs for female athletes.
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