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SECTION A

An Introduction
To Mental Toughness
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What is Mental
Toughness? 

Mental Toughness has been defined as a personality trait which determines your ability to 
perform consistently under stress and pressure, and it is closely related to qualities such 
as character, resilience, grit and perseverance.

Mental Toughness is a personality trait which determines, in large part, how people 
respond to challenge, stress and pressure — irrespective of their circumstances (Clough 
& Strycharczyk, 2012).
 
Professor Peter Clough, Professor of Applied Psychology at the University of 
Huddersfield and a pioneer on research into Mental Toughness, further describes a 
mentally tough person as ‘someone who is comfortable in their own skin, can take 
whatever comes along in their stride and mostly enjoy the challenge’.

Mental Toughness isn’t being macho or uncaring or self-centred — it’s about being tough 
in the sense of not giving up and being confident that you can prevail, even if the odds 
are stacked against you.

Why Understanding and Developing Mental 
Toughness Is Important
In a world of increasing stress and pressure, developing Mental Toughness is necessary 
in order to navigate daily demands. Mental Toughness is necessary in order for us to 
be resilient during times of stress, pressure and challenge. Stress is a normal part of an 
adolescent’s life; however if not managed effectively it can be detrimental to wellbeing 
and achievement. There are also real benefits in terms of building Mental Toughness to 
support students in seeking out and taking on challenges rather than avoiding them or 
not pursuing opportunities when they arise. This requires students to take risks to learn 
new concepts, stretch their comfort zone and be flexible as they review their progress. In 
that sense Mental Toughness is not just for times of stress; but necessary to support new 
learning experiences on the path to positive achievements and excelling.

Mental Toughness explains why people behave the way they do including characteristic 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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patterns of thinking, feeling and acting. Research from around the world shows 
that Mental Toughness is a contributing factor in supporting both individuals and 
organisations to improve. This includes improvements in:

• Performance
By up to 25% Mentally Tough people work more purposefully, show greater 
commitment, have better attendance and deliver on time.

• Wellbeing 
Mentally Tough people are better able to manage stress and less likely to develop 
mental health issues; they sleep better and are less prone to bullying.

• Positive Behaviour 
Mental Tough people are more positive and are able to respond positively to 
change and adversity.

• Openness to Learning 
Mentally Tough people have the skills to seek and better manage risk.

The Origins of Mental Toughness
Whilst the concept of Mental Toughness is relatively new in education, it has a long 
history in academic research related to resilience and hardiness — especially in the area 
of sport.

Resilience Research
Research on resilience was historically conducted within developmental psychological 
and social science research. Whilst resilience has been defined as a ‘multi-dimensional 
construct’ (Cicchetti & Garmezy, 1993; Gartland et al., 2011;  Luthar, Doernberger & 
Zigler, 1993), and debate continues as to a commonly agreed definition, the construct 
‘Mental Toughness’ (Clough, Earle & Searle, 2002) was created on foundational research 
on cognitive hardiness — a related construct. Psychological hardiness (Kobasa, 1982) 
is conceived of as a personality-based tendency to diminish the impact of stressful 
life events by optimistic cognitive appraisals and decisive coping actions. In essence, 
at the foundation of psychological hardiness is I-commitment, control and challenge. 
These three dimensions have been shown to be a buffer in the stress/illness relationship 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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independent of other known buffers such as social support and exercise (Ganellen & 
Blaney, 1984; Kobasa, Maddi, & Pucetti, 1982). Clough (2002) then used the research 
of psychological hardiness to interview elite sports participants, coaches and sport 
psychologists to conceptualise Mental Toughness. While hardiness provided a sound 
theoretical basis to expand the work on Mental Toughness, Clough et al. expanded this 
model by adding confidence (Clough & Strycharczyk, 2012).

Cognitive Hardiness
Cognitive Hardiness is a personality construct explaining the characteristics that 
distinguished managers and executives who remained healthy under life stress. These 
characteristics were commitment, control and challenge (Kobasa, 1979).

• People high in commitment tended to be more involved with their work and 
family, and have other interests

• People high in challenge tended to view life changes as opportunities to learn

• People high in control typically believed they had influence over events in life 
(Nowack, 1990)

Together the components of hardiness represent the day-to-day attitudes and beliefs that 
are held by an individual (Beasley, Thompson, & Davidson, 2003)

Sports Research
The origins of Mental Toughness in sport were pioneered through the work of the 
American sports psychologist Dr Jim Loehr of the Human Performance Institute. In his 
book The New Toughness Training for Sports, Loehr defined Mental Toughness as ‘the 
ability to consistently perform towards the upper range of your talent and skill regardless 
of competitive circumstances’.

Following on from his work, psychologists and sport psychologists have conducted further 
research into Mental Toughness and three in particular produced further definitions.
Jones, Hanton and Connaughton of the United States interviewed elite athletes, 
elite-level coaches and sport psychologists to arrive at the following definition of Mental 
Toughness in 2009:

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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“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 opponents in remaining determined, focused, 
confident, and in control under pressure.”

Gucciardi, Gordon, and Dimmock in Australia in 2008 proposed a different definition and 
framework of Mental Toughness based primarily on their work with Australian footballers. 
Their definition is:

“Mental Toughness in Australian Football is a collection of values, attitudes, 
behaviours and emotions that enable you to persevere and overcome any 
obstacle, adversity or pressure experienced, but also to maintain concentration 
and motivation when things are going well to consistently achieve your goals.”

Source: https://www.mentaltoughness.partners/the-origins-of-mental-toughness/

The Mental Toughness 4Cs Model
A much broader-scope approach to MT was developed by Professor Peter Clough and 
Keith Earle in 2002 and continued by Clough and Doug Strycharzcyk, Managing Director 
of AQR, which combined existing psychological theory and applied sports psychology 
to bridge the gap between research and practice. They believe that Mental Toughness 
is a generic concept and should not be limited to the sports domain. Their definition of 
Mental Toughness remains:

“The personality trait which determines in large part how people deal effectively 
with challenges, stressors and pressure … irrespective of circumstances.”

Their Mental Toughness model comprises four components — the 4Cs of Control, 
Commitment, Challenge and Confidence. Through AQR, this 4Cs model has been 
developed into a psychometric measure: The MTQ48. Many independent researchers 
have shown this measure to be both valid and reliable. For more details about this 
research please see the AQR website (https://aqrinternational.co.uk/). Increasingly, 
the MTQ48 has been more widely used in the education sector with both students 
and teaching staff, as well as the health and community sectors; and increasingly it 
has practical applications in the occupational sector — especially in areas of great 
organisational change and high stress.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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The 4Cs Model
In the 4Cs Model the overall Mental Toughness is a product of four elements:

1. Control: believing that you control your destiny
“I can always find a way to influence what’s happening for me”

2. Commitment: being able to stick to tasks
“I’m determined to keep showing up, no matter what”

3. Challenge: seeing challenge as an opportunity
“Pressure is just part of the deal — you’ve just got to embrace it”

4. Confidence: having high levels of self-belief
“I’m willing to  back myself in pretty much any situation”

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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The Program
‘Growing Mentally Tough 
Teens: Tools To Build 
Resilience, Achievement
And Wellbeing

SECTION B
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How To Use The Program

T H E  P R O G R A M

‘Growing Mentally Tough Teens’ incorporates the four elements represented by the 
acronym SAFE … of effective SEL approaches described by CASEL (2010):

1. Sequenced
Connected and coordinated activities to foster skills development

2. Active
Active forms of learning to help students master new skills and attitudes

3. Focused
A component that emphasises developing personal and social skills

4. Explicit
Targeting specific social and emotional skills

The program offers schools both a ‘Teacher Manual’ and ‘Student Workbook’ and has 
been designed for Years 9 and/or 10.

The Teacher Manual 
The Teacher Manual comes with explicit instructions to conduct 21 lessons. 

Each of these lessons has been designed for a 50-minute lesson with instruction, content 
and reflection questions. 

The lessons also offer options with experiential games or worksheet reflections. 

These lessons may be taught as one period a fortnight or modified to accommodate one 
30-minute period a week, over a calendar year. 

The 21 lessons that make up the program are broken into seven units with three lessons 
in each unit.
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The Student Workbook 
The Student Workbook consists of worksheets for activities and reflections that correlate 
to the Teachers Manual.

Staff Training
Staff training is paramount to the effective implementation of any new program 
within a school. As a result, we offer full day training session for all staff who may 
be facilitating the program. In saying this, schools may also choose to purchase 
the program without staff training. Please contact The Positivity Institute for more 
information at info@thepositivityinstitute.com.au.

T H E  P R O G R A M
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LESSON 10 LESSON 11 LESSON 12

LESSON 7 LESSON 8 LESSON 9

LESSON 4 LESSON 5 LESSON 6

PROGRAM OVERVIEW

Unit 1
Toughening Up
(The What and
Why of Mental 

Toughness)

Unit 2
Becoming Captain

of your destiny
(Life Control)

Unit 3
Riding the emotional 

rollercoaster
(Emotional Control)

UNITS LESSON 1 LESSON 2 LESSON 3

Unit 4
Planning for your 
best possible self 
(Commitment to

goals and 
Commitment

to achievement)

Defining Mental 
Toughness

Overview of the 4Cs

Measuring MT 
options

The nature and 
causes of stress

How stress effects 
the body

Healthy ways to 
manage stress

Helpful and harmful 
coping strategies

Accessing safe
and reliable
support

Internal v external 
Locus of Control

Circle of concern 
and influence

Learned optimism 
and helplessness

Explanatory styles

ANTS and PETS

Managing 
distractions and 
maintaining focus

Impact of too much 
control 

Building emotional 
literacy

Mapping emotions

Understanding 
emotions

Emotions and the 
brain

Anxiety control 
and relaxation 
techniques

Laughter as 
medicine

Practicing
optimistic thinking

Visualise your 
best possible self 
in challenging 
situations, e.g. exam

Chunking tasks

Setting SMART 
goals

Prioritising time 
(urgent-important)

Planning for goal 
achieving

Learning to GROW 
with peer coaching

T H E  P R O G R A M
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Standing up for 
beliefs

Articulating 
strengths in context

Reflection and 
reviewing learning

Developing listening 
skills

Reviewing Mental 
Toughness and the 
4Cs

Team challenge

Developing a 
personal Mental 
Toughness plan

The next step with 
GROW

Choosing to take on 
challenges

Reflecting and 
learning from 
mistakes

Developing hope

Reflecting on 
learning journeys

Exploring possibility

Research heroes 
and heroines

Understanding 
growth mindset

Predicting 
opportunities and 
setbacks

Mental rehearsal 

LESSON 16 LESSON 17 LESSON 18

Developing trust

The power of 
vulnerability

Expressing gratitude

Values clarification

Communicating 
perspectives

Identify character 
strengths

Building effective 
teams

Communicating in 
teams

Responding above 
and below the line

LESSON 19 LESSON 20 LESSON 21

Unit 7
Be your own

Coach (Confidence 
abilities)

UNITS LESSON 13 LESSON 14 LESSON 15

Unit 5
Developing a growth 
mindset (Challenge 

with risks and 
Challenge with 

learning)

Unit 6
Creating positive 

relationships 
(Confidence 
relationships)

T H E  P R O G R A M
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Unit  1
Toughening Up (The
What and Why of
Mental Toughness)

SECTION B
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Unit 1

U N I T  1  —  M E N TA L  TO U G H N E S S

Purpose of this unit
The purpose of this unit is to provide an overview of the program including that of the 
4Cs of Mental Toughness — Control, Commitment, Challenge and Confidence.

Mental Toughness is necessary in order for us to be resilient during times of stress, 
pressure and challenge. Stress is a normal part of an adolescent’s life; however if not 
managed effectively it can be detrimental to wellbeing and achievement. There are 
also real benefits in terms of building Mental Toughness to support students in seeking 
out and taking on challenges rather than avoiding them or not pursuing opportunities 
when they arise. This requires students to take risks to learn new concepts, stretch 
their comfort zone and be flexible as they review their progress. In that sense Mental 
Toughness is not just for times of stress, but also to support students in challenging 
situations such as excelling.  

In this unit we explore the nature of stress, how it affects the brain and our wellbeing, 
and ways of managing this stress. We explain the concept of Mental Toughness as a 
personality trait and how developing the 4Cs can support students to better manage 
the daily demands they experience so they may not only survive, but thrive … beyond 
what they think possible.

Outcomes of the unit
By the end of this unit, students will be able to:

• Define Mental Toughness

• Explain the 4Cs and how they relate to Mental Toughness

• Identify causes of stress and the impact this has on wellbeing

• Describe ways to better manage stress

SA
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Purpose
This session is designed to:

• Introduce the program and explore expectations

• Define Mental Toughness

• Explain the 4Cs model of Mental Toughness

• Measure Mental Toughness

Resources needed
• Worksheet 1.1.1 — ‘Defining Mental Toughness’

• Worksheet 1.1.2 — ‘Measuring Mental Toughness Survey’

• Worksheet 1.1.3 — ‘Can you develop Mental Toughness?’

Lesson 1

U N I T  1  —  M E N TA L  TO U G H N E S S
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Activities
1. Explore the term Mental Toughness (10 minutes)

• Ask students to form pairs and think about the term ‘Mental Toughness’.

• Show students two images of celebrities or famous faces relevant to your students 
(preferably opposites, e.g. Kim Kardashian and Usain Bolt) and ask students to 
discuss which one they think is more mentally tough and why.

• Using this stimulus material, ask each pair to develop a mind map of all the words 
that relate to their idea of Mental Toughness.

• Teacher asks students to share their responses as the teacher makes a summary on 
the board.

• Ask students to use this information on the board to write their own definition of 
Mental Toughness.

Teacher notes

Typically, when people hear the term ‘Mental Toughness’ they think it 
means being ‘strong’, ‘aggressive’, being ‘non-emotional’ and ‘nothing 
bothers them’. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Mental Toughness 
isn’t being macho or uncaring or self-centred – it’s about being tough so 
you can prevail in the sense of being confident and not giving up, even if 
the odds are stacked against you.

• Share the definition of Mental Toughness with students.

“Mental Toughness is defined as a personality trait which 
determines in large part how people deal with challenge, stressors 
and pressure … irrespective of prevailing circumstances.”

U N I T  1  —  M E N TA L  TO U G H N E S S
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2. Human Knot (15 minutes)

Before we go any further into explaining Mental Toughness, let’s explore what it 
feels like to be mentally tough.

• Split the class in half so there are approximately 12 people in a group, or three 
groups of 10.

• Ask students to form a circle, place their right hand across the circle and hold one 
person’s hand, then place their left hand across the circle to hold another person’s 
hand. They have now formed a human knot.

• Their task is to try and unravel the knot without letting go of each other’s hands. 
They may change the grip; but if they let go, they must start again.

• This activity works best when you encourage competition between the groups to 
see which group finishes first.

Reflection Questions

1. How did you go as a group with this activity?

2. What worked well? What skills did you use?

3. What were the challenges within this activity?

4. Who thinks they were mentally tough through this? How do you know?

5. What level of control did you have over what happened?

6. How did it feel during the activity?

7. What would you do differently next time?

3. Define Mental Toughness (5 minutes)

• Distribute Worksheet 1.1.1 ‘Defining Mental Toughness’, or transfer it to a smart 
board for students to copy and discuss.

U N I T  1  —  M E N TA L  TO U G H N E S S
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4. Measuring Mental Toughness — Formally measuring MT
(Option A — 15 minutes)

Schools are data-driven institutions so having formal measures of programs can be a 
great way to identify what is working and areas for improvement. Mental Toughness can 
be measured formally with a valid psychometric tool (MTQ48). Please note that when 
using any form of psychometric, it must be done with caution. If you and your school 
would like to formally measure the Mental Toughness of your students, please contact 
The Positivity Institute for more information at info@thepositivityinstitute.com.au.

The psychometric measure that is used for either adults or youth is the MTQ48 or the 
MTQPlus. The MTQ48 is a set of 48 questions that people answer to receive a report with 
feedback in each of the areas of the 4Cs model. It is normative which enables users to 
assess Mental Toughness before and after an event such as a training and development 
or coaching program. Most psychometrics focus on the measurement of behaviours (how 
we act) and attributes (how we feel) — Mental Toughness looks at how we think which is 
a key driver for the development of behaviour and attributes. The report generated from 
the MTQ48 gives a score out of 10 for each of the areas of the 4Cs listed below.

What this means...what does MTQ48 assess

• LIFE CONTROL —I really believe I can do it.
• EMOTIONAL CONTROL — I can manage my own emotions 

and the emotions of others.

Mental Toughness Scale

CONTROL

COMMITMENT
• GOAL SETTING — I promise to do it. I like working to goals
• ACHIEVING — I’ll do what it takes to keep my promises and 

achieve my goals.

CHALLENGE
• RISK TAKING — I will push myself. I am driven to succeed.
• LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE — Even setbacks are 

opportunities for learning.

CONFIDENCE
• IN ABILITIES – I believe I have the ability to do it or can acquire the ability.
• INTERPERSONAL CONFIDENCE — I can influence others. I can 

stand my ground if needed.

U N I T  1  —  M E N TA L  TO U G H N E S S
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4. Measuring Mental Toughness — Informal measure of MT
(Option B — 15 minutes)

• Hand out to students the Worksheet 1.1.2 ‘Measuring Mental Toughness Survey’.

• Ask students to share their scores with their partner with a justification for each 
response.

• The purpose here is discussion of the 4Cs; not numbers or ‘right or wrong’.

Teacher Notes

The key here is not what score people gave themselves but their reasons 
for the score. 

It is also important to note that each element of the 4Cs has a ‘dark 
side’, e.g. a person scoring 10/10 for life control could be dangerous as 
thinking they can control everything is unrealistic and may contribute 
to feelings of anxiety when things happen that are out of their control. 
Alternatively, a person scoring 1/10 on life control may have a tendency 
towards learned helplessness.

Either way, when talking about score, it is important to use the terms 
‘mentally sensitive’ (not mentally low) when scores are between 1-3 and 
‘Mentally Tough’ when scores are between 8-10. 

U N I T  1  —  M E N TA L  TO U G H N E S S
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Lesson wrap-up (5 minutes)

• Review the lesson by asking students to define Mental Toughness and how it was 
similar or different to their own opinions.  

• Ask for feedback for students’ understanding as to why it is important to learn the 
skills of Mental Toughness … i.e. we don’t need to be mentally tough all of the time 
but it is particularly important in times of stress, pressure and challenge.

• Distribute Worksheet 1.1.3 ‘Can you develop Mental Toughness?’

• Students discuss which of the 4Cs they believe they do well and which areas they 
believe may need improving.

• Explain to students that this program will be focusing on developing each of the 4Cs 
over the coming weeks.

• Finish the lesson by asking five students what they learnt today or what they found 
interesting.

U N I T  1  —  M E N TA L  TO U G H N E S S
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