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Abstract

Mental toughness is commonly associated with enhanced performance and 
psychological resilience across various domains, including sport. However, 
its potential drawbacks remain underexplored. This study investigates the 
relationship between mental toughness and perceptions of sexual harassment 
in sport, focusing on how it may shape attitudes toward misconduct within 
coach-athlete dynamics. A sample of 1,532 participants (n=822 athletes) 
completed an online survey assessing mental toughness, sexual harassment 
myth acceptance, and responses to two scenarios depicting inappropriate 
coach behavior: a quid-pro-quo vignette and suggestive text exchanges. Results 
indicated that individuals with sport participation reported significantly higher 
mental toughness compared to non-participants. Mental toughness was 
positively associated with greater acceptance of sexual harassment myths 
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and more tolerant responses to the depicted harassment, including reduced 
perpetrator blame, more favorable emotional reactions, and lower perceived 
inappropriateness. A generalized structural equation model revealed 
that mental toughness partially mediated the relationship between sport 
participation and tolerance toward questionable coach behavior. While effect 
sizes were small, the consistency across multiple scenarios underscores a 
potential unintended consequence of emphasizing mental toughness in sport 
contexts – namely, diminished sensitivity to harmful conduct. These findings 
highlight the need for sport organizations and educators to critically reassess 
how mental toughness is promoted. Integrating boundary-awareness and 
misconduct recognition into resilience training may help mitigate tolerance 
of inappropriate behavior, supporting athlete safety and ethical standards in 
sport environments.

Keywords

resilience, sexuality, victimization, athletics

Introduction

The benefits of sport participation are well-documented (Khan et al., 2012; 

Malm et al., 2019). Sports engagement can help improve self-esteem, psy-

chosocial wellbeing (Eime et al., 2013, Guillén & Laborde, 2013), and physi-

cal health (Khan et al., 2012). However, playing sports also carries the risk of 

physical or psychological injury (Malm et al., 2019). Systematic research 

demonstrates that sexual harassment is a recognized problem in sports, at 

both competitive (Brackenridge, 1997, 2001; Mountjoy et al., 2016) and rec-

reational levels (Sølvberg et al., 2024). In a recent Norwegian study of ado-

lescents, 38.6% of athletes reported sexual harassment and abuse in sports 

context (Sølvberg et al., 2022), with a third of elite players and nearly half of 

recreational players being impacted. Similarly, in a national survey of 

Canadian sport participants, 20% experienced or witnessed harassment in 

their sport, consisting of unfair treatment and discrimination (Statistics 

Canada, 2024). In the last decade, several high-profile athlete abuse cases 

have emerged to shift public opinion to the seriousness of this issue (e.g., the 

case of Larry Nassar, Canadian gymnastic scandal; Hauser & Astor, 2018; 

McKeon, 2023; Pozzulo & Pica, 2022).

Sexual harassment and abuse have been linked to long-lasting, harmful 

effects on the psychosocial functioning of victim-survivors (Felitti, 2002). 

These include depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and 
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suicidal ideation (Gattis & Moore, 2022; Watters & Martin, 2021). 

Importantly, organizations and sport-stakeholders (e.g., medical profession-

als, policy-makers, parents, and consultants) play a significant role in creat-

ing environmental conditions that allow unethical behavior to foster and to 

continue unhindered (Fasting et al., 2007; Fogel & Quinlan, 2023; Kerr, 

2022; Kerr & Stirling, 2017; Roberts et al., 2018). Although existing consen-

sus maintains that sexual harassment and abuse of athletes is harmful and 

unacceptable (Fasting et al., 2007), there is a wide range of interpretations as 

to what constitutes sexual harassment and whether any given behavior counts 

as severe and unacceptable. To this end, social norms theory explains that an 

individual’s response to and perception of an event can be considerably 

shaped by the norms and culture of the group to which the individual belongs 

(Asch, 1956; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955).

Drawing upon social norms theory, this research proposes a link between 

a central facet of sports culture – mental toughness – and a propensity to view 

sexual harassment with greater tolerance. Given that sport engagement incul-

cates mental toughness (Liew et al., 2019; Loehr & McLaughlin, 1990) and 

that this trait scales with levels of competitiveness (Golby & Sheard, 2004), 

it is necessary to interrogate whether the tendency to minimize the severity of 

sexually harassing behavior is rooted in a psychological hardiness against 

vulnerability.

While we do not suggest that mental toughness inherently necessitates a 

tolerance for harassment, the conceptual relationship between these variables 

warrants investigation. Although no extant research has directly linked men-

tal toughness to the normalization of sexual harassment, previous studies 

regarding its correlates provide a compelling foundation for this hypothesis. 

Using a framework similar to social norms theory, Zach et al. (2024) demon-

strated that competitive athletes – who typically score higher on mental 

toughness measures (Golby & Sheard, 2004) – perceive a wide range of 

harmful behaviors as less disturbing than non-competitive athletes. Further 

evidence is found in Malovich and Stake’s (1990) study of campus sexual 

harassment, which identified that women with high performance–based self-

esteem who endorsed traditional gender roles were among the most tolerant 

of harassment. While self-esteem is not synonymous with mental toughness, 

it is a recognized correlate (Meggs et al., 2014), and confidence remains a 

core dimension of the mental toughness construct (Dagnall et al., 2019). 

Finally, the relationship between toughness and harassment tolerance may be 

explained by the cultural context of sport. Critical analyses (Kerr & Stirling, 

2017) have outlined the interrelationship between mental toughness and 

hegemonic masculinity, which shapes how “toughness” is interpreted. Within 

sport culture, masculine values often dictate that toughness manifests as a 
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dominance over vulnerability and a resistance to acknowledging weakness 

(Kerr & Stirling, 2017). This cultural imperative is further reflected in the 

specific language used to describe coping with maltreatment in athletic envi-

ronments (Kavanagh et al., 2017).

Given that the nature of sexual harassment suffers from individual differ-

ences in perception (Zach et al., 2024) and that individual perception is impacted 

by attitudes, experiences, and social norms (Asch, 1956), it is important to study 

facets of sports culture that may influence attitudes toward sexual harassment. 

We seek to extend and to build upon the current literature by offering the first 

quantitative study that directly explores the interrelationship between sports par-

ticipation, mental toughness, and perception of sexual harassment.

Mental Toughness in Sports

It has long been taken for granted that mental toughness is a tenet of athletic 

success (Liew et al., 2019; Loehr & McLaughlin, 1990). It is a construct that 

encompasses four key dimensions: a sense of control, goal-orientation, confi-

dence, and the ability to re-appraise obstacles constructively (Dagnall et al., 

2019). Put simply, an individual high in mental toughness possesses a goal-

oriented mindset, facing stressful situations with calm and assurance (Loehr & 

McLaughlin, 1990). Empirical research has produced interesting and impor-

tant findings about the relationship between mental toughness, achievement, 

and well-being (Crust, 2007; Solomon, 2015). In the education and military 

sectors, mental toughness is associated with positive mental health outcomes 

(Lin et al., 2017). In young adults, it has the potential to shield against per-

ceived stress and depressive symptoms (Gerber et al., 2013). For young ath-

letes, higher mental toughness predicts openness to seek mental health support 

(Bird et al., 2021). Importantly, it is a characteristic that can be developed and 

trained (Liew et al., 2019), with some studies showing that experience in 

sports is positively correlated to mental toughness (Golby & Sheard, 2004; 

Golby et al., 2003; Guillén & Laborde, 2013; Nicholls et al., 2009).

Despite these evidenced benefits, mental toughness has been critiqued by 

various scholars. In a review of the literature, Crust (2007) argues that the 

construct itself suffers from conceptual overlap and vagueness and empha-

sizes that not enough critical research exists to fully rule out deleterious 

effects of mental toughness. Crust goes further to hypothesize that prioritiza-

tion of toughness may lead an athlete to misperceive their own injury and 

downplay the need for recovery, though no research has yet either confirmed 

or disconfirmed this claim. Kerr and Stirling (2017) take a broader approach, 

arguing that mental toughness is rooted in hegemonic masculinity, which 

pedestals expressions of loyalty, competition, and aggression to the detriment 
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of athlete well-being (see also Fogel & Quinlan, 2023; Wellard, 2010). The 

anecdotal example of U.S. gymnast Kerri Strug (International Olympic 

Committee, 2020) is but one illustration. In the 1996 Olympics, Strug suf-

fered an ankle injury following a vault performance and, despite the risk of 

worsening her injury, continued to perform. She was thereafter lauded in the 

media as the “gymnast who battled through pain for a taste of Olympic glory” 

(Olympic Games, 2020, para. 1). Not only does this example imply a signifi-

cant degree of mental toughness on the part of the athlete to continue per-

forming in the face of significant risk and pain, but also that a wider culture 

exists whose praise encourages and enables such decisions.

The danger of overemphasizing mental toughness is that, over time, a cul-

tural context may form within which non-accidental violence and gender-

based aggression are normalized (DeKeseredy et al., 2023; Kerr, 2022; Kerr 

& Stirling, 2017). For instance, Owusu-Sekyere and Gervis (2016) demon-

strated that coaches who train mental toughness often legitimize emotionally 

abusive methods to do so. In turn, athletes trained to be mentally tough learn 

to rationalize this violence from their coaches. In a study of coping with emo-

tional abuse from coaches, one participant uses the language of mental tough-

ness to justify enduring maltreatment: “In my sport, it’s like man up and get 

on with it. . . . you need to just be able to deal with it and not let anything 

affect you” (Kavanagh et al., 2017, p. 407). Further, Fournier et al. (2021) 

demonstrated that in the context of individual sports, athletes who conformed 

to norms encouraging them to ignore their personal limits experienced less 

psychological violence from their coaches. This suggests a negative rein-

forcement mechanism in which the exhibition of “toughness” is reinforced 

by the absence of psychological punishment. Consequently, an interrelation-

ship is established wherein maltreatment fosters mental toughness, and men-

tal toughness, in turn, is utilized to cope with further maltreatment. This 

phenomenon may be explained by the cognitive foundations of the construct; 

specifically, mentally tough individuals possess a heightened capacity to 

inhibit information that could be perceived as an obstacle to their goals 

(Dewhurst et al., 2012).

Collectively, such findings provide indirect evidence that mental tough-

ness may, in certain contexts, function maladaptively by overriding an indi-

vidual’s instinctual appraisal of or response to obstacles. While it could be 

argued that these effects stem from hegemonic masculinity and its emphasis 

on perseverance (Kerr & Stirling, 2017) rather than the psychological con-

struct of mental toughness itself, we contend that a compelling argument for 

the latter remains. Given the lack of empirical research ruling out the poten-

tial negative consequences of mental toughness, its role warrants direct 

investigation. Accordingly, the present study was designed to examine how 
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mental toughness functions within the relationship between sport participa-

tion and the perception of sexual harassment.

Sexual Harassment in Sports

Sexual harassment and abuse of athletes is a well-established systemic issue 

within sports (Brackenridge, 1997, 2001; Kirby et al., 2000; Tomlinson & 

Yoganci, 1997; Vertommen et al., 2015; Volkwein et al., 1997). In the past 

several years, a number of high-profile athlete groups have come forward to 

call for government intervention on the issue (Global Athlete, 2023; Gymnasts 

for Change Canada, 2022). Among those most at risk for sexual violence in 

sports are gender and sexual minorities, minors, elite athletes, and athletes 

with disabilities (Gattis & Moore, 2022). Power differentials is a significant 

facilitating factor for sexual abuse of athletes (Dodd et al., 2024; Fogel & 

Quinlan, 2023; Vertommen et al., 2015). Coaches are cited most often as 

transgressors, and women and minors as victim-survivors (Bjørnseth & Szabo, 

2017; Brackenridge, 1997; Timon et al., 2022; Vertommen et al., 2015).

Sport Law, a Canadian group of advocates and legal professionals, defines 

sexual harassment as the “unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature that detri-

mentally affects the sport environment or leads to adverse consequences for 

those to whom the conduct is directed” (Sport Law, 2009, para. 5). This defi-

nition is meant to cast a wide net, capturing a wide range of behaviors that 

may be considered as transgressive but vary by degree of invasiveness, sever-

ity, and explicitness (Brackenridge, 1997; Fasting et al., 2003). However, this 

lack of specificity also makes it difficult in some cases to ascertain whether a 

particular interaction counts as sexual harassment (Sport Law, 2009), making 

the process of identifying whether a particular incident falls under this defini-

tion of sexual harassment vulnerable to subjectivity.

Extant research shows that factors such as gender and personal beliefs 

affect how a particular scenario of sexual harassment is perceived (Fejgin & 

Hanegby, 2016) and thus, how it is understood and responded to. Malovic and 

Stake (1990) have shown that women with high performance self-esteem and 

high endorsement of traditional sex roles tend to hold more tolerant views of 

sexual harassment. In a number of studies exploring the perception of ambigu-

ous behavior, Hassall et al. (2002) demonstrated that athletes rated interac-

tions such as social inquiries, invasions of space, and invitations to private 

meetings more tolerantly than did coaches. They also found a significant 

effect of gender, in that women were more tolerant toward social inquiries and 

invasions of personal space than men. Given that perception influences 

whether a particular incident is judged as a case of sexual harassment or not, 

it is important to study these individual differences and attitudes.
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The Current Study

To our knowledge, our study is the first to explore how mental toughness 

influences the perception of sexual harassment in a sports context. Our 

research queried whether sport participants and non-participants differ in lev-

els of mental toughness, and whether mental toughness influences the per-

ception of and responses to sexual harassment – specifically, whether 

individuals with higher mental toughness are more likely to hold tolerant 

attitudes toward sexual harassment. We explored these questions in two con-

texts, both of which involved a coach-athlete relationship as the site of trans-

gression, in alignment with data showing coaches to be the most common 

perpetrators of sexual misconduct (Gaedicke et al., 2021; Timon et al., 2022; 

Vertommen et al., 2015). Our first context was modeled on a previous study 

by Malovich and Stake (1990), which presented participants with fictional 

vignettes depicting a transgressive interaction between a professor and a stu-

dent and asked participants about their reactions and feelings. The second 

context involved presenting participants with fictitious coach-athlete text 

exchanges, and similarly, asking them about their reactions and feelings.

To prevent extreme responding and ceiling effects, we avoided presenting 

participants with interactions involving a high degree of psychological or 

physical invasiveness (e.g., penetrative sex, explicit sexual advances). 

Instead, we gauged their responses to implied quid-pro-quo scenarios and 

sexually suggestive text exchanges. We reasoned that ambiguity allows for a 

greater variation of responses and has greater ecological validity, as real-life 

incidents are often ambiguous, especially from the perspective of the victims 

involved in them (Sport Law, 2009). Likewise, we did not use language that 

signaled sexual harassment in our recruitment materials. We included a mea-

sure of sexual harassment myth acceptance, which allowed us to control for 

baseline beliefs about sexual harassment. Our hypotheses and research ques-

tions were as follows:

H1: Controlling for sexual harassment myth beliefs, sport participants 

will have higher levels of mental toughness than participants who do not 

play sports.

H2a: Higher mental toughness predicts more tolerant attitudes toward a 

sexual harassment scenario, including blame attribution, action, and emo-

tional reactions.

H2b: Higher mental toughness predicts more tolerant emotional reactions 

toward sexual harassment coach-athlete text correspondence.
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RQ1a: Does mental toughness mediate the relationship between sport-

participation status and participant responses to a sexual harassment sce-

nario, including blame attribution, action, and emotional reactions?

RQ1b: Does mental toughness mediate the relationship between sport-

participation status and participant emotional reactions to, and perceived 

inappropriateness of, coach-athlete text correspondence?

RQ1c: Does mental toughness mediate the relationship between sport-

participation status and sexual harassment identification and sexual 

harassment disclosure of the coach-athlete text correspondence?

Method

Participants

Participants at least 16 years of age – regardless of engagement in sport – 

were recruited to a study on “relationships between coaches and athletes” via 

a research recruitment system at a large Western Canadian university (for 

course bonus credit), social media platforms (X, Instagram, Threads, 

Facebook, Reddit), and research recruitment sites for sexology and psychol-

ogy studies (sexandpsychology.com, socialpsychology.org, and orgasmre-

searchlab.com).1 A total of 1,788 participants were recruited. Based on 

recommendations by Garson (2019), surveys with insufficient completion 

rates (<75%) were excluded; given these exclusions, 256 survey responses 

were omitted, resulting in a final sample of 1,532 (Mage = 23.06; SDage = 7.74).2

An independent samples t-test found no significant age differences 

between sport participants (M = 22.89, SD = 8.20) and non-participants 

(M = 23.25, SD = 7.18), t(1530) = 0.912, p = .671, and chi-square analyses 

indicated no difference in reported sex (N = 1,524), 2(2) = 3.02, p = .221. 

However, differences were identified between sport participants and non-

participants in reported gender identity, 2(2) = 46.14, p < .001, ethnicity, 
2(9) = 24.16, p = .004, sexual orientation, 2(5) = 21.5, p = .001, relationship 

status, 2(5) = 16.09, p = .007, and education level, 2(5) = 28.72, p < .001. 

Table 1 presents participant demographics by sport participation status.

Measures

Demographics. Participants responded to a 7-item questionnaire regarding 

their age, sex, gender identity, ethnicity, sexual orientation, relationship sta-

tus, and highest level of completed education. Participants also provided 

information about whether they played a sport (yes/no) and, if so, were 
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Table 1. Distribution of Participant Demographic Characteristics by Sport 
Participation (N = 1,532).

Demographics

Non-participants Sport participants

n = 710 n = 822

Mage = 23.35 (SD = 7.18) Mage = 22.89 (SD = 8.20)

Gender Identity
 Woman 588 (82.8)a 565 (68.7)b

 Man 110 (15.5)a 248 (30.2)b

 Non-binary 12 (1.7) 9 (1.1)
Gender/sex
 Cisgender 681 (96.2) 794 (97.3)
 Transgender 17 (2.4) 10 (1.2)
 Intersex 10 (1.4) 12 (1.5)
Sexual Orientation
 Straight 557 (78.5)a 687 (83.6)b

 Gay 14 (2.0) 7 (0.9)
 Lesbian 6 (0.8) 12 (1.5)
 Bisexual 96 (13.5) 88 (10.7)
 Pansexual 32 (4.5)a 14 (1.7)b

 Asexual 5 (0.7) 14 (1.7)
Relationship status
 Single 358 (50.4) 430 (52.3)
 Casually dating 70 (9.9)a 123 (15.0)b

 Non-married committed 198 (27.9) 199 (24.2)
 Married/civil union 74 (10.4)a 62 (7.5)b

 Separated/divorced 8 (1.1) 8 (1.0)
 Widowed 2 (0.3) 0
Ethnicity
 African/Black 22 (3.1) 40 (4.9)
 White 203 (28.6)a 289 (35.2)b

 South Asian 319 (44.9)a 295 (35.9)b

 Asian/East Asian 67 (9.4)a 104 (12.7)b

 Indigenous/Aboriginal 5 (0.7) 2 (0.2)
 Hispanic/Latinx 29 (4.1) 31 (3.8)
 Middle Eastern 15 (2.1) 15 (1.8)
 Pacific Islander 7 (1.0) 3 (0.4)
 Multiethnic 33 (4.6) 34 (4.1)
 Prefer not to say 10 (1.4) 9 (1.1)

(continued)
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requested to select all that applied from a list of 11 possible sports (e.g., 

hockey, golf), with the option to specify one not listed. Finally, sport partici-

pants were asked whether they played recreationally (for health or fun) or 

competitively (league, Nationals), and if both, to consider the option that best 

defined their overall involvement in terms of time and energy.

Mental Toughness. We presented participants with a 10-item Mental Tough-

ness Questionnaire (Dagnall et al., 2019). Questions like, “Even when under 

considerable pressure, I usually remain calm” were answered on a 5-point 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), where 

higher scores indicated greater mental toughness (  = .78).

Attitudes Toward Sexual Harassment
Coach-Athlete Vignette. We adapted a version of a sexual harassment atti-

tudes scale from Malovich and Stake’s (1990) research on perceptions of sex-

ual harassment on college campuses. The measure included a vignette, which 

we edited to suit the topic of our study. The vignette described a quid-pro-quo 

scenario, wherein a coach criticizes an athlete’s performance and then invites 

the athlete to a private dinner in exchange for help. We included a number of 

questions gauging attitudes toward the scenario depicted in the vignette. The 

measurement included a blame scale (6 items) with three subscales (2 items 

each): perpetrator blame (CR = .90), victim blame (CR = .81), and no blame 

(CR = .83). Additionally, the measure included a scale of predicted action 

Demographics

Non-participants Sport participants

n = 710 n = 822

Mage = 23.35 (SD = 7.18) Mage = 22.89 (SD = 8.20)

Education
 Some high school 61 (8.6)a 116 (14.1)b

 High school diploma 238 (33.5)a 237 (28.8)b

 Some university 335 (47.2)a 343 (41.7)b

 Completed university 41 (5.8)a 90 (10.9)b

 Vocational/certificate 13 (1.8) 9 (1.1)
 Postgraduate studies 22 (3.1) 27 (3.3)

Note. Eight participants did not provide information about gender/sex. Columns with differing 
subscripts are significantly different, p < .05. Percentages appear in parentheses.

Table 1. (continued)
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(6 items), with three subscales (2 items each): confront (CR = .85), comply 

(CR = .87), and ignore (CR = .67). In each of the subscales, higher scores indi-

cated greater endorsement of the construct measured.

Finally, we included Malovich and Stake’s (1990) 6-item measure of emo-

tional reactions and requested participants to predict how they would feel if 

they were the athlete in the scenario. Participants indicated their predicted 

emotional reaction on a 7-point Likert scale where 1 represented a negative 

emotional reaction (e.g., insulted, intimidated) and 7 represented its inverse 

(e.g., flattered, powerful). We averaged scores for an overall predicted emo-

tional reaction score, where lower scores represented negative emotional 

reactions to the scenario and higher scores represented more positive – or 

tolerant – emotional reactions toward sexual harassment (  = .87).

Coach-Athlete Text Correspondence. A sexual harassment stimulus was 

presented to participants via an image of text based on scripts from a real 

sexual harassment case (Gatehouse et al., 2021). The text demonstrated exag-

gerated endearment (“you’re my world,” “my heart aches . . . I miss you 

so”), specialness (“you restored my faith in the sport”), befriending (“do you 

think you’ll ever get over the barriers and try to be my friend?”), and feigned 

concern for the athlete (“please be careful”). Emojis and spelling mistakes 

were retained to preserve the ecological validity of the text, but some com-

ments were removed to fit the exchange on one text screen. A control text was 

obtained from a Google Search of “texts from a coach” and was selected for 

its similar friendliness, support of the athlete, and text length.

As with the coach-athlete vignette scenario, we included the same 6-item 

emotional reactions measure, where responses to each item were scored from 

1 (negative emotional reaction) to 7 (positive emotional reaction). We aver-

aged scores for an overall emotional reaction score to both the sexual harass-

ment text (  = .87) and the control text (  = .91).

We also included three individual items to each of the sexual harassment 

and control texts that asked the extent to which participants believed the text 

was inappropriate (1 = very appropriate; 4 = very inappropriate), constituted 

sexual harassment (yes/no/unsure), and whether they would disclose receiv-

ing this text to someone else (yes/no/unsure).

Sexual Harassment Myth Acceptance. The 20-item Illinois Sexual Harassment 

Myth Acceptance Scale (Lonsway et al., 2008) – designed to assess mythol-

ogy regarding men’s sexual harassment of women – was adapted to suit the 

topic of our study. We replaced “woman” with “athlete” and replaced the 

terms “supervisor,” “boss” and “man” with “coach.” Participants were 

prompted to review each item based on what might be observed in a sports 
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setting, using either their own experience or an imagined experience. State-

ments such as, “As long as an athlete’s status on the team isn’t threatened, 

their claim of sexual harassment shouldn't be taken too seriously” were 

answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater acceptance of sexual 

harassment myth (  = .93).

Procedure

Recruited participants were invited to complete an anonymous online survey 

hosted on the Qualtrics platform. Data was collected between July 2022 and 

April 2024. Upon receiving consent, participants were directed to complete 

demographic questions to ascertain meeting eligibility criteria. Participants 

who progressed from the demographics first completed the mental toughness 

questionnaire, followed by the coach-athlete vignette scenario and the sexual 

harassment attitudes questionnaire in response to the scenario. Participants 

were then directed to each of the two coach-athlete text correspondences – 

presented in randomized order – and completed the sexual harassment atti-

tudes questions and appropriateness, sexual harassment identification, and 

disclosure items in response to these texts. The sexual harassment myth 

acceptance questionnaire was presented last and was followed by a debrief-

ing. The entire survey took approximately 30 min to complete, with a median 

completion time of 13 min.

Statistical Analyses

This study employed a one-way between-groups ANCOVA to compare sport 

participants and non-participants on the dependent variable of mental tough-

ness, while controlling for sexual harassment myth acceptance. A series of 

linear regressions examined mental toughness as a predictor of sexual harass-

ment tolerance in terms of blame, action, and emotional reactions separately 

for both the sexual harassment scenario and the coach-athlete text correspon-

dence. Finally, we used a path analysis to explore mental toughness as a 

mediator of sexual harassment tolerance in terms of blame, action, and emo-

tional reactions between sport and non-participants for the sexual harassment 

scenario. We conducted a second path analysis to examine mental toughness 

as a mediator of sexual harassment, emotional reactions, and inappropriate-

ness in the coach-athlete text correspondence. Lastly, we conducted a gener-

alized structural equation model to examine mental toughness as a mediator 

of sexual harassment identification (yes/no) and disclosure (yes/no) in the 

coach-athlete text correspondence, after removing participants who indicated 
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they were unsure whether the text was sexual harassment and unsure whether 

to disclose. We replaced missing data on dependent measures using expecta-

tion maximization procedures (Garson, 2019)3; no more than 6% of data was 

replaced for any item.

Results 

H1: Differences in Mental Toughness

A one-way ANCOVA – controlling for sexual harassment myth acceptance 

– examined differences between sport and non-sport participants on the 

dependent variable of mental toughness. Confirming our hypothesis, a statis-

tically significant effect of sport engagement was found, F(1, 1529) = 48.55, 

p < .001, p
2 = .03. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons with a Bonferroni correc-

tion indicated higher mental toughness scores in sport participants (n = 822; 

M = 3.25, SE = 0.02) relative to non-participants (n = 710; M = 3.02, SE = 0.02).

H2a: Relations of Mental Toughness to Sexual Harassment Tolerance in 

Scenario

In a series of linear regressions, we examined whether mental toughness pre-

dicts more tolerant attitudes toward the sexual harassment presented in the 

coach-athlete vignette scenario, using the blame subscales (i.e., perpetrator 

blame, victim blame, and no blame), the three action subscales (i.e., confront, 

comply, and ignore), and the emotional reaction scale as separate outcome 

variables. Our hypotheses were partially supported.

First, we examined whether mental toughness predicted tolerance to sex-

ual harassment in each of the three blame subscales. The perpetrator blame 

subscale, F(1, 1530) = 23.80, p < .001, R2 = .02, and the no blame subscale, 

F(1, 1530) = 11.80, p < .001, R2 = .01 reached significance. For perpetrator 

blame, the statistically significant negative beta coefficient (−.22; 

t[1530] = −4.88, p < .001), indicated that mental toughness predicted less per-

petrator (i.e., coach) blame and thus, greater tolerance of sexual harassment, 

as expected. For no blame, the significant positive beta coefficient (.13; 

t[1530] = 3.44, p < .001) revealed that greater endorsement of mental tough-

ness predicted blamelessness, and thus again, greater tolerance of the sexual 

harassment depicted in the scenario, as predicted.

Next, we explored whether mental toughness predicted tolerance to sexual 

harassment in each of the three action subscales. Here, only the comply sub-

scale, F(1, 1530) = 8.77, p = .003, R2 = .01 reached significance, with a 
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positive beta coefficient in the comply subscale (.13; t(1530) = 2.96, p = .003); 

thus, greater endorsement of mental toughness predicted compliance with the 

coach’s inappropriate request presented in the scenario and greater tolerance 

of sexual harassment, as expected.

Finally, mental toughness predicted tolerance to sexual harassment in the 

emotional reaction subscale, F(1, 1530) = 93.00, p < .001, R2 = .06. A signifi-

cant positive beta coefficient (.49; t(1530) = 9.64, p < .001) revealed that 

greater mental toughness was associated with more positive feelings toward 

the harassment presented in the scenario.

H2b: Relations of Mental Toughness to Sexual Harassment Tolerance in 

Coach-Athlete Text Correspondence

A linear regression examined whether mental toughness predicts more toler-

ant attitudes toward sexual harassment, using emotional reactions to the 

coach-athlete text correspondence as the outcome variable. Our hypothesis 

was supported, F(1, 1530) = 33.76, p < .001, R2 = .02, with the statistically 

significant positive beta coefficient (.27; t[1530] = 5.81, p < .001) indicating 

that greater mental toughness was associated with more positive feelings 

toward the harassment presented in the text message. Further, regressing 

mental toughness on the single item inquiring whether the text exchange was 

perceived as inappropriate was also significant, F(1, 1528) = 8.73, p = .003, 

R2 = .01, with the negative beta coefficient (−.08; t[1528] = −2.95, p < .003) 

indicating that greater mental toughness was associated with lowered percep-

tions of inappropriateness.

Our second regression – using emotional reactions to the control text as 

the outcome variables – was also significant, F(1, 1530) = 4.95, p < .03, 

R2 = .003, with the statistically significant positive beta coefficient (.11; 

t[1530] = 2.22, p < .03) revealing that greater mental toughness was associ-

ated with more positive feelings toward a typical coach–athlete text exchange. 

This suggests that participants may have felt positively about interactions 

with coaches more generally. This was further supported by a non-significant 

finding on the single item inquiring about the inappropriateness of the text 

exchange, F(1, 1529) = 2.20, p = .14.

RQ1a: Mental Toughness as a Mediator of Sexual Harassment Tolerance 

in Scenario

We conducted a series of mediation analyses using Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS 

macro model 4 in SPSS Version 30 with 5,000 bootstrap resamples to calcu-

late bias-corrected 95% bootstrap confidence intervals (CI). A total of seven 
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mediation models examined whether mental toughness mediated the relation-

ship between athlete status (sport participants coded as “1” vs. non-partici-

pants coded as “0”) and participant responses to a sexual harassment scenario, 

including blame attributions (i.e., perpetrator blame, victim blame, and no 

blame), action (i.e., confront, comply, and ignore the coach), and emotional 

reactions (i.e., level of tolerance for inappropriate behavior). In all analyses, 

we controlled for gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, relationship status, and 

education to account for demographic differences between groups. Table 2 

presents the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations among all 

variables in our models.

Perpetrator Blame

Our results showed statistically significant total4 and direct effects5 of ath-

lete status on perpetrator blame attribution (b = –0.19, SE = 0.05, t = −3.63, 

p < .001, 95% CI [–0.299, –0.089] and b = –0.16, SE = 0.05, t = −2.95, 

p = .003 [–0.266, –0.054] respectively). Additionally, a statistically signifi-

cant – albeit very small – indirect effect was found, revealing that compared 

to non-participants, athletes scored higher on mental toughness, which in 

turn, predicted lower perpetrator blame attribution (b = –0.03, SE(Boot) = 0.01, 

95% Boot CI [–0.059, –0.015]). The full model was statistically significant, 

F(7, 1524) = 14.28, p < .001, and explained 6.2% of the variance in perpe-

trator blame scores (see coefficients presented in Figure 1a). Significant 

covariates in the final model included gender, sexual orientation, education, 

and ethnicity.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Pearson Correlation Coefficients.

Measures M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Sports Playera 1 (1) – –  
2. Mental Toughness 3.15 0.60 .19** –  
3. Victim Blame 2.38 0.97 .08** .02 –  
4. Perpetrator Blame 3.78 1.05 −.11** −.12** −.39** –  
5. No Blame 2.23 0.92 .09** .09** .59** −.55** –  
6. Confront Coach 3.87 0.92 .01 −.01 −.39** .43** −.31** –  
7. Comply with Coach 2.31 1.04 .08** .08** .66** −.50** .59** −.48** –  
8. Ignore Coach 3.01 0.85 −.04 −.06* .04 .07** .07 .04 −.01 –  
9. Tolerance 2.76 1.24 .15** .24** .52** −.51** .56** −.43** .58** −.08** –

Note. Variables with subscripts are dichotomous and denote the mode value and median in 
parentheses instead of the average.
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Figure 1. Path diagrams depicting the relationships between sport status 
(X), mental toughness (M), and blame attributions, action, and emotional reactions 
related to the scenario (Ys). Path a: The effect of the independent variable (X) on 
the mediator (M). Path b: The effect of the mediator (M) on the dependent variable 
(Y) controlling for (X). Path c’: The direct effect of (X) on (Y), controlling for (M). 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Victim Blame

Our analysis revealed statistically significant total and direct effects of athlete 

status on victim blame attribution (b = 0.12, SE = 0.05, t = 2.47, p = .014, 95% CI 

[0.025, 0.220] and b = 0.13, SE = 0.05, t = 2.48, p = .013 [0.026, 0.224], respec-

tively). However, we found no statistically significant indirect effect. This sug-

gests that sport participants assigned higher levels of victim blame compared to 

non-participants, regardless of their higher levels of mental toughness 

(b = –0.003, SE(Boot) = 0.009, 95% Boot CI [–0.021, 0.015]). The full model was 

statistically significant, F(7, 1524) = 6.66, p < .001, and explained 3% of the 

variance in victim blame scores (see coefficients presented in Figure 1b). 

Significant covariates in the final model include gender.

No Blame

Statistically significant total and direct effects were observed for athlete status 

concerning no blame attribution (b = 0.12, SE = 0.05, t = 2.59, p = .010, 95% CI 

[0.029, 0.211] and b = 0.10, SE = 0.05, t = 2.15, p = .032 [0.009, 0.193] respec-

tively). Furthermore, a statistically significant, very small indirect effect was 

found, indicating that sport participants scored higher on mental toughness 

compared to non-participants, which in turn, predicted higher levels of no 

blame (b = 0.02, SE(Boot) = 0.01, 95% Boot CI [0.003, 0.037]). The full model 

was statistically significant, F(7, 1524) = 15.91, p < .001, and explained 6.8% 

of the variance in no-blame scores (Figure 1c). Significant covariates in the 

final model included gender, sexual orientation, and education.

Confront

No significant, direct, or indirect effects were found for confronting the coach 

in the scenario.

Comply

We found a statistically significant total effect of athlete status on complying 

with the coach (b = 0.11, SE = 0.05, t = 2.04, p = .042, 95% CI [0.004, 0.212]), 

and a non-significant direct effect (b = 0.09, SE = 0.05, t = 1.71, p = .088 [–0.014, 

0.197]), suggesting that once mental toughness was controlled for, athlete sta-

tus alone was not a significant predictor of compliance. We found no signifi-

cant indirect effect (b = 0.016, SE(Boot) = 0.010, 95% Boot CI [–0.003, 0.034]). 

The full model was statistically significant, F(7, 1524) = 9.33, p < .001, and 

explained 4.1% of the variance in compliance scores (Figure 1d). Significant 

covariates in the final model included gender and education.
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Ignore

No significant total, direct, or indirect effects were found for ignoring the 

coach in the scenario.

Tolerance

Our results showed statistically significant total and direct effects of athlete 

status on tolerance for inappropriate behavior in the scenario (b = 0.28, 

SE = 0.06, t = 4.52, p < .001, 95% CI [0.159, 0.404] and b = 0.20, SE = 0.06, 

t = 3.20, p = .001 [0.077, 0.320] respectively). Additionally, we found a statis-

tically significant small indirect effect, revealing that compared to non-par-

ticipants, athletes scored higher on mental toughness; this mental toughness, 

in turn, predicted higher tolerance of inappropriate coach behavior (b = 0.08, 

SE(Boot) = 0.02, 95% Boot CI [0.053, 0.120]). The full model was statistically 

significant, F(7, 1524) = 25.82, p < .001, and explained 10.6% of the variance 

in tolerance scores (see Figure 1e). Significant covariates in the final model 

included gender and education.

RQ1b: Mental Toughness as a Mediator of Sexual Harassment Tolerance 

in Coach-Athlete Text Correspondence

Similar to the procedures used in RQ1a, we conducted two mediation analyses 

using Hayes’ (2022) PROCESS macro model 4 to examine whether mental 

toughness mediated the relationship between athlete status (sport participants 

coded as “1” vs. non-participants coded as “0”) and positive emotional reac-

tions to, and perceived inappropriateness of, the coach-athlete text correspon-

dence, after controlling for the gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, relationship 

status, and education. Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and 

bivariate correlations among all variables in our models.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Pearson Correlation Coefficients.

Measures M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Sports Playera 1 (1) – –  
2. Mental Toughness 3.15 0.60 .19** –  
3. Positive Emotional Reactions 2.30 1.10 .05* .15** –  
4. Perceived Inappropriateness 3.63 0.64 −.05* −.08** −.53** –

Note. Variables with subscripts are dichotomous and denote the mode value and median in 
parentheses instead of the average.
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Positive Emotional Reactions

Our results showed no statistically significant total or direct effects of athlete 

status on positive emotional reactions (b = 0.06, SE = 0.06, t = 1.04, p = .299, 

95% CI [–0.052, 0.169] and b = 0.01, SE = 0.06, t = 0.19, p = .853 [–0.101, 

0.122], respectively). Additionally, a statistically significant – albeit very 

small – indirect effect was found, revealing that compared to non-participants, 

athletes scored higher on mental toughness, which in turn, predicted higher 

positive emotional reactions (b = 0.05, SE(Boot) = 0.01, 95% Boot CI [0.025, 

0.074]), suggesting full mediation. The full model was statistically significant, 

F(7, 1524) = 13.41, p < .001, and explained 5.8% of the variance in positive 

emotional reaction scores (see coefficients presented in Figure 2a). Significant 

covariates in the final model included gender and sexual orientation.

Perceived Inappropriateness

No statistically significant total or direct effect of athlete status on perceived 

inappropriateness was found (b = −0.05, SE = 0.03, t = −1.48, p = .138, 95% CI 

Figure 2. Path diagrams depicting the relationships between sport status (X), 
mental toughness (M), and sexual harassment tolerance related to the coach-athlete 
correspondence (Ys). Path a: The effect of the independent variable (X) on the mediator 
(M). Path b: The effect of the mediator (M) on the dependent variable (Y) controlling for 
(X). Path c’: The direct effect of (X) on (Y), controlling for (M). **p < .01. ***p < .001 
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[–0.114, 0.016] and b = −0.03, SE = 0.03, t = −0.99, p = .324 [–0.099, 0.033] 

respectively). Additionally, a statistically significant – though very small – 

indirect effect was found, revealing that compared to non-participants, ath-

letes scored higher on mental toughness, which in turn, predicted higher 

positive emotional reactions (b = –0.02, SE(Boot) = 0.01, 95% Boot CI [−0.029, 

−0.005]), suggesting a full mediation. The full model was statistically signifi-

cant, F(7, 1522) = 4.91, p < .001, and explained 2.2% of the variance in per-

ceived inappropriateness scores (see Figure 2b). Significant covariates in the 

final model included gender and education.

Overall, although the size of the effects was small for the indirect effects, 

the results suggest that sports participation indirectly increases emotional tol-

erance of inappropriate sexual harassment behavior and lowers perceptions 

of inappropriateness in the coach-athlete text correspondence, through higher 

levels of mental toughness.

RQ1c: Mental Toughness as a Mediator of Sexual Harassment 

Identification and Disclosure in Coach-Athlete Text Correspondence

A generalized structural equation model was estimated in Stata 18 to examine 

whether mental toughness mediated the relationship between athlete status 

(sport participants coded as “1” versus non-participants coded as “0”) and 

sexual harassment identification (yes/no) and sexual harassment disclosure 

(yes/no) in the coach-athlete text correspondence. Similar to RQ1a and RQ1b, 

we controlled for gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, relationship status, 

and education. Two binary outcomes were modeled: whether participants 

perceived the text correspondence to be a form of harassment or not (yes/no) 

and whether they indicated an intent to disclose the incident (yes/no), after 

removing participants who were “unsure.” Given that both outcome variables 

were binary, log coefficients on direct pathways were converted into odds 

ratios for ease of interpretation. Our model showed that sport participants 

reported significantly higher levels of mental toughness (b = 0.21, SE = 0.03, 

z = 6.88, 95% CI [0.147, 0.264], p < .001). In turn, a one-unit increase in men-

tal toughness significantly predicted a 34% lower odds of categorizing the 

event as a form of sexual harassment (OR = 0.66, b = −0.409, SE = 0.134, 

z = −3.05 [−0.672, −0.146], p = .002) and a 26% lower odds of indicating an 

intent to disclose (OR = 0.74, b = −0.307, SE = 0.159, z = −1.93 [−0.619, 

−0.010], p = .045). Gender was a significant covariate in explaining sexual 

harassment identification and intent to disclose.

There was a small, but significant indirect effect of sports player status on 

categorizing the event as sexual harassment through mental toughness 

(b = −0.08, SE = 0.03, z = −2.79, 95% CI [−0.143, −0.025], p = .005). A 
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marginally significant indirect effect was also observed for disclosure intent 

(b = −0.06, SE = 0.03, z = −1.86 [−0.130, −0.001], p = .049). These estimates 

reflect decreases in the log odds of both outcomes, suggesting that sport par-

ticipants were less likely to identify the coach-athlete text correspondence as 

harassment or to disclose it, in part because they reported greater mental 

toughness than non-participants.

Discussion

This study examined the relationship between mental toughness and the per-

ception of sexual harassment in the sports context, providing novel insights 

into how psychological traits cultivated in sports environments may influ-

ence athletes’ recognition and interpretation of potentially transgressive 

behavior. Our findings support and extend previous research on the complex 

dynamics between mental toughness and athlete welfare, while raising 

important considerations about the potential drawbacks of traditionally val-

ued psychological traits in sports.

Our first hypothesis, that sport participants would demonstrate higher lev-

els of mental toughness than non-participants when controlling for sexual 

harassment myth acceptance, was supported. This finding aligns with previ-

ous research indicating that participation in sports predicts higher levels of 

mental toughness (Guillén & Laborde, 2013). Sports provide structured envi-

ronments that expose participants to stressful situations and train them to 

effectively assess, resist, and respond to challenges. Given that mental tough-

ness can be developed through training (Liew et al., 2019) and is often an 

explicit goal of coaching (Loehr & McLaughlin, 1990), this difference 

between athletes and non-athletes was expected.

Our second hypothesis – that higher mental toughness would predict more 

tolerant attitudes toward sexual harassment – was also supported across mul-

tiple measures. In both the vignette and the text message scenarios, greater 

mental toughness was associated with less perpetrator blame, greater accep-

tance of problematic behavior, and more positive emotional reactions to 

potentially harassing situations. These findings align with concerns raised by 

Crust (2007) about potential negative consequences of mental toughness, 

particularly regarding athletes’ ability to recognize and respond to inappro-

priate treatment.

The positive correlation between mental toughness and sexual harassment 

myth acceptance is particularly noteworthy. Both constructs share an under-

lying emphasis on individual agency and control over external circumstances. 

While mental toughness emphasizes maintaining composure under pressure 

and viewing obstacles as challenges to overcome (Dagnall et al., 2019), 
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sexual harassment myth acceptance involves minimizing the seriousness of 

harassment by attributing responsibility to victims (Lonsway et al., 2008). 

This parallel suggests that, for some, the very psychological traits that can 

benefit athletic performance may also predispose individuals to discount or 

normalize concerning harassing behaviors.

This finding mirrors previous research by Malovich and Stake (1990), 

who found that women with high performance self-esteem paradoxically 

showed greater tolerance for sexual harassment. Our results suggest this phe-

nomenon may extend beyond gender lines, indicating that individuals who 

pride themselves on their ability to overcome challenges may be particularly 

dismissive of experiences of harassment. This dynamic could create a con-

cerning cycle where mental toughness both enables greater tolerance of inap-

propriate behavior and is reinforced by the sport environment’s normalization 

of such conduct.

Beyond individual psychological traits, the structural power dynamics 

inherent in coach-athlete relationships significantly influence an athlete's 

decision to report or dismiss harassment (Dodd et al., 2024). Coaches often 

hold unilateral control over an athlete’s playing time, scholarship eligibility, 

and future career trajectory (Parent & Vaillancourt-Morel, 2021). In competi-

tive youth and elite settings, the fear of losing these vital opportunities can 

lead athletes to internalize harassment as a “price of admission” for success 

(Fogel & Quinlan, 2023). Our findings regarding compliance suggest that 

athletes may prioritize their athletic goals – a core component of mental 

toughness – over their personal safety (Kerr & Stirling, 2017). When mental 

toughness is framed as the ability to face stressful situations with calm and 

assurance (Loehr & McLaughlin, 1990), athletes may view the endurance of 

transgressive behavior as just another obstacle to be overcome with compo-

sure, rather than a violation to be reported (Kavanagh et al., 2017).

Our exploratory research questions – whether mental toughness mediated 

the relationship between sport-participation status and participants’ responses 

to a sexual harassment scenario and text correspondence, including blame 

attribution, action, and emotional reactions or positive emotional reactions 

and perceived inappropriateness – yielded small, but preliminary patterns in 

the data. Further, our generalized structural equation model suggested that 

sports participants were less likely to identify the coach-athlete text corre-

spondence as harassment or to disclose it, in part because they reported 

greater mental toughness than non-participants. While model effect sizes 

were very small and should be interpreted cautiously, our findings collec-

tively provide initial evidence that sport participation may shape how indi-

viduals assign blame and tolerate inappropriate behavior – a pattern with 

theoretical significance for understanding social norms in sport culture. 
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Though practical significance is limited, the pattern is consistent and theo-

retically meaningful – even subtle shifts in blame or tolerance may reflect 

powerful underlying norms within athletic contexts. Findings highlight the 

need for athlete-centered harassment training that addresses not just behav-

ior, but attitudes like compliance and tolerance. These results have important 

implications for sport organizations, coaches, and mental health profession-

als working with athletes. While mental toughness remains valuable for ath-

letic performance, our results suggest that uncritical promotion of this trait 

may inadvertently increase athletes’ vulnerability to harassment by reducing 

their likelihood of recognizing and reporting inappropriate behavior. Sport 

organizations may need to balance traditional emphasis on mental toughness 

with explicit education about appropriate boundaries and the importance of 

acknowledging and reporting misconduct.

Practical Implications for Prevention

Given the patterns in our findings, we propose that sports organizations 

administer mandatory education and awareness information programs for 

athletes about the risks of sexual harassment in sports contexts. Because 

youth and adolescents are more vulnerable to sexual harassment in sports, it 

may be beneficial to also provide this information to parents to help protect 

and monitor youth and adolescents from such risks.

To move from recognition to active prevention, sport organizations must 

also transition toward an integrated model that addresses both individual atti-

tudes and organizational culture (Kerr, 2022). A primary strategy involves 

redefining resilience within athletic training to decouple mental toughness 

from silence (Liew et al., 2019). Coaches and sport psychologists should 

explicitly teach that recognizing boundaries and reporting misconduct are 

acts of psychological strength and integrity, rather than signs of weakness or 

lack of commitment (Mountjoy et al., 2016). Furthermore, the implementa-

tion of sport-specific bystander intervention programs can empower team-

mates and support staff to identify and disrupt “grooming” behaviors or 

boundary-blurring interactions before they escalate into more severe forms of 

abuse (Gould et al., 2020).

To specifically mitigate the fear of retaliation regarding playing time, 

organizations should adopt “Safe Sport” frameworks that utilize third-party, 

independent reporting channels (Global Athlete, 2023). By removing the 

conflict of interest inherent in internal reporting, athletes may feel more 

secure in disclosing inappropriate conduct without fear of losing their status 

on the team (Sport Law, 2009).
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Finally, professional development for coaches should be anchored in 

trauma-informed practices that emphasize athlete welfare as a prerequisite for 

high performance (Watters & Martin, 2021). These codes of conduct must 

strictly define prohibited behaviors, such as suggestive texting or private social 

inquiries, to eliminate the subjectivity and ambiguity that currently allow for 

high levels of tolerance toward coach misconduct (Hassall et al., 2002).

Limitations and Future Directions

Considering the findings and scope of this study, future research should 

examine whether the relationships discussed vary across different sports, 

competitive levels, and cultural contexts. Additionally, investigating how 

mental toughness interacts with other psychological factors and organiza-

tional characteristics to influence harassment perception could provide valu-

able insights for developing more effective prevention programs.

Several limitations of the present study warrant consideration. First, our 

research design faces inherent constraints regarding generalizability due to the 

complex, multifaceted nature of both mental toughness and sexual harassment, 

and our limited exploration of the impact of individual characteristics on the 

perception of misconduct. While our scenarios depicted specific types of trans-

gressive interactions, they cannot capture the full spectrum of sexual harassment 

experiences that athletes may encounter. Sexual harassment manifests in various 

forms, from subtle boundary violations to explicit misconduct, and our findings 

may not generalize across this continuum of behaviors. Moreover, mental tough-

ness is an evolving concept with various definitions. The relationship between 

sexual harassment and mental toughness in our findings is limited to the opera-

tional definition of mental toughness that we used to measure the concept.

Though we used demographic data on participants’ gender identity, eth-

nicity, sexual orientation, relationship status, and education as covariates in 

our models, future studies should analyze the moderating effects of these 

demographics on the relationships between mental toughness and miscon-

duct perceptions, which is an important avenue for diversity-related research, 

given that the experience and impact of misconduct in sports varies widely 

across these demographic categories.

Additionally, “participation in sports” represents a broad category that 

doesn’t fully capture the nuanced differences between various sporting con-

texts. Our analyses did not extensively differentiate between specific sports, 

competitive levels, or organizational environments, each of which may culti-

vate distinct cultural norms and attitudes. For instance, Biglari et al. (2015) 

suggest that there are differences in mental toughness between athletes who 

participate on team sports compared to athletes who participate in individual 

sports. Additionally, people often categorize sports as stereotypically feminine 
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or masculine (Plaza et al., 2017). Research on a wide variety of stereotypically 

masculine and feminine sports and the variation of mental toughness levels 

between participants of team and individual sports would be beneficial to fur-

ther understand factors that influence the perception of sexual harassment. 

Future research would thus benefit from more granular examinations of how 

different sporting contexts might moderate the relationship between mental 

toughness and harassment perception.

The study’s methodology also presents limitations regarding ecological 

validity. While vignettes and simulated text messages provide controlled con-

ditions for examining perceptions, they may not fully replicate the complex 

interpersonal dynamics and contextual factors present in real-world coach-

athlete relationships. Participants’ responses to hypothetical scenarios may 

differ from their reactions in actual situations where power dynamics, emo-

tional investment, and career implications come into play.

Further, our study builds on a body of research that has predominantly cen-

tered female victims’ experiences of sexual harassment. While we intention-

ally used gender-neutral scenarios to broaden applicability, we did not control 

for participants’ implicit assumptions about the gender of the coach or athlete 

in our scenarios. Participant assumptions may have influenced how they inter-

preted and responded to the scenarios, particularly given the gendered nature 

of many sexual harassment myths and sport-related power dynamics.

Lastly, the cross-sectional nature of our research design and convenience 

sampling methods prevents us from causal inferences. Because participants 

were not randomly assigned to sport participation conditions, we cannot 

establish whether mental toughness develops through sport participation or 

whether individuals with higher mental toughness are more likely to partici-

pate and persist in sports. This distinction has important implications for 

understanding how best to intervene in the relationship between mental 

toughness and harassment perception.

These limitations suggest valuable directions for future research, includ-

ing longitudinal studies to examine the development of mental toughness and 

its relationship to harassment perception over time, cross-cultural investiga-

tions to understand how these dynamics manifest in different sporting con-

texts, and a more focused examination of how gender dynamics influence the 

relationship between mental toughness and harassment perception.

Conclusion

Our study offers novel insights into the complex relationship between mental 

toughness and the perception of sexual harassment in the sports context. 

Consistent with our hypotheses, sport participants reported higher levels of 

mental toughness than non-participants, and this trait was associated with 
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greater tolerance of potentially harassing behaviors and less emotional dis-

tress in response to such scenarios. These findings raise important concerns 

about how traditionally valued psychological traits in sport – such as perse-

verance, composure, and resilience – may inadvertently reduce athletes’ sen-

sitivity to inappropriate behavior, particularly in environments that normalize 

such conduct. While our models showed small effects, the consistency across 

measures underscores the need for targeted interventions. Sport organiza-

tions, coaches, and educators should be mindful of how mental toughness is 

taught and promoted, ensuring it is balanced with education on healthy 

boundaries, harassment awareness, and help-seeking behaviors. Athlete-

centered harassment training should address not only behavior but also indi-

vidual attitudes and cultural norms that shape tolerance and compliance.
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1. Due to IRB requirements of participant anonymity and privacy, survey metadata 

(e.g., IP addresses and geo-locations) were not collected. As such, participants 

cannot be identified or compared based on their recruitment avenues, nor can we 

determine which avenue was the most successful for recruiting participants.

2. The Ethics Review Committee at KPU approved our study (#2022-20). 

Respondents gave online consent before beginning the survey.

3. EM is suitable when data are missing completely at random (MCAR; Garson, 

2019). This was assessed via Little’s MCAR test, which was nonsignificant, 
2(952) = 60.64, p = 1.00, and therefore suitable for EM replacement.
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4. Defined as the effect of athlete status on an outcome variable, considering the 

influence of the mediator, mental toughness.

5. Defined as the effect of athlete status on an outcome variable without the influ-

ence (controlling for) of the mediator, mental toughness.
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