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Abstract 
The present study aimed to investigate the effects of motivational self-talk on 
competitive anxiety and self-compassion. Participants were 44 swimming 
athletes with competitive experience ranging in age from 18 to 25. The expe-
riment was conducted in five sessions. In the first session, the baseline assess- 
ment took place. Participants completed three questionnaires assessing the 
use of self-talk (Zervas, Stavrou, & Psychountaki, 2007), competitive anxiety 
levels (Martens, 1977; Zervas & Kakkos, 1990) and self-compassion levels 
(Neff, 2003b; Mantzios, Wilson, & Giannou, 2013). After the baseline assess-
ment participants were randomly divided and assigned as experimental (N = 
23) and control group (N = 21). Participants in the experimental group re-
ceived a three-sessions training program on motivational self-talk in which 
they familiarized with its concept and its use. Participants in the control group 
did not receive any training. In the fifth session the final assessment took 
place in which the procedure of the baseline assessment was repeated. Results 
revealed that after the self-talk training program, participants in the experi-
mental group indicated increments in the use of self-talk, as well as reduction 
in competitive anxiety levels and increases in self-compassion levels, whereas 
no changes were revealed for the control group. The findings of the study 
provided further support for the effectiveness of motivational self-talk strate-
gies in generating desired affective states related with the participation in com-
petitive sports. The results are discussed in relation to theory and related stu-
dies. Implications and suggestions for future research are also discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

It is well established that participation in physical activity and sports can en-
hance well-being and health (Lundqvist, 2011). However, competitive sports are 
very demanding and characterized by remarkable physical and psychological 
pressures. Furthermore, it has been indicated for many years that psychological 
factors play an important role in competitive sports and affect performance (Li-
zuka, 2005). Accordingly, high-level competitive athletes are faced with various 
difficulties concerning not only their performance but also their psychological 
well-being (Lundqvist, 2011). 

Due to this fact, there are many training programs in which sport psycholo-
gists implement a variety of cognitive-behavioral strategies with the objective of 
aiding athletes in the development of psychological skills to enhance perfor-
mance, manage emotions and achieve personal well-being (Ryska, 1998; Vealey, 
2007). Current literature in applied sport psychology has indicated that cogni-
tive-behavioral strategies are effective in generating a variety of desired affective 
states related with the participation in competitive sports (Ryska, 1998; Sheard & 
Golby, 2006; Nazam & Husain, 2014). One of the most common cognitive-  
behavioral strategies that have attracted researchers’ attention in the last decades 
and used by athletes is “self-talk” (Hatzigeorgiadis, Theodorakis, & Zourbanos, 
2004). 

1.1. Self-Talk 

Hackfort & Schwenkmezger (1993: p. 355) defined self-talk as an “inner speech 
in which the person interprets emotions and perceptions, manage and alter 
evaluations and cognitions and provide itself instructions and reinforcement”. A 
more recent description of self-talk has been provided by Hardy, Hall, & Hardy 
(2005: p. 905) and has been characterized as a “multidimensional phenomenon 
regarding athletes’ verbalizations that are addressed to themselves”. These self- 
statements could represent “automatic verbalizations or more deliberate forms 
of speech and can be expressed aloud or as a silent voice in one’s mind” (Hardy 
& Oliver, 2014: p. 660). 

Accordingly, self-talk has been categorized in two types in relation to its con-
tent-positive and negative self-talk (Theodorakis, Hatzigeorgiadis, & Chroni, 
2008). Positive self-talk has been described as an asset that increases self-esteem, 
motivation and concentration while negative self-talk considered to be critical, 
self-judgmental, anxiety producing and counterproductive (Johnson, Hrycaiko, 
Johnson, & Halas, 2004; Hatzigeorgiadis, Theodorakis, & Zourbanos, 2004). In 
reviewing the literature on the topic, field and laboratory-based research ap-
peared to provide rather ambiguous results. Hardy, Gammage, and Hall (2001) 
suggested that support for the use of positive self-talk is stemming from experi-
mentally-based research while field-based research has demonstrated mixed re-
sults. Van Raalte and colleagues, suggested that a plausible explanation for the 
mixed results was due to recall bias and they indicated that negative self-talk 
could possibly motivate some athletes (Van Raalte, Brewer, Rivera, & Petitpas, 
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1994). While Van Raalte and colleagues (1994) were the first to suggest that neg-
ative self-talk may be motivational for some athletes, Rushall (1984) nearly three 
decades ago suggested that self-talk could serve different functions for athletes 
including task-specific statements and positive mood words (as cited in Van 
Raalte et al., 1994). 

Consequently, more recent approaches have discriminated positive self-talk 
into two broader dimensions—instructional and motivational self-talk (Zinsser, 
Bunker & Williams, 2001, as cited in Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2004). Instructional 
self-talk refers to self-statements associated with attentional focus (e.g., ‘‘see the 
target’’), technical information (e.g., ‘‘high elbow’’), and tactical choices (e.g., 
‘‘push’’), whereas motivational self-talk refers to self-statements associated with 
confidence building (e.g., ‘‘I can do it’’), effort input (e.g., ‘‘give it all’’) and posi-
tive moods (e.g., ‘‘I feel good’’) (Zourbanos, Hatzigeorgiadis, Bardas, & Theodo-
rakis, 2013; Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos, & Galanis, 2011). Research has demon-
strated that different types of self-talk could serve different functions according 
to the content of self-talk (Hatzigeorgiadis, 2006). Therefore, different self-talk 
strategies could be implemented for different purposes. Instructional self-talk is 
primarily used for facilitating specific skills for the technical and tactical aspects 
of a sport while motivational self-talk is used to enhance psychological, mental 
and physical aspects of an athletes’ well-being (Hatzigeorgiadis, 2006; Hatzi-
georgiadis, Zourbanos, & Theodorakis, 2007). 

It is essential at this point to clarify that the current study was focused only on 
the (positive) motivational self-talk. As previously mentioned motivational self- 
talk is used primarily for enhancing athletes’ well-being (Hatzigeorgiadis, 2006) 
who are confronted with tremendous pressures in order to achieve success in the 
sport setting (Lundqvist, 2011). One of the most common psychological issues 
encountered at the elite level is competitive anxiety. 

1.2. Competitive Sport Anxiety 

Martens, Burton, Vealey, Bump and Smith in 1990, developed the Multi-Dimen- 
sional Anxiety Theory which center of attention was primarily on competitive 
anxiety. They proposed that competitive anxiety is consisted of two sub-com- 
ponents, namely cognitive and somatic anxiety. Cognitive anxiety involves wor-
ries and negative thoughts about performance that preoccupy the individual, 
whereas somatic anxiety involves the physical symptoms that an individual may 
experience, such as tension, excessive sweating and stomach pain (Martens et al., 
1990, as cited in Athan & Sampson, 2013). Therefore, competitive anxiety refers 
to the cognitive and somatic anxiety than an athlete may experience in a com-
petitive sport setting (Conroy & Metzler, 2004). The theory also suggested that 
while somatic anxiety might diminish when athletes starts performing, the cog-
nitive anxiety will remain if their self-confidence is low (Martens et al., 1990, as 
cited in Athan & Sampson, 2013). 

Cognitive theories of anxiety claim that automatic verbalizations and disturb-
ing thoughts that occur in a continuously and rapid way during anxious states 
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have been characterized as the primary dysfunction of anxiety (Conroy & Metz-
ler, 2004). Research studies in both sport and non-sport contexts has consistent-
ly related anxiety with negative self-talk (Hiebert, Uhlemann, Marshall, & Lee, 
1998; Kendall & Treadwell, 2007; Hatzigeorgiadis & Biddle, 2008). While dys-
functional thinking may not be problematic in some contexts, in a competitive 
sport environment it might have detrimental effects on performance (Birrer, 
Röthlin, & Morgan, 2012; Humara, 1999). Restructuring the content of these 
thoughts and minimizing their frequency, forms the basis of motivational self- 
talk strategies to reducing competitive anxiety (Humara, 1999; Conroy & Metz-
ler, 2004; Singh, 2014). 

1.3. Motivational Self-Talk and Competitive Anxiety 

Research, adopting various designs, has indicated that self-talk strategies are ef-
fective in aiding athletes in the use of positive self-talk and consequently in re-
ducing competitive anxiety levels (Conroy & Metzler, 2004; Maynard, Smith, & 
Warwick-Evans, 1995; Maynard, Hemmings, Greenlees, Warwick-Evans, & Stan-
ton, 1998; Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos, & Theodorakis, 2007; Hatzigeorgiadis et 
al., 2009). Owing to the fact that self-talk is not always an observable behavior, 
experimentally designed research employ manipulation checks, such as validated 
questionnaires, to document evidence that participants are engaging in the use 
of given instructions (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009). 

Preliminary evidence has been provided by Maynard et al. (1995) and May-
nard et al. (1998) cognitive intervention studies, were positive thought control 
was implemented. Positive thought control involved the control of negative 
thoughts and their use in a positive way and training in how to replace negative 
thoughts with positive affirmations (Maynard et al., 1995; Maynard et al., 1998). 
Both studies indicated that positive thought control interventions were effective 
and resulted in reductions of competitive anxiety levels (Maynard et al., 1995; 
Maynard et al., 1998). 

Similar findings have been provided by Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos & Theo-
dorakis (2007) who examined the effects of self-talk on self-confidence, fre-
quency of disturbing thoughts and competitive anxiety in 21 female swimmers. 
Results indicated that motivational self-talk was effective in reducing the fre-
quency of disturbing thoughts and anxiety levels, as well as, in increasing self- 
confidence (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2007). However, limitations of the study that 
should be consider were the absence of a control group and the fact that sample 
consisted only by females which cannot ensure the generalizability of results. 

Moreover, Hatzigeorgiadis and colleagues (2009) conducted a study to ex-
amine the effectiveness of motivational self-talk training on self-confidence and 
competitive anxiety in tennis players. After completing three training sessions 
on the use of motivational self-talk, participants in the training group demon-
strated that they made adequate use of the self-talk technique (Hatzigeorgiadis et 
al., 2009). Accordingly, the experimental group demonstrated increases in self- 
confidence and reductions in competitive anxiety levels compared to the control 
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group (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009). Authors suggested that self-confidence was 
likely the underlying mechanism between self-talk and anxiety, suggesting that 
self-talk enhanced self-confidence leading in turn to reduced competitive anxiety 
(Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009). Results suggested that even a short training on 
motivational self-talk strategy could be beneficial not only for engaging athletes 
in the use of the technique, but also in generating the desired outcomes (Hatzi-
georgiadis et al., 2009). 

Overall, current literature indicated that motivational self-talk interventions 
are effective in generating a variety of desired affective states related with the 
participation in competitive sports and enhancing aspects of psychological well- 
being. 

1.4. Self-Compassion 

A recently new concept that has been linked with adaptive psychological func-
tioning and aspects of psychological well-being, is self-compassion (Neff, Kirk-
patrick, & Rude, 2007; Smeets, Neff, Alberts, & Peters, 2014). Self-compassion is 
simply compassion associated and addressed to ourselves, in a caring and con-
cerning way, when we are faced with suffering experiences (Neff, 2003a). Neff 
(2003a) has defined self-compassion as being consisted of three main elements: 
“self-kindness versus self-judgment”, “common humanity versus isolation”, and 
“mindfulness versus over-identification”. Self-kindness refers to the proclivity to 
be supportive and understanding with ourselves rather being critical and judg-
mental, especially in times of distress Neff (2003a). Common humanity involves 
acknowledging that every person can fail, make mistakes and face various life 
challenges and it is an important component of self-compassion as it helps the 
individual to see the self’s imperfections from a broader perspective rather than 
feeling isolated Neff (2003a). Mindfulness entails being aware of one’s suffering 
experiences in a clear and balanced way which neither avoids nor ruminates 
negative thoughts and emotions so that these thoughts and emotions are neither 
suppressed nor exaggerated Neff (2003a). 

The psychological construct of self-compassion has received increased atten-
tion in the psychology field with a plurality of studies examining the influence of 
self-compassion on well-being (e.g., Hall, Row, Wuensch, & Godley, 2013; Smeets 
et al., 2014). Research findings strongly supports positive relations between self- 
compassion and various aspects of well-being, including mastery goals, life sa-
tisfaction, happiness, optimism, positive affect and personal initiative, and nega-
tive associations with sadness, negative affect, depression, anxiety, neuroticism, 
self-criticism, thought suppression and rumination (Neff, 2003a; Neff, 2003b; 
Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007; Neely, Schallert, Mohammed, Roberts, & Chen 
2009). Recently, empirical evidence has also supported the association of self- 
compassion with aspects of psychological well-being in the sports field (Mose-
wich, Kowalski, Sabiston, Sedgwick, & Tracy, 2011; Mosewich, Crocker, Kowals-
ki, & Delongis, 2013; Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, & Sabiston, 2014; Reis, Kowals-
ki, Ferguson, Sabiston, Sedgwick, & Crocker, 2015). 
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Mosewich and colleagues (2011) in a preliminary study attempted to examine 
self-compassion as a potential resource for adolescent female athletes. Their 
findings indicated self-compassion to be negatively related to guilt and shame 
proneness, social anxiety, body shame, fear of failure, and fear of negative evalu-
ation (Mosewich et al., 2011). Results implied that self-compassion can act as a 
buffer against dysfunctional self-evaluative emotions, thoughts and behaviors 
(Mosewich et al., 2011); outcomes stemming from the various challenges athletes 
are faced with in their sport experiences. 

More recently, Mosewich and colleagues (2013) in a randomized control trial, 
attempted to examine the effectiveness of a self-compassion intervention, which 
consisted of psychoeducational sessions and self-compassionate writing compo-
nents, on negative cognitive states in women athletes who identified themselves 
as being self-critical. Their research indicated the effectiveness of the self-com- 
passion intervention in enhancing self-compassion and managing self-criticism, 
rumination, and worries of making mistakes (Mosewich et al., 2013). 

Similar findings have been reported by Ferguson and colleagues (2014) who 
used a mixed methods research design to examine self-compassion and well- 
being in young female athletes. Results from the quantitative study indicated 
that self-compassion was positively related with eudemonic well-being (Fergu-
son et al., 2014). Accordingly, findings from qualitative study described self- 
compassion as a powerful tool for athletes when faced with difficult situations in 
the sport setting (Ferguson et al., 2014). Suffering from injuries, failing to 
achieve goals, performance plateauing and making mistakes during competition 
have been identified by participants as the most challenging situations that they 
can be faced with, and self-compassion appeared to help achieve athletes’ poten-
tial by decreasing rumination, as well as by increasing positivity, responsibility 
and perseverance (Ferguson et al., 2014). 

Consistent findings have been reported by Reis and colleagues (2015) who in-
dicated that female athletes with higher self-compassion levels reacted, thought 
and felt in far less dysfunctional ways to emotionally difficult sport experiences 
than female athletes with lower self-compassion levels. 

However, a common limitation of all studies previously mentioned is that self- 
compassion has been explored only with female athletes. Therefore, results need 
to be replicated with samples being consisted of both males and females in order 
to ensure the generalizability of results. 

Overall, the current literature suggested that self-compassion act as a protec-
tor against negative emotions, thoughts and behaviors that related with failure 
and negative events, suggesting that self-compassion should be considered in 
terms of potential application in the sport field as it can help athletes to cope 
with their challenging sport experiences (Mosewich et al., 2013; Reis et al., 2015). 
Considering that motivational self-talk training programs aim to teach partici-
pants to become aware of their negative thoughts and self-talk, it is therefore 
possible that motivational self-talk training could also be an effective way for in-
dividuals to develop self-compassion. Nonetheless, two more research studies 
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have contributed to the development of this hypothesis. 
Neff, Kirkpatrick and Rude (2007) conducted a study in order to investigate 

the relation of self-compassion to psychological well-being. They used a “Gestalt 
two-chair” technique which is an exercise that aims to decrease self-critical be-
liefs, and help people become more compassionate with themselves by giving 
voice in two conflicting aspects of self, namely self-critical voice and the “expe-
riencing voice” which feels criticized and responds to the criticism (Greenberg, 
1983; Safran, 1998, as cited in Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). Their findings 
indicated that increases in self-compassion levels were linked with increases in 
psychological well-being (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). Specifically, results 
demonstrated that participants who shown increases in self-compassion also 
shown decreases in self-criticism, thought suppression, depression, and anxiety 
(Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). Furthermore, it was indicated that self-com- 
passion acted as a protector against self-evaluative anxiety (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & 
Rude, 2007). Further, reflecting on the technique they used, authors suggested 
that there are possibly many other techniques that could be used to increase 
self-compassion (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). 

Consequently, the first attempt to examine, indirectly though, the effects of 
self-talk on self-compassion was made by Al Awamleh, Mansi & Ermeley (2014) 
who investigated the effect of a mental training skill program consisted of 
self-talk, goal setting, imagery and relaxation, on self-compassion in female col-
lege students. Their findings indicated that participation in the mental training 
program led to increases in self-compassion levels (Al Awamleh et al., 2014). 
However, a causal relationship between self-talk and self-compassion cannot be 
assumed by this study, as the researchers employed various techniques in the 
mental training program, thus it has not been established whereas self-talk or the 
combination of these techniques have influenced the results. Moreover, the sev-
eral methodological limitations of the study cannot be overpassed. The sample 
consisted only of females, therefore it cannot ensure the generalizability of re-
sults. Moreover, the absence of control group along with the fact that the sample 
was not randomized may have introduced bias into the measurements. 

1.5. Study Aims 

In relation to this literature review, the present study aimed to replicate previous 
findings which suggested that motivational self-talk is an effective strategy in 
reducing competitive anxiety (Maynard et al., 1995; Maynard et al., 1998; Con-
roy & Metzler, 2004; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2007; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, taking into account the work of Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude (2007) 
and Al Awamleh et al. (2014), as well as considering the suggestion of Neff, 
Kirkpatrick, & Rude (2007) that possibly other techniques could also be able to 
increase self-compassion, the present study attempted to examine the effective-
ness of motivational self-talk intervention on enhancing self-compassion levels 
in athletes with competitive experience. 

Overall, the study aimed to examine the effects of a motivational self-talk 
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training program on aspects of psychological well-being in competitive swim-
mers. Specifically, the study aimed to indicate that after the motivational self- 
talk training program, the Self-Talk Intervention Group would demonstrate in-
crements in the use of self-talk and secondary that the Self-Talk Intervention 
Group would demonstrate lower levels of competitive anxiety and higher levels 
of self-compassion compared to the Control Group. 

2. Methodology 
2.1. Design 

A 2 (Group: STQ Intervention vs. Control Group) × 2 (Time: Pretest vs. Post-
test) mixed design ANOVA with Group as a between-subjects factor and Time 
as a within-subjects factor was used in this study, to examine whether motiva-
tional self-talk reduces competitive anxiety and enhances self-compassion. Three 
measurements were taken at each time; the scores achieved from participants’ 
self-reported use of self-talk, competitive anxiety and self-compassion. 

2.2. Participants 

The sample consisted of 44 Greek swimmers who were recruited through op-
portunity sampling and volunteered for the study. Participants were members of 
the Sport Nautical Club of Argyroupolis (swimming club in Athens) who had 
competitive swimming experience and had not undertaken any training in the 
use of self-talk. In all, 23 were males and 21 were females, ranging in age from 18 
to 25, with mean age 19.8 years (SD = 2.16) and mean competitive experience 
10.6 years (SD = 2.99). Participants were randomly assigned as experimental (n 
= 23) and control (n = 21) group. All participants were treated according to the 
ethical standards of the British Psychological Society. 

2.3. Instruments 

Self-Talk Questionnaire ([S-TQ]; Zervas, Stavrou, & Psychountaki, 2007). 
The questionnaire consists of 11 statements marked in a Likert scale (from 1 = 
never to 5 = always) and measures two forms of ST function (motivational and 
cognitive) that used by athletes to enhance their sport performances. Seven of 
the eleven statements assess the motivational functions (e.g., “I talk to myself to 
increase my effort”) and the four assess the cognitive functions (e.g., “I talk to 
myself to give directions”). The instrument also provides a total score of self-talk 
use, ranging from 11 (very low self-talk use) to 55 (very high self-talk use). Zer-
vas et al. (2007) reported high internal consistency coefficients of .91 for the mo-
tivational and .84 for the cognitive self-talk. The Cronbach’s a for the total S-TQ 
was .92 (Zervas et al., 2007). The Cronbach’s alpha for the current study was .91 
and .94 at pre and post training respectively. 

Sport Competition Anxiety Test ([SCAT]; Martens, 1977; Zervas & Kak-
kos, 1990). The Greek version of the SCAT was used that has been translated 
into Greek by Zervas & Kakkos (1990). The questionnaire consists of 10 items 
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marked in a 3-point Likert scale (1 = hardly ever, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often) and 
assess the levels of competitive trait anxiety of athletes. More specifically, SCAT 
consists of two statements assessing the anxiety factor (e.g., “before I compete I 
feel uneasy”) two statements assessing the calmness factor (e.g., “before I com-
pete I am calm”) and six statements assessing the psychosomatic factor (e.g., 
“Just before I compete I notice that my heart beats faster than normal”). The 
questionnaire provides a total score of competitive trait anxiety with scores 
ranging from 10 to 30. Lower scores reflect a lower tendency to confront with 
competitive anxiety and higher scores indicate a higher tendency to experience 
competitive anxiety. The original test demonstrated high internal consistency 
ranging from .95 to .97 (Martens, 1977). The Greek version of SCAT reported a 
range of .84 to .89 (Zervas & Kakkos, 1990). The Cronbach’s alpha for the 
present study ranged from .85 to .87. 

Self-Compassion Scale ([SCS]; Neff, 2003b; Mantzios, Wilson, & Gian-
nou, 2013). The scale consists of 26 items marked in a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 = almost never to 5 = almost always). It is composed of six subs-
cales that includes the 5-item self-kindness subscale (e.g., “I’m kind to myself 
when I’m experiencing suffering”), the 5-item self-judgement subscale (e.g. 
“When times are really difficult, I tend to be tough on myself”), the 4-item 
common humanity subscale (e.g., “I try to see my failings as part of the human 
condition”), the 4-item isolation subscale (e.g., “When I fail at something that’s 
important to me, I tend to feel alone in my failure”), the 4-item mindfulness 
subscale (e.g., “When I fail at something important to me I try to keep things in 
perspective”) and the 4-item over-identification subscale (e.g., “When something 
upsets me I get carried away with my feelings”). The instrument provides an over-
all self-compassion score by averaging mean scores of the six subscales (after re-
verse-coding negative items), with overall scores ranging from 26 to 130. 
Self-Compassion Scale was used in its Greek version that has been translated in 
Greek by Mantzios et al. (2013). The original scale demonstrated excellent relia-
bility (α = .93; e.g., Neff, 2003b). Accordingly, Mantzios et al. (2013) reported 
internal consistency coefficients of .87. The Cronbach’s alpha for the present 
study was .82 and .91 at pre and post training respectively. 

Demographic Information 
Participants were asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire related to age, 

gender, favored swimming strokes, swimming achievements and years of com-
petitive experience. 

2.4. Procedure 

Permission to conduct the study was obtained by the ICPS committee associated 
with University of Central Lancashire (UCLAN), which is a committee whose 
task it is to make sure that research participants are protected from harm. In or-
der to gain access to the Sport Nautical Club, coaches and sport psychologist had 
to be informed about the nature of study and give permission. The experiment 
was completed in five sessions, which took place once a week with duration of 90 
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minutes. 
Session 1: Baseline assessment 
Participants were approached and asked to participate voluntarily in a re-

search aiming to examine athletes’ psychological well-being. After informing 
them about confidentiality issues and their right to withdraw from the study at 
any time and any stage the initial assessment took place. Participants were ad-
ministered a booklet containing a consent form and the above-mentioned ques-
tionnaires, namely the demographic information, the Self-Talk Questionnaire, 
the Sport Competition Anxiety Test and the Self-Compassion Scale in different 
order to control for order effect. No names or other identification was required, 
thus maintaining anonymity. The booklet took approximately 15 minutes to 
complete. 

After the completion of the baseline assessment, participants were randomly 
divided into two groups and assigned as experimental and control. Experimental 
group was informed that the current study had a psycho-educational objective 
that aimed to train athletes with competitive experience to develop their psy-
chological skills in order to enhance aspects of their psychological well-being. 
They were further informed that if they were still willing to participate, the pro-
gram would require them to attend in three more meetings of 90 minutes in 
which they would be trained based on basic theories of sport psychology. Accor-
dingly, the control group was also informed that the study would require a 
second meeting in four weeks in which the initial assessment would be repeated. 
Both groups were informed again about confidentiality issues and their right to 
withdraw from the study at any time and any stage and that in the case of with-
drawn their data will be automatically deleted and will not be used for any other 
purpose. 

Session 2 - 4: Training phase 
The planning and implementation of the program was built upon the work of 

Mamassis & Doganis (2004) and Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos, Goltsios & Theo-
dorakis (2008). At the beginning of the second session the experimental group 
was introduced in the concept of self-talk. In short, they were told that self-talk 
is the talk we have with ourselves in which we evaluate what we have done and 
how we feel about it. In sessions that were followed participants were taught the 
importance of self-talk and its connection to negative thoughts and emotions as 
well as its link with low performance. The first step for them was to become 
aware of their negative thoughts and statements before, during or after a swim-
ming meet. Subsequently, participants were trained and taught to stop the nega-
tive by using key words (e.g., “stop”, “park it”) and replace the negative thoughts 
with positive ones by using motivational cues (“I can”, “Let’s go”, “I’ve got 
this”). The final step for them was to apply the techniques they have learned 
during practice. The training program was applied to groups of 7 or 8 athletes. 
The control group was not given any training. 

Session 5: Final Assessment 
On the fifth session the procedure of the initial assessment was repeated. After 
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the completion of the assessment participants were debriefed, explained the 
purpose of the study and thanked for their participation. 

3. Results 

For the aims of this study, participants’ data that were collected through the 
questionnaires were analyzed (See the attached SPSS file for raw data). The 
means and standard deviations of self-talk, competitive anxiety and self-com- 
passion scores for all participants at pre-test measurements were analyzed. 
Moreover, the correlations between these variables were calculated in order to 
check for inter-correlations and presented in Table 1. 

A two-tailed Pearson’s correlation revealed a medium, negative and signifi-
cant correlation between self-talk and competitive anxiety scores (r = −.32, p 
= .034). No significant correlations were reported neither between self-talk and 
self-compassion scores (r = .16, p = .289) either between competitive anxiety and 
self-compassion scores (r = −.29, p = .054). 

Accordingly, the Table 2 below presented the mean scores and standard devi-
ations for pre-test and post-test measures for intervention group and control 
group separately. 

A series of One-Way independent samples ANOVAs was employed to examine 
whether there were significant differences between the self-talk intervention 
group and control group on self-talk, competitive anxiety and self-compassion 
measures at baseline assessment. ANOVAs revealed no significant differences  
 
Table 1. Mean scores, SDs and bivariate correlations between variables at pre-test (N = 
44). 

 Self-Talk Competitive Anxiety Self-Compassion 

Self-Talk -- −.32* .16 

Competitive Anxiety  -- −.29 

Self-Compassion   -- 

M 31.36 23.61 65.84 

SD 9.23 4.18 10.9 

Note. * p < .05. 

 
Table 2. Means and SDs of all study variables at pre-test and post-test measurements for 
intervention and control group. 

 STQ Intervention Group (N = 23) Control Group (N = 21) 

 Pre-test Post-test Pre-test Post-test 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD 

STQ 33.44 9.78 43.44 6.10 29.09 8.23 28.71 7.38 

CA 23.22 3.67 20.39 4.04 24.05 4.73 23.81 3.92 

SC 67.82 9.78 77.74 10.76 63.67 11.88 63.00 12.74 

*Note: STQ = Self-Talk, CA = Competitive Anxiety, SC = Self-Compassion. 
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between groups on any of the study measures at the baseline assessment. Specif-
ically, no significant differences were found between groups on self-talk scores 
[F(1,42) = 2.51, p = .121], competitive anxiety scores [F(1,42) = .43, p = .517] 
and self-compassion scores [F(1,42) = 1.62, p = .210]. 

Accordingly, a series of paired samples t-tests was conducted to examine pre- 
post changes in study measures for each group separately. 

Two-tailed paired samples t-tests revealed that there was a significant increase 
in self-talk scores [t(22) = −8.16, p < .001], in self-compassion scores [t(22) = 
−4.91, p < .001], as well as a significant reduction in competitive anxiety scores 
for all participants of the intervention group. 

Additionally, two-tailed paired samples t-tests revealed that there were no sig-
nificant differences in self-talk scores [t(20) = 1.14, p = .268], competitive anxie-
ty scores [t(20) = .50, p = .624], and self-compassion scores [t(20) = 1.70, p 
= .105] for participants of the control group. 

Next, a series of 2(Group: STQ Intervention vs. Control Group) × 2(Time: 
Pretest vs. Posttest) mixed design ANOVAs with Group as a between-subjects 
factor and Time as a within-subjects factor were employed in order to determine 
whether STQ Intervention Group indicated larger improvements compared to 
the Control Group, as measured by the scores achieved from participants’ re-
sponds in self-talk use, competitive anxiety and self-compassion measures. 

3.1. Self-Talk Use 

There was a significant main effect of Time on self-talk use, [F(1,42) = 52.86, p 
< .001], Eta2 = .56 (56%). Examination of the marginal means (See Figure 1 be-
low) indicated that self-talk use was higher at the post-test measurement. 

A significant main effect was also found for Group, [F(1,42) = 16.86, p < .001], 
Eta2 = .29 (29%). Examination of the marginal means (See Figure 1) indicated 
that self-talk use was higher in the STQ Intervention Group and lower in the 
Control Group. 

Moreover, a significant interaction between Group and Time was also found 
[F(1,42) = 61.57, p < .001], Eta2 = .59 (59%), indicating that the effect of Time 
depended upon the Group. The 95% CI graph of the interaction (see Figure 2 
below) indicated that differences between pre and post self-talk use measures 
were least for the Control Group and greatest for the STQ Intervention Group. 

A two-tailed independent samples t-test demonstrated that there was a signif-
icant difference between STQ Intervention Group and Control Group in the 
post-test measurement. The STQ Intervention Group presented higher scores in 
the use of self-talk compared to the Control Group [t(42) = 7.23, p < .001]. Le-
vene’s test indicated that homogeneity of variance assumptions were met (F = 
2.235, p = .142). 

3.2. Competitive Anxiety 

There was a significant main effect of Time on competitive anxiety scores, 
[F(1,42) = 11.60, p = .001], Eta2 = .22 (22%). Examination of the marginal means  
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Figure 1. Estimated marginal means for self-talk use. 

 

 
Figure 2. 95% CI graph of the interaction between group and time. 
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(See Figure 3 below) indicated that competitive anxiety levels were lower at the 
post-test measurement. 

However, no significant main effect of Group was observed, [F(1,42) = 3.40, p 
= .07], Eta2 = .08 (8%). 

Finally, a significant interaction between Group and Time was found [F(1,42) 
= 8.28, p = .006], Eta2 = .17 (17%), indicating that the effect of Time depended 
upon the Group. The 95% CI graph of the interaction (see Figure 4) indicated 
that differences between pre and post competitive anxiety measures were least 
for the Control Group and greatest for the STQ Intervention Group. 

A two-tailed independent samples t-test demonstrated that there was a signif-
icant difference between STQ Intervention Group and Control Group in the 
post-test measurement. The STQ Intervention Group presented lower scores in 
competitive anxiety levels compared to the Control Group [t(42) = −2.84, p 
= .007]. Levene’s test indicated that homogeneity of variance assumptions were 
met (F = 1.503, p = .227). 

3.3. Self-Compassion 

There was a significant main effect of Time on self-compassion levels, [F(1,42) = 
18.50, p < .001], Eta2 = .31 (31%). Examination of the marginal means (See Fig-
ure 5) indicated that self-compassion levels were higher at post-test measure-
ment. 

A significant main effect was also found for Group, [F(1,42) = 8.53, p = .006], 
Eta2 = .17 (17%). Examination of the marginal means (See Figure 5) indicated  
 

 
Figure 3. Estimated marginal means for competitive anxiety. 
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Figure 4. 95% CI graph of the interaction between group and time. 
 

 
Figure 5. Estimated marginal means for self-compassion. 
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that self-compassion levels were higher in the STQ Intervention Group and low-
er in Control Group. 

Moreover, a significant interaction between Group and Time was also found 
[F(1,42) = 24.22, p < .001], Eta2 = .37 (37%), indicating that the effect of Time 
depended upon the Group. The 95% CI graph of the interaction (see Figure 6 
below) indicated that differences between pre and post self-compassion meas-
ures were least for the Control Group and greatest for the STQ Intervention 
Group. 

A two-tailed independent samples t-test demonstrated that there was a signif-
icant difference between STQ Intervention Group and Control Group in the 
post-test measurement. The STQ Intervention Group presented higher scores in 
self-compassion levels compared to the Control Group [t(42) = 4.16, p < .001]. 
Levene’s test indicated that homogeneity of variance assumptions were met (F 
= .935, p = .339). 

4. Discussion 

The present study aimed to examine the effects of a motivational self-talk train-
ing program on aspects of psychological well-being in competitive swimmers. 
Specifically, the study aimed to demonstrate that after the self-talk training pro-
gram, participants in the Intervention Group would indicate increments in the 
use of self-talk, as well as lower levels of competitive anxiety and higher levels of 
self-compassion compared to the Control Group. Overall, results indicated that  

 

 
Figure 6. 95% CI graph of the interaction between group and time. 
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self-talk training program had a positive effect on self-talk use, reduced competi-
tive anxiety and increased self-compassion. 

Prior to proceeding to the hypotheses testing, participants in the intervention 
group received the appropriate motivational self-talk training. Briefly, they were 
trained to become aware of their negative thoughts and statements, replace those 
thoughts and statements with more positive-motivational ones and familiarized 
with the appropriate use of self-talk through practice. Because as Conroy & 
Metzler (2004) and Singh (2014) suggested, the basis of motivational self-talk 
strategies to generating desired outcomes relies on restructuring the content of 
negative thoughts and minimizing their frequency. Findings regarding the use of 
self-talk in the first assessment and final assessment, indicated that participants 
in the intervention group demonstrated significant increases in the use of self- 
talk compared to control group. Results from the study supported previous evi-
dence which suggested that self-talk strategies are effective in aiding athletes in 
the use of positive self-talk (Maynard et al., 1995; Maynard et al., 1998; Hatzi-
georgiadis, Zourbanos, & Theodorakis, 2007; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009). Spe-
cifically, Maynard and colleagues (1995, 1998) as well as Hatzigeorgiadis, Zour-
banos & Theodorakis (2007) indicated that controlling negative thoughts and 
replacing them with positive affirmations were effective in reducing the fre-
quency of disturbing thoughts and engaging in the use of motivational self-talk. 
Furthermore, findings from the present study, suggested that even a short train-
ing on motivational self-talk was beneficial for engaging athletes in the use of the 
technique as Hatzigeorgiadis et al. (2009) previously pointed out. 

Moreover, with regard to the competitive anxiety, results from this study 
showed that participants in the intervention group demonstrated reductions in 
competitive anxiety levels compared to participants in the control group, sug-
gesting that self-talk training was effective in reducing competitive anxiety. Re-
sults are consistent with previous findings reported by Maynard et al. (1995, 
1998) who indicated that positive thought control interventions were effective 
and resulted in reductions of competitive anxiety levels. Results also validated 
the findings reported by Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos & Theodorakis (2007) 
which showed that after receiving motivational self-talk training participants 
demonstrated reduction in the frequency of disturbing thoughts, as well as, re-
duction in competitive anxiety levels. 

According to the Multi-Dimensional Anxiety Theory, cognitive anxiety arises 
from worries and negative thoughts that preoccupy individuals, and that cogni-
tive anxiety may depend on their self-perceptions of confidence (Martens et al., 
1990, as cited in Athan & Sampson, 2013). Therefore, while motivational self- 
talk is effective in reducing the frequency of negative and disturbing thoughts 
(Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos, & Theodorakis, 2007), it is consequently effective 
in reducing anxiety levels. Furthermore, as motivational self-talk involves self- 
statements associated with confidence building (Zourbanos et al., 2013) it is 
plausible that self-confidence could be one of the underlying mechanisms be-
tween self-talk and anxiety. Confirmatory findings have been reported by Hatzi-
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georgiadis et al. (2009) who indicated that motivational self-talk training was ef-
fective in increasing self-confidence and reducing competitive anxiety levels. 
Authors suggested that self-talk enhanced self-confidence leading in turn to re-
duced competitive anxiety (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009). 

Additionally, another important aim of this study was that it attempted, 
drawing on the work of Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude (2007) and Al Awamleh et al. 
(2014), to investigate the effectiveness of motivational self-talk training on en-
hancing self-compassion levels. Results indicated that participants who received 
the motivational self-talk training, demonstrated increases in self-compassion 
levels from the first assessment to the final assessment compared to participants 
in control group. Findings suggested that motivational self-talk training is an ef-
fective strategy that can enhance self-compassion in participants, supporting 
thus the suggestion of Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude (2007) that possibly many tech-
niques could be used to increase self-compassion levels. 

Although, self-compassion has never been examined as a potential outcome of 
self-talk interventions in the sports domain, results could be interpreted in rela-
tion to the study of Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude (2007) which investigated the rela-
tion of self-compassion to psychological well-being. More specific, Neff and col-
leagues (2007), used the “Gestalt two-chair” technique, as a method for increas-
ing self-compassion levels in undergraduate students. The technique’s main ob-
jective was to decrease self-critical beliefs, and thus help people become more 
compassionate with themselves (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). Their findings 
indicated that their method was effective in increasing self-compassion levels, 
and that participants who shown increases in self-compassion also shown de-
creases in self-criticism (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). Considering that the 
“Gestalt two-chair” technique aimed to decrease self-critical beliefs, and that 
motivational self-talk strategies rely among others on minimizing the frequency 
of negative self-talk, which considered to be critical and self-judgmental (Hatzi-
georgiadis, Theodorakis, & Zourbanos, 2004; Johnson et al., 2004), has provided 
the rationale behind comparing the current study with the study of Neff, Kirk-
patrick, & Rude (2007). Furthermore, the findings of the present study could al-
so be compared with the study of Al Awamleh et al. (2014) who investigated the 
effect of a mental training skill program consisted of self-talk, goal setting, im-
agery and relaxation, on self-compassion, and found that participation in the 
mental training program led to increases in self-compassion levels in female col-
lege students. 

Empirical evidence has emphasized the importance of self-compassion in fe-
male athletes. In particular, previous research has indicated that self-compassion 
can act as a buffer against dysfunctional self-evaluative emotions, thoughts and 
behaviors (Mosewich et al., 2011). Furthermore, Reis and colleagues (2015) 
demonstrated that female athletes with higher self-compassion levels reacted, 
thought and felt in far less dysfunctional ways to emotionally difficult sport ex-
periences than female athletes with lower self-compassion levels. Thus, the de-
velopment of self-compassion could be a powerful tool for athletes when faced 
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with difficult situations and psychological pressures in the sport setting (Fergu-
son et al., 2014), because it could help them cope with all these challenging expe-
riences and potentially to enhance their performance (Mosewich et al., 2013; 
Reis et al., 2015). 

Taking findings into consideration, the present study has both theoretical and 
practical implications. From a theoretical angle current findings expand existing 
knowledge regarding the effects of motivational self-talk. While the study repli-
cated previous findings which suggest that motivational self-talk is effective in 
reducing competitive anxiety (e.g. Maynard et al., 1998; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 
2009) nevertheless, its major contribution was that motivational self-talk can al-
so enhance self-compassion. From a practical prospect, the study highlights the 
importance of motivational self-talk in regulating competitive anxiety and en-
hancing self-compassion. Therefore, athletes themselves, coaches and sport psy-
chologists are encouraged to incorporate in their strategies and further advance 
the use of motivational self-talk, in order to manage emotions, improve psycho-
logical well-being and enhance performance (Vealey, 2007; Sheard & Golby, 
2006). Finally, given the short duration of the training program and its effec-
tiveness in generating positive outcomes, could enable researchers, as well as 
coaches and sport psychologists, to apply these types of training more often, 
since brief trainings and studies are less time consuming and less expensive. 

It is important at this point to acknowledge some research limitations. First, 
the current study recruited participants that consisted only by swimming ath-
letes. Although, many studies have been conducted while recruiting participants 
from a single sport category, nonetheless it is important that studies should be 
done among other sports as well, so as to ensure the generalizability of results. 

Furthermore, another limitation that should be acknowledged is that the study 
was based exclusively on self-report data. Although this is evident to most other 
studies in this area, nonetheless socially desirable responding might have intro-
duced bias in the results. Future research should administer measures of social 
desirability in order to aid control for this potential bias, as well as, behavioral 
measures to strengthen self-reported outcomes. 

In addition, considering that the assessment of constructs was concurrent, the 
issue of causation could not be resolved. Future research could address this issue 
with longitudinal designs. Additionally, another limitation of the study was that 
it did not include follow-up measures and assessments and therefore the lasting 
effects of the intervention cannot yet be verified. Still, the duration and preserva-
tion of intervention effects and therapeutic gains need to be examined in future 
research. 

A last issue that should be addressed has to do with the lack of desired statis-
tical power in some of the comparative analysis that were conducted, probably 
due to the sample size. However, owing to the fact that this was an intervention 
study, the sample size can be considered satisfactory. Further research is needed 
to extend the findings and the accuracy of the current results. An important fu-
ture goal would also be to expand research by investigating the various subcom-
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ponents of self-compassion so as to examine how they may have deferentially 
been affected by self-talk, since the present study only examined the overall score 
of self-compassion. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, findings of the present study indicated that motivational self-talk 
training program had a positive effect on self-talk use, reduced competitive an-
xiety levels and increased self-compassion levels. The current study highlights 
the importance of motivational self-talk training in regulating performance va-
riables, such as competitive anxiety and self-compassion. It is important to 
create and implement training programs, not only to enhance performance, 
which is the major concern of competitive athletes, but also to enhance their 
psychological well-being. Athletes themselves, as well as sport psychologists and 
coaches, owe to protect athletes’ mental and psychological health, because in es-
sence, these programs that enhance their psychological well-being, are the ones 
that will increase their commitment and will enable them through the pleasure 
they derive from what they do, to improve their performance. 
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