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Elite football can make players feel nervous, and personality characteristics, as 
well as experience, affect how well pressure is handled before important games. 
Studying the psychological characteristics of female football players can provide 
information on how well psychological pressure is handled and generate knowledge 
on how to support players in order to improve performance. Based on a sample of 
128 female elite football players from 8 top-level teams, the present study investi-
gates whether psychological characteristics and football experience/player stus in 
elite female football players can predict state anxiety before important matches. Our 
results outline that high age and national team experience negatively predicted most 
of the trait anxiety subscales. In line with previous research, no psychological dif-
ferences were found between goalkeepers, defenders, midfielders, and strikers while 
starting players revealed to have significantly lower trait anxiety. When measuring 
before important matches, we found that somatic state anxiety was negatively as-
sociated with senior national team experience and positively associated with worry 
trait anxiety and fear of failure. Cognitive state anxiety was negatively associated 
with hope for success and positively associated with somatic and worry trait anxiety. 
Self-confidence was positively associated with youth national team experience and 
negatively associated with worry trait anxiety. It can be concluded that psychologi-
cal characteristics and national team experience are both important for optimal state 
anxiety before important matches in elite-level women's football. Implications for 
practice and future research are discussed.
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1 |  INTRODUCTION

Elite football poses high mental and physical demands on the 
players. Many players struggle with anxiety, which can have 
significant detrimental effects on performance.1 Elite football 
players’ performance improves with increasing level of arousal 
(ie, anxiety), but many athletes have experienced deficits in 
performance, even to the point of choking. If anxiety reaches 
a certain limit, the player will lose control and their perfor-
mance will start to decrease.2 As anxiety is connected to the 
expected consequences of success and failure, a focus on the 
achievement motive is considered important in elite football 
as it might affect future success and performance.3 Hence, the 
abilities to perform optimally under pressure and to focus on 
task-relevant information during performance are considered 
essential for football performance.4 Also, other factors such 
as football players’ experience/player status, positional dif-
ferences, and age seem to affect performance as these factors 
have shown to influence anxiety levels.5-9 Hence, it should 
be investigated whether certain psychological characteristics 
are important for experiencing anxiety connected to perfor-
mance. Therefore, the aim of this study was to investigate the 
association between psychological characteristics and foot-
ball experience/player status in elite female football players, 
and to investigate which of these variables can predict state 
anxiety before important matches.

1.1 | Anxiety

There are two forms of anxiety: trait and state. Trait anxiety 
is regarded as a relatively stable characteristic that prompts 
an individual to respond to stressful situations in the same 
manner over time.10 On the other hand, state anxiety can be 
defined as an emotional response to a specific situation. It 
involves feelings of apprehension, fear, tension, and an in-
crease in physiological arousal, and can vary from one situa-
tion to the next. As trait anxiety, state anxiety can be divided 
into two forms, namely somatic and cognitive anxiety.11 
Somatic state anxiety is an expression of the physical/physi-
ological state of players, whereas cognitive state anxiety is an 
expression of the mental state of the player.1,10

When looking into research on anxiety and football, a 
study found that competitive anxiety and anger trait anxiety 
were significantly higher for a group of football players than 
for other population described in the literature.12 Another 
study found that high trait anxiety performers responded 
with significantly greater state anxiety levels than low trait 
performers.13 Looking into elite women's football, a study 
investigating depression and anxiety in elite German female 
football teams found that players with more years of play-
ing experience exhibited lower anxiety scores than players 
with less experience.14 To summarize, trait-state anxiety 

and managing anxiety seem to be important within football, 
because when there is much at stake, and pressure is high, 
football player's performance might be negatively affected by 
high levels of anxiety.

1.2 | Achievement motive

Anxiety is connected to the expected consequences of success 
and failure. Therefore, achievement motives, the tendency to 
be motivated by either hope for success or fear of failure, are 
likely to be connected to anxiety. The achievement motive 
can be defined by a nonconscious and recurrent preference 
for affectively rewarding experiences related to improving 
one's performance.15 Atkinson's (1957) risk-taking model 
describes the impact of the situational and the personal com-
ponents. According to this model, tasks are chosen regard-
ing incentive and probability of success, which are inversely 
proportionally related to each other.16 Within football, the 
achievement motives describe what a player is motivated by 
in a performance situation, and the literature describes two 
achievement motives, namely hope for success and fear of 
failure.15 If the player is high in hope for success, he/she is 
motivated by the prospect of achieving success, while if the 
player is high in fear of failure, he/she is motivated by avoid-
ing failing in the particular performance situation. This af-
fects both a player's ability to handle pressure and to make 
correct decisions during a performance. According to the 
risk-taking model, the football players that are primarily mo-
tivated by hope for success have the feeling that they can 
solve the task if they put enough effort into it, and are able to 
draw conclusions about their football skill level, which will 
produce effort and development.16,17 An individual motivated 
by fear of failure, on the other hand, may choose achievement 
goals that are either too easy or too hard,16 and may be more 
likely to lose motivation, stagnate in their overall develop-
ment, and be less satisfied with their sport.17 According to the 
risk-taking model, this implies that a football player's goal is 
to avoid disappointment and being afraid of a negative ap-
praisal of their ability, hence might not solve the task suc-
cessfully.16 Research shows that the achievement motive is a 
relatively stable personality trait, which explains a significant 
proportion of talented football players’ future success and 
that particularly fear of failure could affect sporting perfor-
mance.3,18 These findings might be a result of a more com-
petitive environment in the later age classes in male football 
players,18 and optimal motivational environments/climates 
might contribute to a positive personality development of tal-
ented athletes.19 As the achievement motive has rarely been 
studied within women football, one might speculate that hope 
for success and fear of failure could play a slightly different 
role in men's and women's elite football and possibly affect 
anxiety. Stoeber and Becker20 investigated the relationship 
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between perfectionism, achievement motive, and attribution 
of success and failure in German female players. The authors 
found that striving for perfectionism was positively related to 
hope for success and negatively correlated to fear of failure, 
whereas negative reactions to imperfection showed a posi-
tive correlation to fear of failure. In summary, it seems that 
high hope for success and low fear of failure seems to be im-
portant personality characteristics for successful male foot-
ballers; however, the concept needs to be investigated more 
closely in elite female football.

1.3 | Association of experience/player status, 
positional differences, and age

Not only the achievement motive but also other factors such 
as female football players’ experience/player status, posi-
tional differences, and age seem to be associated with trait 
and state anxiety. A study with Icelandic elite female football 
players showed that the national team players had the high-
est mental toughness scores and lowest trait anxiety scores. 
However, only the worry and concentration disruption scales 
showed significant differences between the national team 
and first division players.6 Nonetheless, neither of the men-
tioned studies investigated whether trait anxiety predicted 
state anxiety before important matches. When looking into 
experience and player status in conjunction with matches, a 
study with Turkish elite female football players found that 
competition anxiety was negatively correlated with experi-
ence and that age was an explanatory factor.5 Similarly, a 
study with female football players in different zones of India 
found moderate levels of anxiety and a weak negative cor-
relation between pre-competitive anxiety and performance.7 
When looking into player status and positional differences of 
being a goalkeeper, defender, midfielder, or striker, a study 
in youth male Portuguese football found no significant dif-
ferences in state anxiety and different playing positions.9 
Regarding player status and being starter vs being a non-
starter, a study in female national collegiate football players 
found that less or no playing time during the game was asso-
ciated with lower self-confidence among non-starting play-
ers. However, the authors did not find cognitive and somatic 
state anxiety differences between starters and non-starters at 
pre-game.8

To summarize, anxiety levels and achievement motives 
are important for performance in football.1,2,19 Experience, 
such as having familiarity with the national football team 
seems to associate with lower trait anxiety scores.6 Other fac-
tors such as age and player status (starter vs. non-starter) also 
seem to be associated with lower state anxiety,5,8 while play-
ing positional differences (goalkeeper, defender, midfielder, 
and striker) do not seem to be associated with state anxiety.9 

However, given the few studies on this topic in women's elite 
football, the association between psychological characteris-
tics, age, football experience (both senior and youth national 
team experience), and player status (positional differences 
and starter vs. non-starters), and how these variables can 
predict state anxiety before important matches needs to be 
further investigated in order for us to provide knowledge to 
coaches and sport psychologist on how to support players in 
critical moments of the game. Hence, studying the psycho-
logical characteristics of female football players is extremely 
important and can provide insights into the specific nature of 
women's football. Such knowledge would help coaches and 
sport psychologist working within top-level female football.

Accordingly, the aim of this study was to investigate the 
association between psychological characteristics and foot-
ball experience/player status in elite female football players 
and to investigate which of these variables can predict state 
anxiety before important matches. This purpose can be di-
vided into two parts.

The first part describes the association between the play-
ers’ psychological characteristics, age, playing position, and 
national team experience (senior and youth). We hypothe-
sized that

• H1.1: Trait anxiety is negatively correlated to sport expe-
rience, and age is an explanatory factor5 and elite female 
players make use of psychological skills in accordance 
with their reached level.6 Hence, we expect age and na-
tional team experience (both senior and youth) to be asso-
ciated with psychological characteristics (ie, higher hope 
for success and lower fear of failure and trait anxiety).

• H1.2: Mouloud (2019) investigated male youth Portuguese 
football players and found no significant positional differ-
ences in state anxiety. We therefore expect playing position 
to have no association with psychological characteristics 
in elite female football players (ie, no differences will be 
found between goalkeepers, defenders, midfielders, and 
strikers).

• H1.3: As less or no playing time during games has contrib-
uted to a decrease of self-confidence among non-starting 
female players,8 we expected the players self-perceived 
status as a starting player (always, frequently, or seldom) 
to be associated with trait anxiety (ie, starting players will 
show lower trait anxiety).

The second part investigates whether the players’ psycho-
logical characteristics, age, playing position, and national 
team experience (senior and youth) can predict state mea-
sures of anxiety before important matches. The achievement 
motive and trait anxiety are fairly stable personality charac-
teristics, but can still develop over time in competitive envi-
ronments.10,19 We hypothesized that
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• H2.1: Somatic state anxiety is negatively predicted by hope 
for success, national team experience (both youth and se-
nior), and age, and positively predicted by fear of failure 
and trait anxiety.

• H.2.2: Cognitive state anxiety is negatively predicted by 
hope for success, national team experience (both youth and 
senior), and age, and positively predicted by fear of failure 
and trait anxiety.

• H2.3: Self-confidence is positively predicted by hope for 
success, national team experience (both youth and senior), 
and age, and negatively predicted by fear of failure and trait 
anxiety.

2 |  MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 | Participants

The study sample consisted of 180 players playing on 8 
teams in the elite-level female league in Denmark. Of the 
eligible 180 players, 128 players responded to the baseline 
survey, which is a response rate of 71.1%. The response rate 
from state measures at the games differed between 35.7% for 
one team at one game and 100% for another team at another 
game, with an average of 80.5%. Each player completed the 
state questionnaire before at least 2 games, with an average 
of 2.4 games. The playing positions were distributed as fol-
lows: goalkeeper (n = 21, 11.7%), defender (n = 59, 32.8%), 
midfielder (n  =  56, 31.1%), and striker (n  =  44, 24.4%). 
Thirty (15.6%) of the players had national team experience 
(23.5%), while 122 players had youth-team national experi-
ence (70.4%).

2.2 | Measurements

A combination of Danish- and English-language instruments 
was used in this study because gatekeepers confirmed that 
both domestic and foreign players at the clubs exhibited a 
high command of both the Danish and English language. 
In many of the clubs, the head coach used a combination of 
Danish and English to communicate with the players.

The questionnaire battery included questions on age, 
whether or not they had national team experience (both se-
nior and youth), their self-perceived status as a starting 
player (always, frequently, or seldom), and playing position 
(goalkeeper, defender, midfielder, or striker), as well as three 
questionnaires measuring the psychological variables of in-
terest—these are described below.

The English 30-item Achievement Motive Scale—Sport 
(AMS-S)16 was used to measure sport-specific hope for suc-
cess (HS) (items 1-15) and fear of failure (FF) (items 16-30). 
The scale has a Likert-scale answering format ranging from 0 

(not true for me at all) to 3 (exactly true for me). An example 
of an item from the hope for success scale is “I like being 
confronted with a difficult athletic task,” while an example 
from the fear of failure scale is “I find it unsettling to do 
something in sport, when I am not sure I can accomplish it.” 
To calculate the values for the hope for success scale and the 
fear of failure scale, the scores from the items in each scale 
are added together, resulting in a range from 0 (very low) to 
45 (very high). Norm tables exist for the German version of 
this scale. The English version of the AMS-S was used in 
this study. Earlier work has showed good internal consistency 
(HS = 0.92 for n = 79; FF = 0.93 for n = 65) and retest reli-
ability (HS = 0.71**; FF = 0.69**) for this version.21

The Danish version of the Competitive Trait Anxiety-
Questionnaire (CTA-Q) (Elbe & Ørhgaard, 2008), based on 
the Wettkampf-Angst-Inventar-Trait (WAI-T)22 was used to 
measure somatic anxiety (four items), worry (four items), 
concentration disturbance (four items), and cognitive anxi-
ety (two items) before a competitive situation. The questions 
have a Likert-scale answering format ranging from 1 (not at 
all) to 4 (very much). To calculate the values for the 3 scales, 
the scores from the items are added together, resulting in a 
range from 4 to 16. An example from the somatic anxiety 
scale is “I feel jittery,” while an example of the worry scale is 
“I have self-doubts.” The cognitive anxiety score is analyzed 
independently from the above scales and gives information 
about if anxiety is perceived as performance enhancing or 
inhibiting.

The English version of the Competitive State Anxiety 
Inventory-2 (CSAI-2) was used to measure three components 
of anxiety: cognitive anxiety (9 items), somatic anxiety (9 
items), and a related component self-confidence (9 items). 
The questions have a Likert-scale answering format ranging 
from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much so).2 An example from the 
somatic anxiety scale is “I feel nervous,” while an example of 
the self-confidence scale is “I feel at ease.”

To calculate the values for the three components, all the 
scores for each item are added together with the exception 
of item 14, where the score is reversed. The scores for each 
component will range from 9 to 36, with 9 indicating low 
anxiety confidence and 36 indicating high anxiety confi-
dence. As some players were measured more than once and 
as to not skew the weight of sample size in the three different 
state anxiety scales, the average scores for each variable for 
each player were initially calculated resulting in three mean 
state variables for each player (som, cog, and self).

2.3 | Procedure

The Danish FA (DBU) initially approved the study. The 
coaches and staff members from the teams were informed 
about the study at a pre-season meeting held at DBU. The 
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study followed APA ethical standards. After the pre-season 
meeting information about the study was sent to the players, 
and written consent was hereafter obtained. After this, the 
questionnaire battery was sent to the players via link using 
the Enalyzer electronical questionnaire tool one week prior 
to the season. The questionnaire battery took approximately 
15-20 minutes to complete. The players were asked to first 
answer questions related to biographical information, fol-
lowed by completion of the AMS-S and CTA. After complet-
ing the questionnaire battery, data were sent via Enalyzer to a 
secure university server and transferred to SPSS Statistics 25 
(IBM). If the players replied yes to having national team ex-
perience the exact number of both senior and youth national 
team games were initially registered.

Hereafter, the state measures using the CSAI-2 were 
completed at 15 games involving the eight teams (11 league 
games, 2 Champions League games, and 2 cup games) during 
the first half of the 2019/2020 season. The state measures 
were again administered electronically using Enalyzer ap-
proximately 1  hour before the games as recommended in 
other studies.23 The CSAI-2 took about 3-5 minutes to com-
plete. The measures were collected by university staff mem-
bers on game sight in close collaboration with the clubs.

2.4 | Data analysis

The data analysis was conducted with SPSS Statistics 25 
(IBM) and Microsoft Excel (2016).

2.4.1 | Reliability

Cronbach's alpha was used to test internal consistency reli-
ability of the subscales, in which ≥ .70 was used as threshold 
for acceptable reliability.

2.4.2 | First part—the association between the 
players’ psychological characteristics, age, 
playing position, national team experience 
(senior and youth), and self-perceived status as a 
starting player

Means and standard deviations were calculated for each 
subscale. To test the effect of age on psychological char-
acteristics, a linear regression model was used. To test the 
relationship between national team experience (both senior 
and youth) and psychological characteristics, independent-
samples t tests were used. When testing the distribution 
between the players’ psychological characteristics, playing 
position (goalkeeper, defender, midfielder, and striker), and 

self-perceived status as a starting player (always, frequently, 
and seldom a starting player), an independent-Kruskal-Wal-
lis test was used to investigate the distribution across these 
categories.

2.4.3 | Second part—psychological 
characteristics, age, playing position, and national 
team experience (senior and youth) predicts state 
measures of anxiety before matches

To investigate this, three backward elimination regression 
analyses were used, one for each state measure, in which the 
variables age, national team experience, youth national team 
experience, hope for success, fear of failure, somatic trait 
anxiety, worry trait anxiety, and concentration disturbance 
trait anxiety were included. The least significant independent 
variable was then omitted from the next regression analysis, 
and this step was repeated until only significant variables 
were left. Given the small sample size, we decided to include 
variables with P-values below .1.

3 |  RESULTS

Table  1 shows the mean, standard deviations, and reliabil-
ity estimates for all study measures. The players’ age ranged 
from 16 to 34 (M = 21.14 SD = 3.61). Following Sharma,24 
Cronbach's alphas for the AMS-S can be classified as good 
for the subscales HS and FF. For the CTA, Cronbach's alpha 
can be classified as acceptable for the somatic and concentra-
tion disturbance trait anxiety, and good for the worry trait 

T A B L E  1  Descriptive statistics and major study variables

Variable Items
Cronbach's 
alpha n/missing Mean (SD)

Hope for success 15 .81 102/94 33.56 (5.39)

Fear of failure 15 .90 102/94 17.25 (7.84)

Somatic trait 
anxiety

4 .74 128/68 7.52 (2.28)

Worry trait 
anxiety

4 .85 128/68 8.05 (2.70)

Concentration 
Disturbance 
trait anxiety

4 .72 128/68 5.56 (2.11)

Somatic state 
anxiety

9 .76 133/63 19.47 (5.50)

Cognitive state 
anxiety

9 .90 133/63 17.62 (3.43)

Self-confidence 
state

9 .89 133/63 23.20 (5.21)
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anxiety. For the state measures, Cronbach's alpha can be clas-
sified as acceptable for somatic state anxiety and good for 
cognitive state anxiety and self-confidence.

The players’ mean score for hope for success is higher 
than fear of failure. For the subscales on trait anxiety, worry 
trait anxiety showing the highest value while concentration 
disturbance trait anxiety showing the lowest (Table 1).

3.1 | First part—the association between the 
players’ psychological characteristics, age, 
playing position, self-perceived status as a 
starting player, and national team experience 
(senior and youth)

H1.1. was confirmed as high age was positively associated 
with psychological characteristics and negatively predicted 
two subscales of trait anxiety (somatic and worry) (P = .006 
and P = .024), but not concentration disturbance trait anxiety 
and the achievement motive. Also, national team experience, 
both senior and youth, revealed to have a positive association 
with psychological characteristics and negatively predicted 
all subscales of trait anxiety, but not the achievement motive. 
The associations were; Somatic trait anxiety; senior national 
team experience; P <  .01, youth national team experience; 
P  <  .01, worry trait anxiety; senior national team experi-
ence; P < .01, youth national team experience; P = .001, and 
concentration disturbance trait anxiety; senior national team 
experience; P =  .013, and youth national team experience; 
P = .011 (Table 2).

H1.2 was confirmed, as we did not find any relationship 
between playing position (goalkeeper, defender, midfielder, 
and striker) and psychological characteristics (Table 3).

H1.3 was confirmed, as we found that the self-perceived 
status as (always, frequently, or seldom) being a starter was 
statistically related to all subscales of trait anxiety in the way 
that players who perceived themselves as seldom starters had 
highest trait anxiety, followed by frequent starters and then 
always starters with the lowest .

3.2 | Second part—psychological 
characteristics, age, and national team 
experience (senior and youth) predicts state 
anxiety before matches

H2.1 was partly confirmed as we found that somatic state 
anxiety was negatively predicted by senior national team ex-
perience (P = .060) and positively predicted by fear of failure 
(P = .007) and worry trait anxiety (P ≤ .001). However, we 
did not find any statistically significant prediction on somatic 
state anxiety from age, youth national team experience, hope 
for success, somatic trait anxiety, and concentration distur-
bance trait anxiety (Table 4).

H2.2 was partly confirmed as we found that cognitive 
state anxiety was negatively predicted by hope for success 
(P = .067) and positively predicted by somatic trait anxiety 
(P = .035) and worry trait anxiety (P = .063). However, we 
did not find any prediction of cognitive state anxiety by age, 
fear of failure, and concentration disturbance trait anxiety.

H2.3 was partly confirmed as we found that self-confi-
dence was positively predicted by youth national team ex-
perience (P = .009) and negatively predicted by worry trait 
anxiety (P ≤ .001). However, we did not find any prediction 
of self-confidence by age, senior national team experience, 
achievement motive, somatic trait anxiety, and concentration 
disturbance trait anxiety.

4 |  DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to investigate the association be-
tween psychological characteristics and football experience/
player status in elite female football players and to investi-
gate which of these variables could predict state anxiety be-
fore important matches. We chose to divide the study into 
two parts. First, we investigated the association between the 
players’ psychological characteristics, age, playing position, 
self-perceived status as starting player, and national team ex-
perience (youth and senior). Secondly, we investigated how 

T A B L E  2  The elite female players’ psychological traits according to age, and senior and youth national team experience

Hope for 
success

Fear of 
failure

Somatic trait 
anxiety Worry trait anxiety

Concentration 
disturbance trait anxiety

Age
Β (SE)

n.s. n.s. −0.15 (0.06)** −0.15 (0.07)* n.s.

National team experience
Mean diff. (SE)

n.s. n.s. −1.93 (0.50)** −2.23 (0.46)** −1.24 (0.27)**

Youth national team experience
Mean diff. (SD)

n.s. n.s. −1.59 (0.43)** −1.76 (0.52)** −1.01 (0.42)*

Abbreviation: n.s., non-significant.
**Significant at the .01 level. 
*Significant at the .05 level. 
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the players’ psychological characteristics, age, and national 
team experience (youth and senior) predicted state anxiety 
before important matches.

4.1 | First part—the association between 
players’ psychological characteristics, age, 
playing position, self-perceived status as a 
starting player, and national team experience 
(senior and youth)

To summarize the descriptive statistics, the elite female play-
er's scores in hope for success are higher than fear of failure 
which is in line with earlier mentioned study by Stoeber and 
Becker20 suggesting that elite-level female players usually 
perceive athletic situations as a positive challenge and do not 
worry much about possible failure. The results concerning 
trait anxiety show highest levels in worry and lowest levels in 
concentration disturbance. These results are similar to those of 
both Icelandic female football players and handball players.6,25

H1.1. was partly confirmed as high age and national team 
experience (both senior and youth) associated with psycho-
logical characteristics and negatively predicted two subscales 
of trait anxiety, but not the achievement motive. Our find-
ings concerning trait anxiety are somehow different from a 
study in male and female elite handball players which con-
cluded that age (however measured in group categories from 
U15 forward to A team) did not seem to associate with trait 
anxiety.25 Turning back to elite football and bearing in mind 
that age and experience are two different things, our findings 
can also be considered in line with Junge and Prinz (2019) 
who computed match experience based on the number and 
level of matches played. They found that female players with 
more match experience exhibited lower anxiety scores than 
players with less experience. In conjunction with our results, 
these findings could indicate that when elite female players 
are being exposed to high-pressure games such as national 
team football trait anxiety will decrease. Therefore, one could 
speculate that experience might be considered somewhat in 
line with Kristjánsdóttir et al (2019) who found Icelandic 
national team players to have significantly lower levels of 
worry and concentration disruption trait anxiety, but not so-
matic trait anxiety, when being compared with first and sec-
ond division players. However, as male youth football players 
have the possibility to get selected for an academy at a very 
young age, most female players on the contrary are most fre-
quently part of grassroots teams until approximately 16 years 
of age.26 This need to be considered when interpreting our re-
sults since more female players with high anxiety are able to 
reach elite-level football simply because there are fewer reg-
istered female football players and fewer semi-professional 
and professional players than in men's football.27

Moving on to the achievement motive, we found high 
hope for success and low fear of failure, but neither high age 

T A B L E  3  Comparison of psychological characteristics and self-
perceived status as a starting player

Always Frequently Seldom

Hope for success n.s. n.s. n.s.

Fear of failure n.s. n.s. n.s.

Somatic trait anxiety** 51.82 (56) 55.27 (30) 82.86 (37)

Worry trait anxiety* 52.37 (56) 62.95 (30) 75.81 (37)

Concentration 
disturbance anxiety*

52.54 (56) 62.67 (30) 75.78 (37)

Note: Results are presented as mean rank (n).
**Significant at the .01 level. 
*Significant at the .05 level. 

Somatic state 
anxiety

Cognitive state 
anxiety

Self-
confidence

Age 0.03 (0.17) 0.05 (0.09) 0.12 (0.11)

Senior national team 
experience

−2.27 (1.18) 0.02 (1.04) 0.76 (1.42)

Youth national team 
experience

−1.24 (1.27) −0.94 (0.84) 2.60 (1.00)**

Hope for success 0.13 (0.11) −0.12 (0.06) 0.02 (0.11)

Fear of failure 0.19 (0.07)* −0.01 (0.05) −0.10 (0.62)

Somatic trait anxiety −0.10 (0.30) 0.41 (0.19)* 0.11 (0.28)

Worry trait anxiety 0.99 (0.20)** 0.27 (0.14) −0.84 (0.15)**

Concentration disturbance trait 
anxiety

0.17 (0.35) 0.19 (0.23) −0.24 (0.31)

Note: Results are presented as β (SE).
**Significant at the .01 level. 
*Significant at the .05 level. 

T A B L E  4  The elite female football 
player's state anxiety and the relationship 
with age, senior and youth national 
team experience, and psychological 
characteristics
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nor senior and youth national team experience seemed to be 
associate with the achievement motive. As the achievement 
motive has been found to explain a significant proportion of 
talented football male football players’ future success,18 our 
results might indicate that high hope for success and low fear 
of failure could also be considered a natural psychological 
prerequisite for elite female players at this level. According 
to Atkinson's (1957) risk-taking model being a part of a ho-
mogeneous group of elite-level female football players in a 
top-level team, the ongoing situational impact and personal 
components might be mediated by the time invested and 
through successful experiences in a competitive environment 
(ie, winning games, being selected for and playing senior 
and/or youth national team football). This might explain our 
results as the achievement motive is considered a fairly stable 
personality disposition, in which changes can occur through 
experience, personal growth, and interventions.28

H1.2. was confirmed, as we did not find any associa-
tion between playing position (ie, goalkeeper, defender, 
midfielder, and striker) and the elite female players’ psy-
chological characteristics. These findings are similar to the 
findings by Mouloud (2019) who found no significant posi-
tional differences with regard to state anxiety in male youth 
Portuguese football players, and also Jooste et al,29 who found 
no differences between psychological skills scores of talented 
male African football players in different positions. Hence, it 
seems that playing position in elite-level female football is 
not associated with the psychological characteristics investi-
gated in this study.

H1.3 was confirmed as we found trait anxiety to be asso-
ciated with the players’ self-perceived status as a starter in a 
way that players who perceived themselves as seldom starters 
showed the highest trait anxiety. This somewhat confirms the 
aforementioned study by Haneishi et al (2007), who found 
that lack of playing time affected the degree of self-confi-
dence in female national collegiate players. Our findings are 
also somewhat in line with Kristjánsdóttir et al’s study (2018) 
which successfully predicted between 65.2% and 100% of 
the elite female handball players into starters or non-start-
ers based on their psychological skills and strategies, mental 
toughness, and anxiety levels. Hence, our results might in-
dicate that players with national team experience and with 
a self-perceived status as being closer to the starting eleven 
seem to have a more robust self-confidence.

4.2 | Second part—psychological 
characteristics, age, and national team 
experience (senior and youth) predicted state 
measures of anxiety before matches

Moving on to the second part of our study, H2.1 was 
partly confirmed, as we found somatic state anxiety to be 

negatively predicted by senior national team experience, 
and positively predicted by fear of failure and worry trait 
anxiety. However, we did not find any statistically sig-
nificant prediction of somatic state anxiety by age, youth 
national team experience, hope for success, somatic trait 
anxiety, and concentration disturbance trait anxiety. 
Having senior national team experience might imply hav-
ing the experience to be less affected and therefore have 
a lower somatic state anxiety before important matches. 
According to Bandura,30 experiences of mastery have 
proven to be the most influential, as they convey to the 
subject the evidence of his or her ability to fulfill a task. 
Repeated success like being selected for national team 
football increases and builds a robust belief in personal 
efficacy, while repeated failures diminish the individual's 
expectations of efficacy, which might decrease somatic 
state anxiety. Our ambiguous findings regarding the nega-
tive prediction from somatic trait anxiety on somatic state 
anxiety are surprising and somewhat contradict the theo-
retical competitive anxiety trait-state relationship, as low 
trait concentration disruption performers perceive state 
responses as more facilitating than their high trait coun-
terparts.13 The relationship between trait and state anxiety 
is not always straightforward as state anxiety is also influ-
enced by the situation.31 However, our cross-sectional de-
sign combined with our relatively small sample size might 
also be an explanation for this. However, our findings con-
tribute nevertheless to the limited number of studies in elite 
female football, underlining that worry trait anxiety has a 
positive significant prediction on somatic state anxiety.

H.2.2: was partly confirmed as we found cognitive state 
anxiety to be negatively predicted by hope for success, and 
positively predicted by somatic trait anxiety and worry 
trait anxiety. However, we did not find any prediction on 
cognitive state anxiety from age, national team experience 
(both senior and youth), fear of failure, and concentration 
disturbance trait anxiety. As elite football players are found 
to have higher task orientation than non-elite players,32 it 
is not surprising that we found hope for success negatively 
associated with cognitive state anxiety, but at the same time 
surprising that fear of failure was not. As athletes with high 
levels of trait anxiety normally respond with high levels of 
state anxiety, it was expected to find cognitive state anxi-
ety to be significantly positively associated with somatic 
trait anxiety and worry trait anxiety. Despite not finding 
any statistically significant association for disturbance con-
centration trait anxiety, the positive direction between trait 
and state anxiety somewhat supports the theoretical trait-
state relationship.13 These findings might to some extent 
be explained by a potential situational influence derived at 
games in elite female football and is somewhat supported 
in a study examining the influence on playing venue on 
psychobiological responses in youth male football players, 
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suggesting that higher levels of stress were experienced by 
home players in their home matches.33

H2.3 was also partly confirmed as we found self-confi-
dence to be significantly positively predicted by youth na-
tional team experience and negatively predicted by worry 
trait anxiety. However, we did not find any prediction of 
self-confidence by age, senior national team experience, 
achievement motive, somatic trait anxiety, and concentration 
disturbance trait anxiety. Altogether, it is surprising to find 
a positive association between self-confidence and somatic 
trait anxiety, as it somewhat contradicts the aforementioned 
theoretical trait-state relationship.13 An additional explana-
tion for this could be that self-confidence within football is 
found to be more fluctuating but relevant for performance.34 
In other studies, self-confidence was found to be linked to 
mental toughness,35 and within other team, sports such as 
beach handball self-confidence and self-efficacy were pos-
itively related.36 Therefore, it is interesting to find that only 
youth national team experience positively predicts self-con-
fidence, and surprising that senior national team experience 
did not. This finding could potentially be related to the rel-
atively limited number of players with senior national team 
experience playing in the league at the time of the study 
(n = 27). Nevertheless, these findings point to the fact that 
having youth national team experience impacts self-confi-
dence when playing top-level female club football. This is 
to some extent supported in both male and female football 
studies, as players playing in higher leagues showed more 
confidence than players playing in lower leagues.37,38

4.3 | Methodological issues

Even though interesting results emerged from our study, 
the following limitations must be considered when making 
inferences.

1. We experienced having very different response rates for 
the state measures before the games. Especially when 
conducting state measures before a game in the women's 
Champions, we were not able to distribute the state 
measure at the venue. This game resulted in a response 
rate of 50.0%, which might have influenced our results. 
Another league game also resulted in a low response 
rate of 35.7%, which might also have influenced our 
results. However, the average overall response rate for 
all state measures was 80.5%, which is satisfying given 
the somehow stressful context of elite women football.

2. A sample size is considered an important ingredient of 
quality research as it determines statistical power of a 
test.39 Therefore, we acknowledge that our sample of 128 
players is limited when looking at general recommenda-
tions.39 This implies that our results need to be interpreted 

with a cross-sectional design and a small sample size in 
mind. However, when investigating Danish elite-level 
female football, our study sample included all teams, 
in which all players were pre-selected by the clubs and 
coaches. When interpreting our results, it should there-
fore not be forgotten that a small but highly homogeneous 
sample might produce scores that are somewhat different 
from larger but less homogeneous groups.

3. Regarding the psychological characteristics, we acknowl-
edge the self-attributed measures of assessing psycho-
logical characteristics (as oppose to implicit) can have the 
tendency to portray the respondents in a positive light and 
can lead to different outcomes. This is a substantial limi-
tation of our study because implicit, unconscious motives 
are better than self-reported motives at predicting long 
term behavior, such as participating in a challenging and 
competitive sport as elite football.

4.4 | Future research

The study design did not allow the direction of the relation-
ship to be established; therefore, future research should in-
vestigate trait-state anxiety to establish causality in elite 
female football. In addition, and to some extent, our study 
demonstrated nomological validity of the scales for achieve-
ment motive and trait-state anxiety.

Finally, one area for future research is to investigate the 
specific influence from trait anxiety on performance in fe-
male elite football, and how state pressure is handled in 
youth and senior national team football level. Hence, future 
research could adopt a more mixed-method design and in-
vestigate the interplay between psychological characteristics 
and national team experience in conjunction with matches to 
fully understand elite female players’ experience and to draw 
causal inferences on how pressure is handled.

4.5 | Applied perspectives

Based on our findings, we identified factors in elite female 
football, that might affect performance, and could have im-
plications for coaches and sport psychologists. This is es-
pecially true for trait anxiety and national team experience 
which seem to impact state anxiety before games. It is recom-
mended that coaches and sports psychologists be observant 
in targeting players with high state anxiety and support them 
in critical moments. Thus, it is recommended that coaches 
and sports psychologists help each other to address such is-
sues to help players address potential anxiety issues to handle 
game-related pressure. Another recommendation is to help 
players to develop coping skills. This implies, to decrease 
the level of trait anxiety by increasing self-efficacy through 
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positive, reinforcing feedback and creating an atmosphere of 
trust an openness about game-related pressure. Lastly, to im-
prove diagnosis and given the relevance that psychological 
characteristics appear to have for football players, it seems 
indispensable to target sport psychological resources into 
monitoring these characteristics. As anxiety levels can be 
influenced by the coaching style, and in order to ensure a di-
agnostical sound assessment, it is crucial to include coaches’ 
external rating of players in this process in addition to stand-
ardized self-reported questionnaires.40
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