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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the predictive role of sport imagery ability dimensions
in the development of psychological skills among elite athletes. Although previous research has
highlighted the importance of imagery in athletic performance, limited evidence exists regarding
how specific dimensions of imagery distinctly predict foundational, psychophysiological, and
cognitive skills. A total of 255 elite male and female athletes voluntarily completed the Mental
Skills Questionnaire-3 and the Sport Imagery Ability Questionnaire (SIAQ). Data were analyzed
using Pearson correlation and stepwise multiple linear regression. The results indicated that
emotional imagery was the strongest predictor of foundational skills, while both emotional and
mastery imagery enhanced psychophysiological skills, with strategic imagery showing an
unexpected negative effect. Furthermore, goal imagery emerged as the most powerful predictor
of cognitive skills, whereas mastery imagery revealed a weak negative association. These findings
suggest that different imagery dimensions play distinct roles in shaping psychological skills,
emphasizing that emotional and goal-focused imagery are more effective than other forms.
Accordingly, psychological interventions for elite athletes should be tailored to the target skill,
with a particular focus on emotional and goal imagery, to enhance performance and improve
psychological resilience under competitive stress.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

In elite sports, psychological skills are key determinants of performance beyond physical and
technical abilities. Mental imagery, a multisensory cognitive process, allows athletes to
mentally rehearse movements, emotions, and scenarios, enhancing confidence, focus, and stress
regulation. The effectiveness of imagery depends on individual imagery ability, including
clarity and controllability, which can be developed through structured training. Previous
research demonstrates positive links between mental imagery and psychological outcomes, yet
the specific relationship between imagery ability dimensions and athletes’ fundamental,
psychophysiological, and cognitive skills remains unclear, particularly among elite performers.
Understanding these associations is critical for designing evidence-based interventions to
optimize psychological readiness and performance. This study aims to examine the relationship
between mental imagery ability and psychological skills in elite athletes and to investigate the
predictive value of imagery dimensions for their psychological competencies.

Materials and Methods

This applied, descriptive-correlational field study examined the relationship between mental
imagery ability and psychological skills in elite athletes. The sample included 255 athletes (81
women, mean age 27.96 £ 3.0; 174 men, mean age 26.93 + 3.85) from national and top-tier
club teams across badminton, tennis, athletics, karate, wushu, basketball, football, volleyball,
and handball. Mental imagery ability, including strategic, goal, emotional, skill, and mastery
subscales, served as the predictor, while psychological skills—categorized as foundational,
psychophysiological, and cognitive—were the criterion variable.

Participants completed online surveys, including a demographic questionnaire, the Persian-
validated Ottawa Mental Skills Assessment Tool-3 (OMSAT-3), and the Sport Imagery Ability
Questionnaire (SIAQ). Inclusion criteria were age 20-30, at least three years of sport
experience, and absence of neurological or physical disorders.

Descriptive statistics (mean, SD) and normality checks were performed. Pearson correlations
assessed relationships between imagery and psychological skills, and stepwise multiple linear
regression analyzed the predictive value of imagery subscales. Analyses were conducted in
SPSS v.24, with significance set at p <.05.

Results

Descriptive analyses indicated that elite athletes scored highest in goal-setting among
foundational psychological skills and lowest in stress response among psychophysiological
skills. Regarding mental imagery, athletes demonstrated the greatest ability in emotional and
affective imagery and the lowest in strategic imagery. Correlation analyses revealed significant
positive relationships between all imagery subscales and foundational, psychophysiological,
and cognitive skills (p <0.01), with emotional and goal-oriented imagery showing the strongest
correlations with foundational skills (r = 0.38-0.39).

Stepwise multiple regression indicated that emotional and affective imagery significantly
predicted foundational skills (B = 0.392, p = 0.001, R? = 0.153), explaining approximately 15%
of variance. For psychophysiological skills, strategic imagery (B = —0.289), emotional and
affective imagery (B = 0.286), and mastery imagery (B = 0.232) were significant predictors,
collectively explaining 11.8% of variance. Interestingly, strategic imagery showed a negative
association, suggesting potential over-focus on technical aspects may reduce psychophysiological
skill efficiency. Cognitive skills were significantly predicted by goal-oriented imagery ( = 0.484,
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p = 0.001) and mastery imagery (§ = —0.212), with goal imagery exerting the strongest positive
influence on concentration, mental rehearsal, and competition planning.

Overall, findings indicate that mental imagery, particularly emotional and goal-directed
dimensions, plays a key role in enhancing psychological skills among elite athletes. The differential
contributions of imagery subscales highlight the importance of tailoring mental imagery
interventions to target specific psychological skill components for optimal performance outcomes.

Conclusion

This study examined the relationship between sport imagery ability and psychological skills in
elite athletes, and how imagery dimensions predict psychological skills. Results indicated that
the effects of imagery vary depending on the type of psychological skill.

For foundational skills (goal-setting, commitment, self-confidence), emotional imagery was the
only significant predictor, suggesting that mentally rehearsing positive emotions and success
experiences enhances confidence, goal commitment, and self-belief. These findings align with
previous research (Welis et al., 2024; Hartani & Yang, 2023) and are supported by Paivio’s
Dual-Coding Theory (1985) and Bandura’s self-efficacy theory (1997), highlighting the
motivational role of imagery.

In psychophysiological skills (stress management, relaxation, fear control, energization), emotional
and mastery imagery had positive effects, whereas strategic imagery unexpectedly showed a
negative impact, likely due to cognitive overload under competitive pressure (Beck, 2011).

For cognitive skills (focus, refocusing, mental rehearsal, competition planning), goal-oriented
imagery strongly enhanced performance, while mastery imagery had a slight negative effect,
possibly from excessive focus on automated performance limiting cognitive flexibility.
Overall, emotional and goal-focused imagery were most effective for improving foundational
and cognitive skills, while strategic imagery may hinder psychophysiological skills in high-
pressure conditions. The findings emphasize the importance of personalized imagery
interventions, integrating emotional and goal-based imagery to strengthen confidence,
resilience, and cognitive functioning in elite athletes.
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